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Chapter One

THE KIDNAPPING TOOK PLACE on a Thursday.

“If it had been Friday,” Jesse said afterward, “I wouldn’t have taken the bus at all. I would have stayed in the library and read until Mother picked me up after her committee meeting.”

There were a lot of ifs.

“If my car had not been in the garage,” said Glenn.

And Marianne Paget thought: If I had taken that ride with Rod when he offered it to me, when he drove all the way over to the high school just to pick me up.

But, she had not. She had climbed onto the bus with the others, holding her slim shoulders defiantly straight beneath the blue suede jacket.

I have hurt him, she thought, and the knowledge was strangely satisfying. I have hurt him, and by hurting him, I have shown Mother and all of them.

When she took her seat, she leaned forward and looked out the window to where Rod was standing beside his car, staring in a defeated way at the door she had just entered.

What can she see in him? Marianne asked herself bitterly. He is so dull, and his hair is going—it won’t be long now before he is completely bald. Imagine Mother having a bald husband! How can she like him—how can she even stand him—after living with Daddy?

The man by the car was still standing there, still watching the bus door as though half hoping that she might change her mind and get off again.

You would think he would begin to realize, thought Marianne, but no, he will go home and tell Mother, and he will be just as hurt and surprised as though it were the first time. And Mother will say, “Give it time, dear. It’s just a phase. She hasn’t adjusted yet. It will be all right in time.” But it will be one more thing, one more wedge between the two of them. And it will not be long before they will have to know that time will make no difference. Time will not change a thing.

The bus filled quickly. From her seat near the back, Jesse French watched the other students pouring in, laughing, shoving, tossing their books about. They crowded into the double seats, and Jesse, sitting alone, felt the empty space beside her becoming more and more obvious as it was ignored by first one person and then another.

There was a moment when she thought Glenn Kirtland was going to sit there. He seemed to hesitate for an instant, and then his eyes went ahead, and he moved forward and took the seat next to Marianne.

I should have known, Jesse thought, that he wouldn’t sit here—and she let herself relax again, not certain whether the sudden caved-in feeling was relief or disappointment. If he had sat next to her, she would have had to talk to him, and what could one say to a boy like Glenn, the president of the student body and captain of the football team? Jesse, who could speak to adults with ease and graciousness, who could discuss art and history and politics with Frenchmen and Germans and Italians in their native tongues, found herself weak and tongue-tied at the idea of talking school and sports with Glenn Kirtland.

If he weren’t so popular, she thought—but, of course, that was only an excuse, for popular people were popular because they were easy to talk to. There was Marianne now, chattering away to him already, turning in her seat to face him, letting her soft blond hair fall forward across her cheek. But then, Marianne was popular, too. She was pretty and pert and bubbly and had undoubtedly never had a moment’s self-consciousness in her life.

“May I sit here?”

Jesse glanced up and nodded, and Bruce Kirtland took the seat that his brother had not occupied. Bruce was only a freshman, a thin boy with glasses and a nervous, overeager, puppy-dog look. He sat down too quickly, and several of his books tumbled onto the floor.

“I’m sorry. Dammit, there goes another!”

“Here, let me hold those others. You’re going to lose them, too.”

Jesse reached over and steadied the remaining two books, wondering, as she did so, how someone like Glenn could possibly have a brother as awkward as Bruce. At the same time she felt a wave of sympathy for this boy, who would have to live, always, in the shadow of Glenn.

“Do you have them?” she asked kindly as he bobbed up from the floor, his face flushed with exertion.

“Yes, I think so. I’m sorry.”

“That’s all right.” She had her own books piled neatly on her lap—math, which she detested, and chemistry, and a French novel which she was reading for pleasure. Normally she would have opened it the moment she was settled, but now, because it was Bruce next to her and because he was so obviously embarrassed about his clumsiness, she felt duty-bound to make at least a few minutes of conversation.

“It’s really turning cold,” she said. “Yes, it is.” Bruce leaned across her to gaze out the window. “It looks kind of like snow, doesn’t it? It’s coming late this year.” His voice was hopeful. “If Glenn gets his car out of the shop this afternoon, we may be able to go up to Taos.”

“To ski?” Jesse asked politely. “That should be fun. Do you like skiing?”

“I like it fine, but I haven’t gone too many times. Glenn’s usually got a bunch of his friends going. Boy, he’s good—my brother! You ought to see him come down Snake Dance!”

He sat back in his seat, and Jesse, nodding, realized that her sympathy had been misplaced. There was no jealousy here, only a glow of pride in his brother’s accomplishments.

“Glenn can even take jumps. You know the ski pro at Taos? He says Glenn is one of the best skiers who come up there.” He paused and then added politely, “Do you ski?” and Jesse answered, “I haven’t skied here in New Mexico. We’ve been here only since summer.”

“You’ll learn,” Bruce told her consolingly. “There are lots of beginners,” and Jesse, who had been about to add the fact that the last time she had skied it had been in the Swiss Alps, left the words unspoken and smiled at him instead.

“I’m sure I’ll like it,” she said.

Dexter Barton was the last one to get on the bus. His sixth period was gym class, and it always made him late because he didn’t like using the community showers. He hung around the gym, bouncing balls and putting away the exercise mats until the first rush was over, and then went into the dressing room just as most of the other guys were leaving. If he was lucky and the shower was empty, he used it; otherwise he yanked his clothes on as quickly as possible, trusting to the general rush and confusion of late dressing to cover the omission of bathing. By the time he was clothed and had put away his gym clothes, it was a matter of luck whether or not he was able to make the bus before it pulled out of the lot. Sometimes he didn’t, and it meant hitchhiking, something he did not particularly mind when the weather was warm.

Today, however, the wind had a nasty nip to it, and the idea of his standing for half an hour on a street corner, thumbing a ride, was a far from pleasant one. He put on a final burst of speed and jogged up to the bus just as the door was closing. He grabbed it with his good left hand and yanked it open and clambered up the steps, glancing about him for a seat. The only one left was near the back, by a window, and he had to climb over a giggly sophomore girl to reach it.

“You might at least say excuse me,” she told him coyly, and her counterpart, in the seat directly across the aisle, giggled also.

“Excuse me,” Dexter said.

“Think nothing of it, I’m sure.” Her mock New York accent was a teasing duplication of his own, and she fluttered her eyelashes at him flirtatiously. “You wouldn’t by any chance be from the East, would you?”

“Yes,” Dexter said coldly, not rising to the bait. He wedged himself into the corner and turned his face to the window, not so much to see out as to avoid contact with his seatmate.

The bus had ground into motion now, moving out of the school driveway, slowly, slowly turning into the street. It lurched a little and swung wide to avoid the Drive Slowly—School Zone sign which marked the middle line, and it seemed to straighten with an effort. To Dexter, who was always conscious of mechanics, it was immediately apparent that something was not as usual. He turned his gaze from the window and straightened in his seat, trying to see to the front. Glenn Rutland’s head blocked him, and he pulled himself higher.

“What are you looking at?” asked the girl next to him.

“The driver,” Dexter told her shortly.

“Is something the matter with him?”

“He’s different. He’s not the guy who usually drives us.”

“Oh? I hadn’t noticed.” Now she, too, rose, leaning out into the aisle to gain a better view. “You’re right, he is different. He’s totally cute. Look at those shoulders!”

Ignoring the comment, Dexter sank back into his seat.

“I wonder if he’s going to be our regular driver from now on or if he’s just a substitute.” The girl looked at Dexter inquiringly. (As though, he thought, I should know the answer. As though I give a damn whether the guy with the shoulders was going to drive every day or not.)

When she received no answer, she flushed a little and looked ahead again.

“He is cute,” she murmured, and her friend across the aisle giggled in agreement.

“Those shoulders!”

“All that red hair—”

“A positive movie star, worth riding the old bus for.”

Idiot girls, thought Dexter. The old, familiar hurt was in him, the aching, sick feeling which had been there so long now that it was almost a part of him. He should have grown used to it by this time, and yet something like this—a dumb comment from a couple of flutter-headed females—could bring it up, sharp, against his insides with a jab which was almost physical in its intensity.

“Those shoulders—”

He scowled out the window, forcing his eyes to the mountains, half hidden in clouds, to the bleak white sky, stretching on above them.

It’s going to snow, he thought.

He turned his thoughts to the snow, to the cold air against his face and the feel of skis beneath his feet, to the perfect moment of freedom as he stood at the top of a run, gazing out over the long white slope that stretched before him, like a bird at that last, crucial instant before taking flight.

If I only had a car, he thought, I would take the whole weekend skiing. I’d go up to Santa Fe, maybe even to Taos. If Uncle Mark should fly to the Coast, if I could get the keys to the Jaguar—

Of course, that would not happen. It never did happen at the right times. This was when it would have been good to be a friend of Glenn Kirtland, with his car with the ski rack on top—but no, it wouldn’t be worth it. Dexter couldn’t bring himself to be hypocritical enough to bootlick somebody like Kirtland just for the sake of a ski weekend.

“What’s wrong with him?” the girl across the aisle whispered, and Dexter’s seatmate gave him a sideways glance and said, “Stuck-up.” She deliberately said it just loudly enough to carry, but he was scowling out the window, his dark brows drawn together, his eyes on the mountains.

He did not hear her.

“Hey,” one of the smaller boys near the front of the bus said suddenly. “Hey, mister, you missed our stop! That was it back there at the corner of Rosemont!”

“Sorry, kid, I guess I overshot it. I’m new on this route.” The driver lowered the stop signal on the side of the bus and slowed it to a quivering halt in the middle of the block. “You’ll have to walk back to it.”

For the first time since the bus had left the schoolyard, general attention was centered upon the driver.

Marianne stared in surprise.

“Don’t you have a list?” she asked. “Mr. Godfrey always gives his substitutes a list of the stops. Did he forget to this time?”

“He didn’t have a chance,” said the driver. “It was real sudden, his getting sick. They just called me in about an hour ago.”

“So he is a substitute,” the girl beside Dexter murmured to her friend, “and not a replacement,” and the other girl sighed regretfully and said, “Just our luck! Tomorrow we’ll go back to dear old gray-haired Mr. Godfrey.”

“How about one of you kids sitting up front with me,” suggested the driver, “to tell me where the stops are? Somebody who lives at the end of the route and knows where everybody else gets off?”

There was a moment’s silence, and then Bruce Kirtland said, “I will. I live at Valley Gardens. That’s the last stop.”

“That’s fine then.” The driver had opened the door by now, and the first group of students descended, stretching and grumbling about the short walk back to the bus stop. Bruce got up from his seat beside Jesse and clambered his way down the aisle to the front of the bus.

The door closed again, and with a grinding of gears, the bus lurched forward.

“He doesn’t seem to know much about handling a bus,” Glenn remarked in a low voice, regarding the driver with curious eyes.

“He’s just a substitute,” Marianne reminded him. “Perhaps he hasn’t had experience driving one.”

“Even substitutes have to have special licenses. They pass tests. You can’t pull in just anybody to substitute driving a school bus.”

This would be the day, Glenn thought ruefully, that my car would be out of commission. At this rate we’ll be lucky to get home in time for dinner. He regarded his brother, perched uncomfortably on the little seat next to the driver, patiently listing the stopping places on the route ahead. Good old Bruce, he thought—everybody’s little helper.

He glanced sideways at Marianne and found her smiling.

“Your brother’s a nice kid.”

“Yeah, Bruce is all right. He’s a real eager beaver.” There was a note of condescension in Glenn’s voice, and he corrected it quickly. “You should see him at home. The original plate-carrier-outer and picker-upper-after people. He even replaces my broken shoelaces!”

“If my little brothers ever did that, I’d faint.” Marianne hesitated. “Of course, there was a time …”

“Yes?” Glenn did not like broken sentences.

“Well, Jay and Jackie used to be pretty good kids. We were a pretty close family once. Things were different when Daddy was there.”

“I know.” Glenn put the proper note of sympathy into his voice. He wished Marianne would not refer so often to her broken home. It did not make him uncomfortable; it simply bored him. So her parents were divorced. So her mother had remarried. What made that so terrible? It happened to people all the time.

“It’s tough,” he said softly, “life’s tough sometimes,” and he was rewarded by the look of gratitude in Marianne’s eyes. They were lonely eyes, smoke-colored and large in the small, pert face. She had a good figure, too, small-boned and trim and at the same time curved in all the right places.

“Things will be all right,” he said, “just wait and see.”

“It makes me feel better,” Marianne said, “just talking to you.”

“I’m glad.”

Watching her reaction, Glenn felt pleased with himself. It was so easy, really, to say the right thing to people. You could do it without even thinking. You just looked at them as though they were special and said whatever the thing was that you thought they would most like to hear, and nine out of ten times you scored. It was so easy that he had no patience whatsoever with people like Bruce who were so eager, so pathetically hopeful about having people like them that they always managed to bumble things.

“It’s a bummer I didn’t have the car today,” Glenn said. “We could have made it home half an hour ago. It’s been in the shop since Tuesday getting a new paint job. I feel as though my wings have been cropped.”

“Rod, my stepfather, came by school for me.” There was a hard note in Marianne’s voice. “He said he was going home early.”

“Why didn’t you ride with him?” Glenn asked her.

“I—I just didn’t want to.”

“Well …” He smiled at her, the wide, open smile that crinkled his eyes and lit up his whole face. “If I have to take the misery of a school bus ride, I’m just as glad you’re here to share it with me.”

Marianne found herself smiling back, despite herself. “I’m glad, too,” she said softly.

The bus stopped again, and more students got out. The load was thinning now.

Dexter Barton was relieved that he now had a seat completely to himself. He slouched sideways to take up as much room as possible, against the off chance that somebody might decide to change seats and sit there.

Across the aisle, the girl with the straight dark hair was sitting alone, too, as she had been ever since Bruce Kirtland had moved to the front of the bus. She lifted her head, and their eyes met, but neither made a gesture, and an instant later the girl picked up a book that had been lying on the seat beside her and opened it and began to read. It was very definitely an invitation not to move over and start a conversation, and Dexter was amused by it.

Another loner, he thought, and he would have liked her if she had not looked so much like another girl he had known. It was a type he was drawn to, tall and slender, not pretty exactly but smooth, with neat, shoulder-length hair which defied the current fashions, a cool, aloof, slightly superior lift of the head which made it seem as though there were more there than she would ever see fit to offer anybody.

The girl back in New York a couple of years ago had had that same long-lined, fine-boned look to her, the same proud, little tilt of the head. He had dated her a few times. He might have kept on dating her if it had not been summer and if the crowd had not decided to go to Coney Island.

He had made an excuse not to go, and they all had accepted it. It would have been all right if he had not overheard the girl—his girl—saying to a friend, “Thank God Dexter isn’t going to go with us. He’s a nice guy and all that, and cute enough in a jacket, but I think I’d die if I ever had to be seen on the beach with him!”

The bus stopped, started, stopped. More students got out. Now there were only five of them left, five and the driver.

We’re almost there, thought Jesse. In a few moments they would turn south on the road that led into the Valley Gardens area, down behind the country club.

Valley Gardens, she thought, keeping her eyes on her book, not really reading, but concentrating on the neat white margins in order to keep from having to make conversation with the boy across the aisle who kept staring at her so rudely. Valley Gardens. A nice name. But living there had not accomplished the magical transformation that her mother had so hopefully anticipated.

“Valley Gardens.” It had had a ringing sound when her mother said it, like a bell pealing across rolling countryside. “It’s the nicest area in Albuquerque. A lovely place. A solid place, where people build homes and live in them for the rest of their lives.”

Her father had shaken his head, uncomprehendingly. “I don’t see why you don’t want to live on the base the way we always do. It’s much more convenient. I’ll be near my work. You’ll be close to the commissary. There’s the officers’ club …” “But, Clark, Valley Gardens!” Mrs. French had regarded him pleadingly. “Imagine finding a house to rent there! The owners are going to Hawaii for the winter; they don’t want to leave the place unoccupied. It’s such a wonderful opportunity for Jesse!”

“For Jesse?” Colonel French had looked surprised. “Why for Jesse?”

“Because it will give her a chance to know people. It’s the last chance we’ll have, Clark, to live together as a family in a settled community. We’ve always flown about so, from one base to another, one country to another—”

Colonel French had gazed at her in bewilderment. “I thought you liked it—the service life. You’ve always said you liked it!”

“I do, dear,” Mrs. French said softly. “I always will. It’s Jesse I’m thinking of. She’s grown up with such a mixed background. Half of her schooling has been at home. In some ways she is more like an adult than a teenage girl, and in others she is more like a child. She has never had a chance at the solid, ordinary life that most youngsters take for granted. I want her to have a taste of this kind of life. I want her to make her friends among a young crowd from the good society of the town, to come out of her shell and belong somewhere.”

“Jesse?” Her father had turned to her. “Do you want this? Do you want to live in Valley Gardens?”

“I—I don’t care.” She really hadn’t. “If Mother wants it so much, I—I think it’s fine.”

It would make no difference. She had known that it would not, but she could not bear to crush the glow in her mother’s eyes.

“I’d like to live there, Dad.”

“Women!” Her father had shaken his head helplessly. “Give them Paris in the springtime, Switzerland in the summer, and what is their prize dream? To spend a winter in Valley Gardens, New Mexico.”

So they had moved into the rental house. “The only rented house,” Mrs. French kept remarking, “in Valley Gardens.” And Jesse had still been Jesse. It had really made no difference.

Because her eyes were on the book, she was not the one to notice first that the bus had passed the turnoff. It was Bruce’s voice that brought it to her attention.

“Hey, we’ve come too far! Back there is where I told you to turn, back by the sign to the country club. You can pull right through the gates into the Gardens, and we all get off there.”

“That’s okay.” The driver hardly seemed to notice him. “I’m taking the long way ’round. I have to stop and pick up a friend of mine.”

“Pick somebody up? With the school bus?” Bruce was surprised.

In her own seat Marianne echoed his reaction. “That’s funny. Whom would he pick up with the bus? And why? It’s not as though it were public transportation or something.”

“Well, we’ll see in a minute. He’s slowing down.” Glenn leaned past her to gaze out the window with curiosity. “I guess that’s the friend he’s stopping for. It sure does seem peculiar.”

The bus door opened, and a swarthy man in a leather jacket climbed aboard. The door closed quickly behind him, and the bus started up again. The man glanced about the interior of the bus and said to the driver, “Is this all of them?”

“These are the kids from the Gardens area.” The driver spoke over his shoulder, his eyes on the road ahead.

“But there are only five. I thought we figured on at least eight.” The new passenger spoke with a marked Mexican accent, not unusual in this part of the country. “Only five. Geez, Buck, it’s hardly worth the risk of it.”

“We’ll make it worth it,” the driver told him.

The bus turned now and started north, directly away from Valley Gardens. Dexter, who had been staring in bewilderment, came to with a start.

“Hey, you can’t do this! Who are you anyway? Where do you think you’re taking us?”

The man in the leather jacket was still standing with his back against the door. Now he took a step forward.

“I think you had better move,” he said, “behind those other two up there. And you, girl”—he nodded to Jesse—“you move up with him. I want you all together where I can keep tabs on you, and I want each one of you to dump your cellphones on the floor.”

“What the hell …” Dexter began. And then he saw the pistol.

The bus turned again now, off the highway onto one of the dirt roads that led along the river.

“Where are we going?” Jesse asked numbly.

“Move forward,” the man with the jacket told her, and she did so, closing her book carefully first, automatically slipping a bit of paper in to mark her place, too stunned even to attempt to grasp the significance of what was happening.

“You, too,” the man said, and Dexter followed her, growling defiance beneath his breath, but moving.

Perched at the front of the bus, Bruce stared back at them all like a small, startled owl.

“What—what’s happening?” he asked shakily, “Glenn, do you understand?”

His brother’s handsome face was incredulous. He drew a long breath.

“It looks,” he said in a strange, flat voice, “as though we are being kidnapped.”



Chapter Two

MARIANNE PAGET WAS OFTEN misjudged because of her appearance. Because she was a small girl and brought out protective instincts, because she was cuddly and big-eyed and appealing, it was easy for people to assume that the softness and helplessness which appeared on the surface went all the way through.

In reality, this was not the case. Beneath the soft hair and pert face, Marianne had a hard core of self-sufficiency. It was like a thin strand of steel wire running through the center of her being—a hidden, unbreakable resistance which kept her calm in emergencies and unbendably stubborn in the face of adversity.

It was Marianne, sitting quietly in her seat by the window, who was first able to accept the incredible situation for what it was.

They are going to hold us, she thought, for ransom. They have selected the five of us because we live in Valley Gardens, and the people who live there are supposed to have money. They can’t know how it is with Mother, that she got the house when she divorced Daddy, but aside from that great, big, sprawling white elephant, she doesn’t have anything.

She could imagine her mother receiving the ransom note, standing there, white-faced and shaken, and then undoubtedly bursting into hysterics. Her mother, so gentle and blond and pretty, looking exactly the way Marianne herself would look twenty years from now, lacked the element of strength that ran through her daughter. Whenever pressures got too great, she broke into pieces.

Poor Mother, Marianne thought worriedly, it is going to be terrible for her. She won’t know what to do. How much money will they ask her for? A lot, I’m sure—thousands and thousands of dollars.

She recalled the words the bus driver—the other man had addressed him as “Buck”—had spoken a few moments earlier.

“It’s hardly worth the risk of it,” the man with the Mexican accent had said, and Buck had answered, “We’ll make it worth it. ”

Yes, they will ask her for a fortune, Marianne thought, and she won’t have it, and Rod certainly won’t, not from working for a newspaper like the Journal. There isn’t even anybody they can borrow it from. They don’t have rich friends the way Daddy did.

She paused, letting the words repeat themselves in her head. “The way Daddy did.” And then, suddenly, it came. It was like a great burst of light switching itself on inside her, the wonderful, illuminating knowledge of what the final recourse would have to be. It was inevitable. There was simply no way out of it. The money would have to come from her father.

She will call him, Marianne told herself, and he will come. He will have to come because after all, I am his daughter! They will see each other again, and they both will be worried. Daddy will walk into the living room, and Mother will be there, crying.

She pictured the scene the way it would be, with her mother seated, weeping, on the sofa, small and frightened and desperately alone. Her father would pause in the doorway, his big frame almost filling it, his own face ashen with strain.

“Marian,” he would say, and her mother would raise her head.

“Jack! Oh, Jack, I knew you’d come!”

“Of course, I’ve come. The moment I got your message. Did you think it possible that I wouldn’t come when something has happened to our daughter, our Marianne!”

“Oh, Jack.” And her mother would rise to her feet, holding out her hands beseechingly. “I’ve been so frightened! I haven’t known what to do!”

“It’s all right,” big Jack Paget would say. “I’m here now. I’ll take care of things. Now I’m home again, everything is going to be all right.”

Somewhere, of course, Marianne had to admit to herself ruefully, Rod Donavan would have to fit into the picture. He did live in the house now, and he was her mother’s husband. It wasn’t probable that he would be out of town at the crucial moment when her father returned. Rod never went out of town anyway, and even if for some reason he should be called away, he would never leave her mother in a moment of crisis.

No, he would be there, but luck could put him somewhere in the background—in the den, perhaps, watching television, or downstairs in the basement rumpus room, which he had fixed over for himself into a workshop. With Mother crying in the living room? the practical side of Marianne asked reasonably—oh, come now!

Well, anyway, he couldn’t, he simply couldn’t intrude on the scene of reconciliation. Not when it was going to come about so dramatically.

The bus, which had been lurching along at much too fast a speed for the unpaved road, slowed now and pulled to the side, where, Marianne could see from the window, a car and a van were parked in the shadow of a cottonwood. Beyond the tree was the river, shallow and sluggish, more mud than water in its winter lassitude. It was empty country, this part of the valley, a stretch of flatness leading off in all directions without a trace of civilization, not even a trickle of chimney smoke against the clear, unbroken arch of the sky.

There was a woman in the driver’s seat of the van. When the bus pulled to a stop, she opened the door and got out and stood there, huddled in her heavy coat, while the man named Buck pressed the handle that opened the bus door.

“Okay, kids,” he said, “climb out and get into the van.”

There was a moment’s silence during which no one moved or answered.

Then Glenn asked, “Why?”

“Why?” The driver regarded him with surprise. Evidently he had expected no resistance. “Because I say so, that’s why. Come on, now. Get a move on.”

“The joke’s gone far enough,” Glenn said casually. He did not sound at all worried. “I can’t be late getting home today. I’ve got a car to pick up before the garage closes.”

“This is not a joke,” the man with the accent said quietly. He had moved until he was standing in the aisle only a few feet behind them, and Marianne, although she did not turn to look at him, was as conscious of the pistol that he held as though the cold end of the barrel had actually touched her neck. She shuddered, and the man said, “Guns do not make jokes. You all are to get out of the bus.”

“You wouldn’t dare shoot us,” Glenn told him. “You are using the gun to scare us. If you let us go now, we’ll know you have only been kidding, that this was a … a … kind of initiation for a club or something. We’ll just go home and not say anything to anybody and forget all about it.”

He turned then and smiled, the easy, confident smile which had always won him any situation. Marianne, who knew that he must be gazing directly into the gun barrel, was filled with admiration.

He is giving them a chance to change their minds, she thought. He is telling them that they can still get out of this, that they have not yet passed the point of no return. If they are convinced that the risk is not worth it, perhaps they’ll take this opportunity to let us go!

Straightening her shoulders, she forced herself to speak. “Even if—if … this was a real kidnapping, it wouldn’t work. I mean, you couldn’t get any money from my family. They simply don’t have any.”

Across the aisle the stocky black-haired boy with the sullen face gave a short sound which might have been meant for a laugh.

“You’re sure not going to get any cash out of my uncle. He’ll be glad to be rid of me. He’s a bachelor, and the last thing he needs is a nephew living right on top of him.”

“That’s why it is a good thing this is just a joke,” Glenn continued hopefully. “If it were for real, it wouldn’t get anybody anything. So why don’t we just laugh the whole thing off and—and …”

His voice faltered and petered out before the look on the man’s face.

Marianne had turned to see it, and now shut her eyes. Oh, Lord, she thought. Oh, dear Lord, he is really going to shoot him.

In his seat at the front of the bus, Bruce thought the same thing. His face was dead white; his voice, a squeak of terror. “Glenn, don’t—don’t say anything else! He will shoot!”

“Yes, he will.” The bus driver’s tone left no room for doubt. “Juan has used that gun before. He will not hesitate to use it again. Now, for the last time, I will tell you to rise and leave the bus. Walk directly over to the van and get into the back. The girls will sit on the seat. The boys will kneel on the floor facing toward the back. There will be no further discussion.”

Bruce got to his feet, throwing his brother a look of panic.

Marianne reached over and touched Glenn’s arm. “It’s not going to work,” she said softly. “I know what you were trying to do, and it won’t work. They are not going to change their minds. We had better do what they tell us.”

It could not be argued. Both the dark-haired boy across the aisle and the girl, whom Marianne could remember having seen on the bus on other days but whose name she did not recall, had risen and were moving forward to follow Bruce. With a shrug of defeat Glenn rose, too, and he and Marianne fell into step behind the others. They moved down the three steps to the ground and crossed to the van.

“All right, get in.” The driver had followed close behind them.

The woman in the coat moved up beside him and asked, “Is it going all right? I expected you before this.”

“It took longer than I thought it would. I didn’t know the stops for those other kids.” His voice was brisk and businesslike. “Okay, get into the car. Girls first.”

Because the other girl was hesitating, Marianne stepped past her and climbed in. As she did so, she thought, this is probably going to be our last chance to break away and run. But all reason told her that such a move would be fatal. Where was there to go in country that offered not a single rise for protection? Back along the road? Into the shallow river?

Glenn might try it, she thought, hoping desperately that he would not be so foolhardy.

But Glenn was climbing into the car.

He hesitated, and the driver said “Kneel,” and he got to his knees, cramming his big frame into a cramped position on the narrow strip of floor. Marianne moved her legs over as far as possible to give him room.

To her surprise, she found that she was shaking.

Stop it, she told herself firmly. There is no sense in going to pieces. Everything is going to work out all right. It has to.

Beside her the other girl was crying. She was not being noisy about it; she was just sitting there, white-faced and silent, with tears streaming down her face.

Marianne reached over and took her hand. “Don’t be scared,” she whispered, thinking, as she said it, what an idiotic command it was.

They all were in the car now, crammed in like sardines. The boys particularly were in such cramped positions that Marianne could not see how they were able to breathe. The driver closed the door and paused to secure it, in some way, from the outside. Then he and the woman got into the front, the woman in the driver’s seat, and the man named Juan came around to the front of the car and handed the pistol in through the window.

“Let’s get the names,” he said, and Buck nodded.

“Okay, kids, give me your names. You, blondie, what’s yours?”

He was looking at Marianne. She said, “Marianne Paget.”

“Paget?” Buck was doing mental inventory. “Look, I don’t want any funny stuff. I know who is supposed to be on that bus and who isn’t. There isn’t any Paget listed in Valley Gardens.”

“My mother’s name is Donavan,” Marianne said shakily. “Mrs. Rodney Donavan. This is her second marriage. I still have my father’s name.”

“Donavan. Yes, that figures.” He nodded, satisfied. “Next?”

They gave their names meekly.

“Jesse French.”

“Glenn Kirtland.”

“Bruce Kirtland.”

The dark boy said, “I’m Dexter Barton. There isn’t any Barton at Valley Gardens either. I live with my uncle Mark Crete.”

“Crete. Okay.” The red-haired man was still frowning. “That’s five kids, but only four families. What about Joan Miller?”

There was a pause. Then Marianne answered, “Joan hasn’t been in school this week. Her brother was hurt in an automobile accident when he was riding his motorscooter. Joan is at the hospital with her parents.”

“Well, how about the Lindleys?”

“Madison and Erika have Pep Club meeting on Thursdays.”

“Just our luck!” Juan growled. “Of all days for three kids to be absent. Four families. All this risk, just for four.”

“You’ll have to ask enough to make it worth it,” Buck said curtly. He glanced at his watch. “It’s only four thirty. That’s not bad, considering. Go ahead and play it just the way we planned. Rita and I will take care of the kids. You stay in town and handle the phoning. I’ll call you in the morning and find out how it’s shaping up.”

“Right.” The men exchanged quick nods.

“Oh.” The Mexican hesitated. “Be sure you watch that kid—the big one. He may give you trouble.”

On the floor by her knees Marianne felt Glenn stiffen.

“Don’t worry,” Buck said shortly. “Nobody is going to give me trouble. Come on, Rita. Let’s get going.”

The woman stepped on the starter. From the window Marianne could see Juan walking over to the other car. They were evidently going to leave the school bus just as it was, by the side of the road.

They were sure to find it here, she thought, and immediately she realized that it would not matter. Buck had worn gloves; he still had them on, brown leather driving gloves which would eliminate any chance of leaving fingerprints. What would the police be able to learn from the bus when they did locate it? Only that it was here, empty. They would know that the driver and passengers had been transferred to another car, but there would be nothing to show what kind of car it was or which way it had headed. With the bus here on the south end of town, parked beside the Rio Grande, it might well be assumed that the car had proceeded south, perhaps en route to Mexico.

That, Marianne could see already, was not to be their destination. The woman had chosen the north fork in the dirt road and was turning toward the distant Sandia Mountains.

Four thirty. Marianne recalled the time as Buck had stated it, perhaps fifteen minutes ago. That made it now about a quarter to five. I should have been home forty minutes ago, she thought. Mother will be worrying, wondering what has happened. She’ll probably be checking with some of the other mothers on our route. No, she will think I’m with Rod! This was a thought that had not previously occurred to her. He probably told her that he would be picking me up at school. She won’t know that anything is the matter until he himself gets home.

She could picture Rod coming into the house, shedding his coat and hanging it carefully in the hall closet, not dropping it carelessly over the back of a chair, the way her happy-go-lucky father would have done. The boys would come surging to meet him, hurling themselves all over him. That was the thing she could not understand about her brothers. They had loved their father almost as much as she had, but how easily they had accepted Rod as a replacement! All he had had to do was to install a workshop and buy some video games and get some paint for Jay’s bicycle, and there he was, king of the roost!

What callous, fickle things boys are, Marianne thought in disgust.

For her part, she had not been won over, would never be won over, no matter how many new sweaters and party dresses found their way into her bureau drawers and onto hangers in her closet. Never, as long as she lived, would she accept the name Donavan, as Jay and Jackie had done. She was Jack Paget’s daughter and proud of the fact, and if she had to be the only Paget in a family of Donavans, she would be so.

Tonight, when Rod walked in, his welcome would not be as enthusiastic as usual. Despite the circumstances, the thought gave her a glimmer of satisfaction. Her mother would look at him and then past him and would ask, “Where is Marianne?”

“Marianne?” He would be surprised. “Isn’t she at home?”

“I thought you were going to pick her up.”

“I tried to, but she wouldn’t ride with me. She insisted on taking the bus.”

“She couldn’t have, Rod. The bus would have had her home over an hour ago.”

“But, Marian, I saw her get onto the bus myself. She must have come in without your seeing her and gone up to her room.”

“But she always stops to speak to me when she comes in. Boys. No, Rod is not going to play with you now. Jay, listen to me, dear. Have you seen your sister this afternoon? Jackie, did Marianne get home while I was out in the kitchen?”

Yes, it will spoil his homecoming. They may even argue about it. And then more time will go by, and they will really begin to worry. Mother will anyway. I wonder how long it will be before that man Juan phones them? Will he do it right away or wait until late in the evening? Surely he won’t wait too long. He will want to talk to them before they decide to call the police.

They had skirted the town now. Up ahead the mountains glowed an unearthly shade of pink in the late-afternoon light. In the front seat Buck was holding the pistol, but he seemed to have relaxed a bit, as though the main danger of discovery were over.

The woman was driving silently, with a clear knowledge of exactly where she was going.

From his position on the floor, Dexter shifted, trying to move his body into a slightly less awkward angle.

“Can’t we sit up on the seat now?” he asked. “My legs are killing me.”

“Stay where you are,” Buck told him. “There isn’t much chance of your making trouble when you are kneeling like that.”

“We won’t make trouble,” Bruce said. “We promise.”

“I’m not running any chance of it. There are three of you guys, and I don’t want any kind of scuffle in the car. I might have to blow one of your heads off.”

Next to him the woman caught her breath. “Buck, you didn’t have to—”

“Not now, Rita. We’ll talk about it later.”

“But the old man, the one who is the regular driver. Did you—”

“I said, we’ll discuss it later.” He frowned at her. “Honey, use your brain. Why do you think I got Juan in on this? He’s taking care of the rough stuff for us.”

“And he’ll make the calls?”

“All of them. He will be the only contact. His voice is the only one that anybody will hear. We’re clear, you and I. All we have to do is nursemaid this little bunch for a while and then pocket the money.”

Marianne shifted her position, trying to move her knees so as to make more room for Glenn, who was crouched on the floor in front of her. On the seat beside her, Jesse had stopped crying. She was leaning forward with her face in her hands, and watching her, Marianne wondered if she was going to be sick. Bruce, crammed on the floor between the two older boys, looked young and scared. On the far side of him Dexter appeared to be the most miserable of all. His face was set in pain, and his legs were doubled under him at what looked to Marianne to be an impossible angle.

They rode in silence, and the mountains turned from pink to purple, and from purple to gray. The road curved upward, and the occasional approaching cars became fewer. They passed through a small town of a few stores and a couple of adobe houses and a small silver-colored church with a white steeple. After that the road became steeper.

At home, Marianne thought, they must really be worrying now. I wonder if Mother has phoned Daddy yet.

She clung to the thought, asking it over and over: Has she called him yet? Is she talking to him now?

She kept concentrating on their faces—her mother’s, her father’s—in the knowledge that soon, soon now they would have to be together. She let herself think no further. She closed her eyes and thought of her parents and would not watch the last pale light outside the car windows fading into night.
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