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It Begins—Again

He had planned to stop when he moved to Arkansas. He had to move, of course, but it was a chance to start over.

He was good at his work. He’d work hard, and that would make up for the bad place inside of him.

The bad place was like a dark, swirling whirlpool, a craving, sucking need that had fed on watching Cynthia die and Bunny and Roxie fade away.

He laughed, thinking about it. He had especially hated Cynthia, because she had scorned him. He’d taught her a lesson she wouldn’t forget. Would she remember lessons learned in this life for her next existence? He hoped so; otherwise it did no good to punish her.

Maybe it would do no good to punish any of them. But was he punishing them now? Not really. He was saving them, preserving them, to use a better word.

Yes, he liked that idea. It made him feel better about his mission—and he wanted to feel good about it, because now that he had begun again, he found he couldn’t stop.


Chapter 1

Scott smiled the minute he laid eyes on her, hurrying down the hall away from him. It was because of her T-shirt that said A WOMAN’S PLACE IS IN THE HOUSE. AND IN THE SENATE. So—she was a liberated female. He could handle that. He hoped. He was a liberated male.

Numero uno on his list of girls he’d flirt with was one who knew her own mind and had a sense of humor. He was a sucker for a female who smiled on a regular basis. One who could laugh at herself. And, most important, one who could make him laugh at himself. He knew one of his major failings was taking himself too seriously. He’d had one honest male amigo and a record number of blunt females tell him so to his face.

When she turned around, he was hooked, dead meat. Honey-colored hair tumbled wildly around her face, saying I don’t spend hours with a blow dryer and a curling iron. Startling green eyes stared right at him. A smile started slowly, ending up almost too large for her small features.

“Are you following me?” The smile disappeared into eyes that teased.

“I didn’t think so at first,” he said. “But now I’ve decided I will.”

He was grateful the words slipped out before he could think about what to say, since small talk, especially with a girl, didn’t come naturally to him. Uppermost in his mind this morning was entering a new school and now, finding the chem lab. He’d never even dreamed about meeting or talking to a new girl, one that got an A-plus for stirring up his own chemistry.

She laughed and shifted a stack of books to her other hip. He had time for one more thought. He liked the small firm breasts that filled out her shirt. Big-busted girls intimidated him.

“Come walk beside me then. You’re obviously the new guy in town and could use a girl guide. You a senior?”

“Yeah.” He reverted to monosyllables.

“Got a schedule?”

He handed her a card that he’d only had time to glance at.

“God, why do they give new people the leftovers? You’re stuck with all the toughest subjects and the workaholic teachers.” One blunt-cut, unpolished nail followed the printout of his day. “Look at this. Second-year algebra, trig, chemistry, advanced physics, and advanced journalism. What do you do for fun?”

“I blew up the lab in my last school.” It was his only claim to fame as a regular guy.

“No kidding? Do you do cafeterias?” Setting down her books, digging into a denim tote over her shoulder, she pulled out a pair of huge glasses. When she’d put them on, she wrinkled her forehead into a serious frown. “Better? Do you like intellectual girls? Or do you prefer girls who have nothing in common with you? I’m ultimately flexible.”

He grinned, liking her better by the minute.

She pulled off the glasses, put one earpiece into her mouth, and studied him. “Think it over. You have all day. This is the chem lab—I think. It smells like chemistry, but it may be physics. I’m sure not going in there. Not my thing. I’ll see you in journalism, though, and it’s your last class.” Her smile suggested that an invitation to continue their conversation after school wouldn’t be rejected. With that promise, she bounced away.

“Wait,” he whispered. “What’s your name?” He realized he hadn’t asked and she hadn’t volunteered. Rooted, he stared after her.

Behind him, a male voice broke the spell. “Vicki Valentine. Yes, it’s her real name, and she’s everybody’s fantasy woman. But she refuses to go with only one guy, so there’s always hope. Incidentally, there’s a huge purse waiting for the guy who changes her mind. If no one wins by June first, the money goes into the fund for the senior project. Interested?”

Scott still couldn’t speak and it made him feel incredibly foolish.

“Alan Berkman—friends call me Berk.” Tall and gangly thin, with zits scarring his face, the guy who spoke to Scott looked like a misplaced seventh grader. “You’re new here, aren’t you? Going into the chem lab?”

“Yeah, yeah, sure.” Scott gained his senses. “Scott Lawrence. Don’t call me Scottie, and no, I’m not going to be an engineer in a star fleet. I’m headed for science writing.”

“Newspaper can probably use your help.” Berk pushed wire-rimmed glasses back onto his nose. “Where you from?”

“New York City.”

“Godzilla, what are you doing in this burg?”

“My dad’s new head of the reactor in Russelville.”

“Keep it a secret. It’s not a popular subject.”

“I figured that, but you’ll have to admit, nuclear power is the only answer for a future fuel source.” Scott had strong opinions on science subjects.

“Okay, don’t keep it secret. You look like a guy who can take a strong stand and defend it. It just so happens I agree with you. I’ll help you write your first article.”

Scott liked Berk. They chose seats side by side, agreed to be lab partners, and exchanged groans when the teacher outlined the class expectations.

The rest of the day he settled into the familiar routine of classes feeling he’d made two friends—well, one, Berk, with Vicki a maybe. To his surprise, since Sparksville High certainly wasn’t a New York City school, he had all good teachers except one, and that in a subject that didn’t matter as much. He could learn it on his own if he had to.

He was able to keep his mind firmly on the subject matter most of the day. But an occasional vision of Vicki surfaced when he least expected it. She had definitely made an impression on him. Maybe he could change his image, become a ladies’ man, by moving. Dream on, old man, dream on. What if cats could fly and spiders weave magic spells on nerds?

She waved at him in journalism class, but sat across the room, talking to a guy with an obvious triple major in sports.

After class, in the hall, she turned around, seemed to be looking for someone. He followed her, hoping. But two girls and a teacher got to her first.

He had never experienced anyone else’s pain so incredibly from a distance. His stomach clinched as if someone had used it for a punching bag. Bile rose in his throat, and a bitter taste filled his mouth.

At first her face registered shock. Then her smile faded to a grimace as her features contorted with pain. Crumpling into the arms of the two girls, she bent double with sobs. The teacher reached out her hand helplessly and touched Vicki’s shoulder with empathy.

Students drifted into small islands of curiosity and dismay like clumps of grease on the surface of cold soup. Whispers circulated Vicki’s news.

Berk dropped his hand on Scott’s shoulder, but Scott took no offense from the gesture from an almost stranger.

“What? What is it, Berk? What happened?” Scott whispered, too, as he would at a funeral.

“SueAnne Groober, Vicki’s best friend. She disappeared a month ago. They found her this morning.”

“She’s—she’s—”

“Very dead. But her body wasn’t even cold. Apparently, she had just died, so where has she been for a month? And the strange thing is that she wasn’t dressed in the jeans and sweatshirt she was wearing the last time anyone saw her.”

“What do you mean?”

“She had on a yellow prom dress, the one she wore to the junior-senior prom last spring. Yellow roses were woven into her hair—fresh roses—and there was a smile on her face.”

Being from New York City, Scott was familiar with a certain level of violence. But he’d never known anyone who’d been a victim of it. It had stayed a comfortable distance from him and his circle of friends.

He hadn’t known SueAnne, but the picture that Berk had painted for him was as real as his sister’s recent wedding photos, as real as today’s front page from the small-town newspaper. As real as the pain he’d experienced, reflected from Vicki Valentine’s face.

Too real.


My Lovely SueAnne

When SueAnne faded and died, he felt a satisfying explosion of pleasure. She looked lovely, so lovely laid out in her yellow prom dress. The yellow roses were a brilliant touch of perfection. They looked so right in her hair, and she would be buried before they wilted and turned brown. Like the roses, SueAnne had gone on while she was in the bloom of youth. Her beauty was preserved.

He stood beside her bed, tingling from head to toe. Outside, the woods, framed by the tall windows, glowed with summer’s end. Like her body, the earth was still warm.

“Winter will not come to you, my lovely SueAnne. Your beauty will never fade.”

He felt his mission return, stronger than before. His need, fueled by saving SueAnne, flooded back, a driving desire.

Uppermost in his mind when he returned her, when he finished arranging her dress as she lay on the courthouse lawn, was one thought.

Whom shall I choose next?


Chapter 2

She woke to the pain starting all over again. SueAnne was dead. Her best friend—gone.

Vicki had worried a lot, but she had never believed that something bad had happened to SueAnne. Had she? Had she just lied to herself, not wanting to think otherwise? She had told herself over and over that SueAnne had finally made her move. She had finally run away as she’d threatened time after time for the last year.

“I’m almost eighteen—almost legal. I’ll leave here and get a job. I look eighteen. I can lie about my age until my birthday, then I can come back and get my things and leave for good. My daddy can’t have any say about it then. He won’t be able to tell me what to do. Even though he’ll try. He thinks he can run my life forever. Why, I’ll bet if I was forty years old, he’d try to tell me I couldn’t go out with Billy Ray Wiser. He’d still think he knew what and who was best for me.”

Vicki smiled through her tears. SueAnne’s voice was imprinted on her mind so deeply that she could almost imitate it perfectly. She had tried over and over, keeping SueAnne laughing for hours. Or coaching. After a few tries, SueAnne had given her pointers. “Stretch out the A’s and the O’s more, make them two syllables. Co-oke. Now leave off all the G’s on ing words. Like this, comin’, thinkin’, doin’.” Vicki would laugh and try again. Her favorite word was fixing, or, more correctly, fixin’. “I’m fixin’ to go shoppin’, Vicki. Want to go with me?”

There would be no more shopping trips with SueAnne, looking for the funky clothes that Vicki wore to be different, or the ruffles that SueAnne said suited her feminine style. SueAnne would never have worn a T-shirt, and knits made up half of Vicki’s wardrobe. Especially T-shirts with funny messages. SueAnne had given her one for Christmas last year that said I KNOW I’M EFFICIENT. TELL ME I’M BEAUTIFUL. It suited Vicki so well because she knew she could do homework and term papers in record time; she knew she made all A’s, but she had never felt pretty. Not like SueAnne. SueAnne was—had been—the most beautiful girl that Vicki had ever known. And the sweetest.

A lump rose in her throat, threatening to choke her. She swallowed and took deep breaths, but it didn’t help a lot. She looked back again, since it was less painful than staying in the present.

When she had moved to Arkansas from California ten years ago, she had expected everyone to talk like SueAnne, with that soft, slow musical drawl. She had been wrong, almost disappointed, but maybe that was why they became good friends so quickly. SueAnne loved to talk, and Vicki loved to listen to her.

But I won’t ever hear her voice again.

SueAnne’s voice filled Vicki’s mind. She had been complaining about her father that first time they met. Apparently, she’d had one idea of what to wear on her first day in high school but Mr. Groober had a different idea. Vicki couldn’t imagine her father telling her what to wear. If anything he was amused by her funky styles.

Vicki’s mother knocked softly, then came into her bedroom, interrupting Vicki’s thinking. “Are you going to be all right, Vicki?” Wearing a very conservative business suit, Mrs. Valentine perched on the edge of Vicki’s bed. “I’m going in early this morning so I can take time off to go to the funeral.”

She handed Vicki a Kleenex, clasping her other hand tightly. “I’m so sorry, darling. I can’t believe we moved from L.A. to get you away from so much stress and violence, and now this—”

“I guess bad things happen everywhere.” Vicki heard the quiver in her voice and struggled to get control. She didn’t want her mother to worry about her.

“Not usually to people we know, Vicki.”

“Have you heard anything else, Mom? How SueAnne was—what happened to her?”

Mrs. Valentine was the district nurse for Lucas County. She got news through her friends who were nurses, long before it was printed in the Sparksville Daily News.

“No, I haven’t. There were no marks on her body, no sign of violence. Are you sure you want to hear this?” Her mother wasn’t used to protecting Vicki, but Vicki could tell that she thought she needed to now.

“I’ll hear it later, Mom. Or read about it in the paper. Don’t keep anything from me. I need to know.”

“It’s very puzzling, to tell the truth. They’re doing an autopsy, of course. She hadn’t been dead long when they found her.”

Vicki struggled to put some distance between her friend and the person they were talking about. The body.

“I—I really thought she’d run away. And maybe she had. Maybe she came back home and—Mom, you know Mr. Groober better than I do. I just heard SueAnne’s side of what her father was like. Do you think he—he—”

“Could have anything to do with this?” Her mother pulled Vicki close and held her tightly. Vicki could smell the mixture of soap and perfume that was so familiar to her. She could feel the contrast of her mother’s soft figure and the scratchy linen suit jacket she was wearing today.

Suddenly she was filled with a terrible longing to be a little kid again. So young she still thought her mother could protect her from everything bad in the world. She wanted her mother to kiss her and say, “There, all better?”

“I don’t know, Vicki. I honestly don’t know. I don’t like the man, but if everyone who wasn’t likable was a murderer, we’d live in a very dangerous world. If the police decide that SueAnne was murdered, and it certainly looks as if she was, everyone who ever knew her will be a suspect until they learn better. The police will question anyone who was around her this summer. Someone will want to talk to you, Vicki. If you can think of anything that seemed different that last week, anyone who might have had some motive for doing this, you must tell them.”

“That’s all I can think about, Mom. SueAnne. The first time I saw her, the last time I saw her. I can’t stop thinking. I wish I could. I wish my mind had an off switch.” She pressed her knuckles to her lips.

Her mother kissed her. “I know, baby, I know. Write it down. Put your thinking to good use. That’s what you can do for her now.”

Two days later, it seemed as if everyone in town was at SueAnne’s funeral. Vicki had deliberately chosen a seat about halfway back in the church. No way could she sit right in front of that closed casket—all creamy ivory and gold. No way could she stare at that big portrait of SueAnne.

Mrs. Groober had gushed and raved about the portrait yesterday when Vicki and her mother paid a visit to the Groobers’ home. Vicki couldn’t go alone, so her mother went with her.

“That nice Mr. Altman insisted we take the photograph of SueAnne that he’d enlarged to put in his window. He said it wouldn’t be proper to display it there now, anyway, and he wanted us to have it. No charge. I tried to pay him for it, but he said no, it was a gift, the only thing he could do for SueAnne now. So I’m going to set it up on an easel by the casket. That was Mr. Altman’s idea, I have to say. I wanted to leave the casket open—SueAnne looks so lovely—just like she was asleep, but Groober won’t have it. He said he didn’t want anyone staring at his baby now that she had passed over.

“And, Vicki, Mr. Altman told me not to tell anyone this, but you were her best friend, so you knew it. He said that SueAnne was the prettiest girl he’d ever photographed. That she just sparkled in front of the camera, so natural, with not one self-conscious bone in her body. He said she could have gone to New York and been a model, easy.”

Vicki couldn’t understand why Mrs. Groober wasn’t hysterical or unable to talk at all. Was she in shock, or had a doctor given her some tranquilizers so that she wasn’t capable of feeling right now? It made Vicki feel she could ask a question without being insensitive.

“Where do you think she did go for a month, Mrs. Groober?”

“I just can’t imagine, Vicki. You know we called all the cousins, everyone we could think of. I’ve worried myself sick about the child, and now I know my worryin’ was justified. Someone had to be truly evil to hurt my baby.”

That was the end of any discussion, since Mrs. Groober then dissolved into tears. Vicki and Mrs. Valentine had excused themselves quietly, leaving the house full of relatives to deal with the show of grief.

“SueAnne talked about being a model, Mom,” Vicki had said, driving home. “Maybe that’s what she did. Went off someplace and tried to get a modeling job. There are probably people in the cities who take advantage of girls wanting that career, maybe lure them into making porn movies or—or—other things.”

“How did she get back here?” Mrs. Valentine pointed out. “Where has she been for a month? Why did she come back now? Or why did someone bring her back and put her in such a conspicuous place? Where she’d be found almost immediately? Those are the two biggest questions everyone is asking, Vicki.”

As people filled the church, her mother reached out and took Vicki’s hand, not knowing what she was thinking, but knowing how she must feel. Vicki appreciated her understanding. On her other side, her father had his arm around her. They were trying to protect her, but it was too late. No one could do that now.

She watched people come in, heads bowed, speaking in soft whispers. Even Scott Lawrence was here with Alan Berkman, and he didn’t even know Sue-Anne. Why had he come?

He turned slightly and caught her eye. He didn’t smile or acknowledge her in any way, but she knew what he was saying. I care. I care for you, Vicki Valentine. I came because she was your friend. I could care about you if you’d let me.

She gave herself permission to think about him for a minute. He was tall, at least six feet. His brown hair curled slightly, and his brown eyes teased when he looked at her. He didn’t look like the brain he obviously was. All those math and science courses—whew. He dressed like he was from a big city, not elegantly, but with style. Not in flannel work shirts or dirty tees like most of the guys in Sparksville.

She had liked him immediately. The way he blushed when she accused him of following her. Had she ever seen a guy blush? He seemed shy, yet his eyes had sized her up. Her favorite T-shirt had caught his eye. An obvious interest in her had kept it. Several guys liked her. She knew that. And she liked them back, but just in a friendly way. Scott was the first male she knew she could like as more than a friend.

She glanced quickly at her hands, clutching a wadded handkerchief in her lap. Had he realized she was staring at him? She didn’t want him to know how attracted she was. She believed in relationships developing slowly and naturally.

Something caused her to look up again. It was another pair of eyes staring at her. But certainly not in the same way as Scott. David Altman, that new guy who’d come to town and opened the Photography Studio, was smiling at her. He seemed so young, not much older than she was, no older than Scott or any of the guys at school. Certainly young to have a wildly successful business on his hands.

He was talented. Vicki would give him that. The portrait of SueAnne was lovely, even though knowing that it was his idea to display it so conspicuously smacked of advertising on his part. It was softly blurred out around the edges and framed beautifully. He had captured the very essence of a girl fast becoming a woman. SueAnne had always seemed much more physically mature than Vicki felt. Vicki had even envied how comfortable SueAnne was with her femininity, how comfortable she was in her body.

Vicki knew she had a lot of the kid she had been, a lot of the tomboy, left. When she could revert to being that kid, she was still comfortable. She realized that was why she was so comfortable with Scott. She had been the teasing tomboy with him, the girl who grew up with three older male cousins. And Scott had accepted that girl, had liked that girl. She didn’t think he’d try to rush her into being someone else, as most guys would. That was why she had liked him so much immediately. She had a good instinct for people. It was a trait she had learned from her mother, whose whole life revolved around taking care of people.

But she didn’t like David Altman. She didn’t have any reason not to like him. She didn’t even know him, since she was slow getting her senior photo taken. But she sensed something there not to like. Something false. And maybe—she stared at his profile now—maybe even something—something—creepy was the only word that came to mind.

How silly she was being. She didn’t usually prejudge people. The minister was coming in. She turned her attention back to the service she had to get through. Back to the lovely photo of SueAnne.


The Blue Room

He liked his idea of decorating a room especially for each girl. This time, he’d prepare beforehand, as soon as he’d made his choice.

SueAnne’s favorite color was yellow, so he’d done her whole room in yellow. She hadn’t liked being there at first, but that was natural. She hadn’t liked being tied up. As soon as she grew weaker, and he could untie her, leave her alone with the door locked, he was sure she’d enjoyed it more.

He never let her roses get old enough to wilt and turn brown. She had a view of the woods, and all she wanted to eat or drink.

Toward the end, she’d asked for a box of chocolates. He’d bought them for her, the nicest, most expensive box he could find. He’d told her she could have anything she wanted. She was his special guest. Nothing was too good for her.

It didn’t take him long to make his next choice. It was obvious. And blue was right, a blue room. He’d go to Little Rock tomorrow. She’d like a blue room best.


Chapter 3

Scott didn’t think it would be appropriate to ask Vicki to go have coffee or a Coke with him after the funeral service. And she was with her parents, so it might even be awkward to talk to her. He wished he could say something, though. She looked so pale and sad. Especially compared with the girl he’d met just a few days ago.

The service for SueAnne was too long and too religious for his taste. But maybe it was typical for this small town. No one else seemed restless. Well, yes, the guy right in front of him did. Maybe watching him had rubbed off, made Scott want to get this over with and get outside. The church was hot; they could have used the air-conditioning—if they had any. He could feel the sweat trickling down his arms, drenching his white shirt, starting to make his suit jacket damp.

The guy with the wire glasses kept glancing around the church. And was it Scott’s imagination or was there a tiny smile, or grimace, on his face? Not a smile, surely. That might be the way he looked all the time. Faces were strange. Vicki’s was so alive, and Scott figured you’d always be able to read her mood, since it would be reflected in her eyes and mouth. But some people had one expression for every occasion, and it wasn’t always appropriate or readable.

By the time the final hymn was sung, and the family had filed out from the first two pews, Scott wanted to run. But there was only one way out of the sanctuary. And to his dismay, everyone was going to have to pass right by a reception lineup of Mr. and Mrs. Groober, plus various and sundry other relatives. He didn’t know any of these people. What was he supposed to say?

Berk said it for him. He shook hands with Mr. Groober and murmured, “Sorry.”

Scott became his shadow, nodding his condolences. “Whew, that was awful, Berk,” he said as soon as they got outside. “You want to go someplace and get Cokes? My mouth feels like a refugee from Desert Storm.”

“Ditto. I didn’t know it’d be so long.” Berk wiped his forehead with a snowy handkerchief, smearing numerous dots of Clearasil. “When I go, just scatter my ashes into the Arkansas River. You like to fish, Lawrence?”

“Probably not. Living in New York City didn’t give me many opportunities to find out, though.”

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot. What did you do for fun in a place like that?”

“Hung out with whoever had the best Nintendo setup. Saw every movie that came out. That’s one of the things I miss most so far. How can you survive with one dinky little movie theater?” Playing mostly B movies, he said to himself, and no art films.

“Dinky?” Berk laughed. “Get a VCR, city boy.” Berk had driven his old but smooth-running Toyota jeep. He swung it around and pointed it toward town. “We’ll go to The Pit. Everyone hangs out there.”

Berk wasn’t kidding. The drive-in was jammed with cars and trucks. Scott had already figured out that as soon as a guy got his license down here, he bought an old truck. Then he put oversize wheels on it so you needed a stepladder to get into the cab. Maybe he’d get used to it, maybe he’d even like it, but so far Arkansas seemed like a foreign country compared to the City.

They had to park two blocks away. The air surrounding Hogsett’s Pit Barbecue was rich with smoky meat flavors. Despite what he’d just been through, Scott discovered he was starving. Any kind of barbecue sandwich or ribs ranked at the top of the plus side of this town. So far the minus column was about ten items ahead of the plus, but Scott had promised himself he’d try to adjust to his parents’ move. It was just for one year. He could go back to some Eastern college. His parents were stuck, but then it was their decision to come here in the first place.

Inside The Pit the booths were jammed full, so Berk and Scott leaned on the counter and ordered pork sandwiches and fries and Cokes. They’d sit down if a spot opened.

Eavesdropping, Scott discovered that the main topic of conversation was the funeral, and more so, the murder.

“How’d she die, Berk?” asked Scott. “Have you heard?”

“Not a mark on her.” Berk bit into his sandwich, which squirted sauce and pork bits out all sides of the bun.

“I heard she had a smile on her face,” said a boy sitting on the last stool at the counter. “Remember how she looked in that yellow dress last spring at the prom? God, she was a knockout. All the guys were calling her the yellow fox.”

“Who’d she go with?” Scott asked. He wouldn’t know the guy, but he wanted to join in the conversation.

“Are you kidding? J.D. Pike stuck to SueAnne like Krazy Glue. He knew if he got two steps away, some jock would try to beat his time.”

“King Kong of Sparksville football,” Berk filled Scott in. “Already has a scholarship guaranteed to U of A. Born Razorback. Everyone calls him Hog.”

“He doesn’t mind?” Scott grinned.

“In this state, Lawrence, hog is a magic word. You got a lot to learn, city boy.” Fries disappeared off Berk’s plate like magic. Not that any number of greasy fries or burgers were going to make a difference. Scott thought Berk was the skinniest guy he’d ever seen.

Scott found himself looking around for Vicki. Would she come here? No, there was a reception in the church basement after the service. She’d have to go there. Maybe she’d want to. SueAnne was her best friend.

“Who’s that?” Scott nodded toward a girl who’d get his vote for fox of the year. She had a mane of long curly hair the color of polished mahogany, and she tossed it around like a thoroughbred mare wanting attention. At a distance he could admire the cornflower blue sweater and the way she filled it out. Up close and personal, she would scare the hell out of him.

Scott was finding out that Berk was a smart aleck. He might look like nerd of the century, but he wasn’t shy. “Yo, Belle, you going to the homecoming dance with me this year?” he called out to the girl when she got close enough for her flowery perfume to compete with barbecue flavors.

She flashed Berk a smile that made every guy at the counter sit up straighter. “You should be so lucky, Berkie-boy. Too hot for you to handle.”

Scott knew she was right. He sure wouldn’t want to try. But he smiled back, since she gave him a quick once-over. He hoped his face wasn’t as red as it felt. He just thought he’d been sweaty in the church. Every pore was in flood stage with even his loafers feeling squishy.

A guy with anvil shoulders, who’d just come in, stopped her. “Leaving already, Babe?”

“’Fraid so. That nerd at the photo studio screwed up my pictures. Said he needed some retakes—no charge, of course.”

“Maybe he got an emergency call from Playboy, Belle.” The boy next to Berk entered the conversation. “Their issue on sweater girls of the South needs a couple more poses.”

“You might be right, Billy Ray.” Belle pretended to pout. “I’m not taking my clothes off for less than ten Gs though.” She gave Anvil Shoulders a glance. “Unless it’s my idea.”

His grin said it might have been her idea recently. Giving him a little wave, she left him standing there panting.

“Is that her steady?” asked Scott, basking in her wake.

“One of them.” Berk grinned. “Hey, I didn’t expect Vicki to come over here. Who’s she looking for?”

Scott forgot Belle instantly. Vicki was standing just inside the doorway to The Pit. Her eyes roamed over the crowd, obviously trying to find someone. Two tables of girls waved to her, but she returned the greeting and stayed put.

Her eyes landed on Scott and stopped. She stepped around bodies and through the crowd until she reached him. He didn’t realize he’d stopped breathing until she faced him and tugged at his sleeve. Either he’d grown a foot in two days, or she was shorter than he remembered.

“Do you have a car, Scott?” she asked quietly. “Can you take me home? I had Mom drop me off here, but I’ve realized it was a mistake.”

With a smooth sleight of hand, Berk pushed his car keys over until they rested on the palm of Scott’s open hand on the counter. “Catch you later.” Then he turned and headed toward the bathrooms.

Scott would give him an award for great new buddy of the year later. Right then, without saying a word, he tossed back the remains of his Coke so his lips would stop sticking together and took Vicki’s elbow. He steered her toward the front door. If anyone said anything to them, he was totally oblivious to it.

All he could think about was how grateful he was. Vicki obviously had some kind of problem, and she’d asked him for help.


Chapter 4

Vicki didn’t say anything to Scott except for “go here” and “turn there” until they had parked Berk’s jeep on a bluff overlooking the river. It was the local make-out place at night, or for those daring enough, privacy-anytime place. Romance was furthest from Vicki’s mind, however. She was desperate to get away, to escape from the day’s events. As if she could ever escape.

She cried then for the first time, except for that initial shock at school. She didn’t mean to, and she felt totally embarrassed to bring Scott up here and then sit and bawl. At one point she felt his hand on her shoulder.

When she gained control, sniffing and blowing, wiping her eyes, she said, “I’m sorry, Scott. I didn’t know I was going to do that.”

“It’s okay, Vicki. You needed to cry. She was your best friend.”

“It’s so awful. A car wreck, an accident of any kind, or cancer or anything—I—I think that would have been easier to understand. But murder is so senseless, so—so—”

“Frightening?” Scott supplied the word.

“Yes. And it’s easy to think it could have been any of us, if SueAnne was a random victim. I’ve never thought much about dying, have you?”

“No. I guess I always thought dying, and especially murder, was something that happened to someone else, and never to me or to anyone I know. We have a lot of violence in New York City, but it’s street people or druggies or anyone but friends.”

“If SueAnne could die, so could I. I don’t like thinking about that, Scott.”

“No one would.”

They both sat staring at the river, muddy and slow-moving this time of year. Vicki kept running her hand back and forth on the vinyl seat, as if the cold, smooth texture would remind her that she was still alive.

“I hardly know you, but.… Dying is not what two strangers talk about is it, two people who want to get to know each other?” She laughed. “I sound like Belle, or SueAnne for that matter. Assuming that you’d like to get to know me better.”

“It’s okay. I would. I’m flattered that you asked me to take you home or here or wherever you wanted to go.”

“I just needed to escape, Scott. And with someone who doesn’t know any of us. I realized that while I’m friends with a lot of people, SueAnne was the only one I could really talk to. Except for my mom, but she had to go back to work. Daddy had a call from the hospital. He’s the medical examiner, in charge of autopsies there. I didn’t think I could go home and be alone right now.”

“You don’t have the right shoes for walking, do you?” Scott glanced at her feet. She wore shiny patent leather flats that matched her dress.

“No, I don’t. Let’s just get out and sit on the bluff.”

Scott found a red plaid blanket in the back of the jeep. He spread it out, making sure there was plenty of room. She wouldn’t mind sitting close to him. She wouldn’t even mind if he put his arm around her, but she understood his thoughtfulness and appreciated it.

A slight breeze lifted her hair and helped her breathe. The church had been so stuffy, but the air was heavy too, as if rain were coming.

Scott had left his jacket in the. back of the jeep. Now he carefully, methodically rolled up the sleeves of his white shirt.

“Is it always this hot in September?”

“We’re going to talk about the weather. I love it.” She turned and smiled at him.

He was so sweet, so comfortable. It was what she’d sensed about him right from the beginning. She would never tell him that, of course. Guys would hate being told they were comfortable to be with. It was what she looked for first in a guy, though. Honesty and someone who wasn’t going to attack her the first chance he got. She even liked shy, but Scott seemed to be getting over that fast. Maybe when a girl breaks down and bawls in front of you the second time you meet her, it knocks down some barriers fast.

“Do you feel like telling me about SueAnne?” He sounded tentative, giving her permission to say no.

She stared at the sycamore trees, leaves still bright green, no hint of fall. “She—she was terribly sexy. Guys fell all over her. But she’d been going with the same guy for years. J.D. Pike. Everyone calls him Hog. It’s a terrible nickname, but his life’s ambition was to be a Razorback. That’s the University of Arkansas’s football team name.”

“I’d figured that out. Berk said in this state hogs were revered.” He grinned at her.

“Revered? Well, rooted for, but revered depends on a winning season. Anyway, SueAnne wasn’t as comfortable around guys as she pretended to be. Staying with Hog made her feel secure. It was as if they’d grown up together. They probably would have gotten married eventually, although I’m not sure SueAnne had the grades, or the ambition, to get accepted at U.A. She wasn’t much of a student.”

“What do you think she wanted to do after graduation?”

“Go to cosmetology school. She loved doing people’s hair. Or maybe she’d have worked in a dress shop. I guess some people would have put her down for being interested only in clothes and hairstyles—things like that. But she was the world’s sweetest person. And loyal. She’d do anything for her friends. I can hear her now saying, ‘You’re smart, Vicki. You have to go to college. But I don’t. Hog says he doesn’t care. I can move to Fayetteville with him and get a job there.’ Hog is only going to college to play football. He hopes to become a pro.”

“He’ll end up making more money than we ever will.”

They kept talking about careers and school and ordinary things until Vicki began to feel almost normal. It was what she needed. If she’d have hung out at The Pit, all the talk would have been about SueAnne and who might have killed her.

Here she was thinking about it again. The fact was lying there, beneath the surface of everything they talked about, everything she did, waiting to zap her. She was quiet for long enough that Scott must have read her mind.

“Mom says it will be hard to catch whoever killed SueAnne unless he does it again.” He broke a stick into little pieces while he talked. “My mom is the new assistant district attorney here. I don’t know if you knew that.”

Vicki stared at the river. “Yes, I did. Does she think it will happen again?”

“She says that even though there were no visible signs of murder, the way they found SueAnne, the way she was dressed, flowers in her hair and everything—well, it smacks of the psychotic killer.”

“A serial killer?” Vicki thought the idea belonged in some movie or TV series, not in their peaceful little town.

“I guess that was what she meant. She flew out to California this summer for some workshops. One of them was on the psychology of the serial killer.”

“That’s pretty ironic, isn’t it? Your moving here just in time for her to get in on this?”

“You mean, like she was getting ready to investigate this case? I guess so, but scientists don’t believe in coincidence.”

Vicki bit her lip. She felt as if she was going to cry again. “I—I think I’d better go home.”

“I didn’t mean to upset you, Vicki. I’m sorry.” Scott helped her up. “I shouldn’t have brought up the subject again.”

“You didn’t upset me, Scott. I was thinking about it. I can’t stop thinking about it. It’s just that—well—I don’t think I can handle any more today.”

“Will someone be home?” He had trouble starting the jeep.

Vicki had seen the subtle exchange of keys. She knew it wasn’t Scott’s jeep. Berk didn’t have time to fill him in on its personality.

“Pull up on the key,” Vicki suggested. “A car this old always has some idiosyncrasies.”

“You’ve been in this car before?” Scott grinned, knowing she had.

“Berk’s a sweet guy. He’s given me some rides. I’m not ever going to have my own car unless I buy it myself.”

They bumped back to the highway and turned right into town. Vicki directed Scott to her house, only three blocks from the high school.

“I’d like to see you again,” he said as he came around and helped her from the seat. She couldn’t remember the last time a guy had done that for her. Maybe never. He kept her hand in his for a few seconds. Long enough for her to be aware it was on purpose.

“I’d like that, too. Don’t plan on winning the pool, though.”

“You know about it?” He had to laugh.

“Everybody knows everything about everything in this town, Scott. Get used to that, and be aware of it.”

“We could split the proceeds,” he teased.

“Find out how much is in it.” She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. He blushed again. She ran to the house laughing. Then turned. “If it’s a lot, I might not be able to resist your offer.”

She might not be able to resist, prize money or no. She definitely wanted to see Scott Lawrence again—again and again. It was the only good thing that had happened to her in a long time.

Unlocking the front door, taking the precaution to lock it again securely, and being aware of why she was careful, she shivered and ran up the front stairs to her room. Scott had not only helped her feel a little better, he had given her something new to think about. Something to dwell on instead of the terrible loss the whole town had suffered. Instead of the possibility of what happened to SueAnne happening again to someone else.

Coincidence—or not—Scott had shown up just when she needed a new friend, not a love interest, although that might come later. But a new friend. Someone to talk to. Had he been sent to her just in time? By whom? God? The Stars? The Universe?

“Hey, you,” she whispered, looking out her window at the clouds gathering to the west. “Whoever up there is in charge of good things happening. Thanks.”


Chapter 5

Scott returned Berk’s jeep, resisting giving Berk any details about Vicki. The time they’d spent together seemed private, rather like a treasure he wanted to enjoy alone, for a time anyway.

“She just needed a ride home,” Scott said, handing Berk the keys.

Berk looked at his watch. “It took two hours to drive her across town—this little burg?”

Scott shrugged. “I’m a slow driver.”

“Sure you are. I’m betting she took you to one of the favorite make-out places around here.” Berk grinned. “You owe me.”

“I know. Thanks.”

Scott must have had a silly grin on his face the rest of the day. At dinner his mom said, “You all right, Scott?”

“Yeah, Mom, fine.”

His father smiled. “Want to tell us about it?”

“Not yet.” He went to his room and looked over his homework, trying to remember if he even had any. School was dismissed for the afternoon, for the funeral, but he must have assignments from the morning classes. He couldn’t remember. It didn’t seem to matter. He’d catch up later. He spent the rest of the evening listening to a couple of new Tangerine Dream tapes and daydreaming.

Reality returned at school the next morning. When he walked onto the grounds, people stood in small clumps whispering. There was no horsing around, no yelling, pushing, no trading of wisecracks. What was wrong?

Not wanting to walk up to a clique of strangers, he finally spotted Berk and two other guys standing near a huge oak tree.

“What’s up, guys? Bomb scare? World War III? Another sports hero with AIDS?” That was the mood, but Scott tried to keep his question casual.

“Just as bad. Belle La Fouche seems to have disappeared.” Berk filled him in.

“Like—like SueAnne disappeared?”

“You got it. The last time anyone saw her was at The Pit yesterday. You know, when she insulted my manhood.” Berk reminded him, as if Scott was going to forget someone like Belle in a hurry.

“Careful,” suggested one of Berk’s companions. “If that gets out, you may be a suspect in her disappearance.”

“Me kidnap Belle La Fouche?” Berk chuckled. “I wouldn’t have the guts, and I’m not ashamed to admit it. I wouldn’t know what to do with her. She is too hot for me to handle.”

“Yeah, you’d bring her back in about fifteen minutes.” The shortest guy in school, Scott guessed, grinned at Berk. And his standing beside the tallest reminded Scott of some old comic movies he’d seen in a film class in his junior year. Abbott and Costello—he remembered the team. They were pretty silly, but even remembering some of their routines couldn’t make him want to laugh this morning.

Why hadn’t his mother told him another girl had disappeared? Because he had breakfasted alone, he realized. Dad always left for work early, but his mom must have been called out before Scott got up.

A choking panic filled him as he searched for Vicki and didn’t see her. But he’d watched her until she was inside her house, and he was sure she’d locked the door behind her.

“What’s the matter, Lawrence?” Berk noticed Scott’s reaction.

“Have you seen Vicki this morning?” He tried to be casual, swallow his fear. If Belle could disappear, so could Vicki. Just as she said yesterday, if one eighteen-year-old girl could die, any of them could.

“I did,” Abbott said. “She got here the same time I did. I hardly recognized her. She had on a plain T-shirt, and it’s the first time I’ve ever seen her when she wasn’t smiling.”

“Catch you later, guys.” Scott didn’t wait to be introduced to Berk’s friends. He wanted only to find Vicki. She might not want to be with him, and classes would start in a few minutes, but he just wanted to see her, to know that she was all right.

By noon he was ready to turn the school inside out. How could he care so much about anyone in so short a time? But he did. He cared a lot. He’d gotten a tray in the cafeteria, not even looking to see what was on the menu. Now he stood beside a greasy table and let his eyes roam the crowd.

“I’m right behind you. Thanks for caring.” She walked around and tossed a wrinkled brown bag on the table. “Berk said you were looking for me. I didn’t read your mind.” She smiled, but the sparkle didn’t reach her eyes. And her T-shirt was solid baby blue, no message. Scott knew that reflected her mood. “I almost stayed home today, but then I realized that being alone would be worse than trying to act normal.”

“I think I would have come looking for you at noon,” Scott admitted. “Would that have bothered you?”

She shook her head, studying his face, then stared at the brown bag as if she didn’t recognize it. “No. I’d have been flattered.”

“You heard about Belle?” He knew she had.

“Yes. Maybe your mother was right. You have any inside information?”

“Just that Mom wasn’t at breakfast. I didn’t notice it at the time.”

“Close family,” she teased.

“We’re all pretty independent. Mom and Dad are both on call.”

“A reactor blows up or someone is murdered, out they go to the scene.” Vicki ripped open the bag, revealing a sandwich and an apple. It was an angry gesture.

Scott figured she was still reacting to yesterday’s funeral. It didn’t seem like the kind of thing she would usually say.

“Hey, maybe there’s some logical answer to where Belle is.” He reached over and squeezed her hand.

Her voice broke. “Her parents called me last night. They were desperate. Occasionally, Belle hung out with SueAnne and me.”

“Berk says we may have seen her last at The Pit.”

“No, she went over to the photographer’s studio. They had already called David Altman. He said she left there after about an hour of retake photos. That would have been about five o’clock. She never got home for dinner.”

Vicki took one bite out of her apple, then tried to pack the lunch back into the torn bag. Watching her made Scott lose his appetite, but when he realized he had a corn dog and baked beans straight from a can, he didn’t much care.

“Shall I call you after I get a chance to talk to Mom?” Scott didn’t know if his mother would have any more information than Vicki did, but it was a way to keep in touch with Vicki.

“Oh, would you, Scott? And maybe—” She didn’t finish the sentence, but twisted the brown bag tighter and tighter around her uneaten lunch.

“Yeah, maybe.”

“I didn’t sleep last night. I’m going home.” Vicki stood up. Scott jumped up, causing silver to clatter on his tray.

“You want me to walk you home? I’d like to.”

“No, no, I’ll be fine. I rode my bike, and it’s not that far. I need to be alone, and you don’t need to miss your classes, too.” She moved close to him and looked up into his eyes. “Thanks, Scott. I’m not good company. I wish we had met before—before—”

“I’m glad we’ve met now. Listen, I’ll call you as soon as Mom gets home. It might be late, though.”

“I’ll be there.”

He watched her leave, feeling helpless and sad for her. And, to tell the truth, scared. He should have insisted he walk her home. No matter how much she protested.

His mother was late to dinner. Dad had gone back to town to get barbecued chicken, slaw, and a six-pack of Coke. Scott remembered he’d skipped most of his lunch. He and his father devoured the spicy chicken without saying much.

The air was hot, way too hot. The storm that had threatened the night before still hung out on the western horizon as if stuck, or waiting for the right moment.

When his mother came in her face was serious, and dark circles underneath her eyes made her look extra tired. What time had she been called out? Maybe not this morning. Maybe last night. She melted into a kitchen chair and kicked off her heels.

“I’m going to start wearing sensible shoes tomorrow, I promise you. No one in this town cares how I dress. They just want me to do something, and there’s nothing I can do.”

“About Belle La Fouche?” Scott asked.

“I guess you’ve heard all sorts of rumors at school.”

“We haven’t heard much. Just that she didn’t come home last night.” Scott didn’t probe, but gave his mother an opening if she needed to talk.

She did. “That’s all I know. Except that she hadn’t fought with her family or her boyfriend. This is not like her, and no one saw her after five o’clock.”

“David Altman was the last one to see her?” Scott prompted a little.

“Yes. He took more photos of her for the annual. He said she seemed in an extra good mood. That the photo session was delightful—his word. And that she bounced out of there looking forward to a date that evening. Her steady, Mack Truck Murphy, confirmed that. They were going to a movie after football practice.”

“I called him Anvil Shoulders.” Scott tried to lighten his mother’s mood.

She did smile and peeked into the oil-stained bag on the table. She pulled out a chicken thigh, nibbled it. “Yeah, that’s him. Nice kid. He’s awfully worried. He stopped back at the office twice today. I couldn’t tell him anything. Why do people think I can work miracles?”

“They need a miracle,” Dad said quietly. “You or the police are the only ones who can provide one.”

“Do you think it’s what you said, Mom? A serial killer. The same thing that happened to SueAnne?” Scott asked outright.

“We won’t know until she shows up.” Mom closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead as if asking for a miracle herself. Then she ran her fingers through her short dark hair. “All we can do is wait. Belle seems to have vanished into thin air.”

Scott waited.

“She didn’t take a bus, a train, a taxi, a family car, a friend’s car. She just disappeared without a trace.”

“Just like SueAnne?” Scott said, not really needing any comment from his mother. It was obvious.

Like an echo, however, his mother answered, “Just like SueAnne Groober.” She paused.

“Dear God, don’t let her come back the same way,” she whispered.


My Southern Belle

He had a room ready for her this time. What a joy it was to decorate—all in blue—her favorite color. The anticipation, the delicious anticipation of her, her visit. He could hardly wait. And she hadn’t let him down. Her time with him was special. He remembered the old song titled “My Blue Heaven.” He’d call the two weeks that.

He had a splendid idea. It was all falling in place. SueAnne was “My Yellow Rose of Arkansas.” He’d take geographical liberties with the song. And Belle was “My Blue Heaven.” He’d have to choose carefully to make each time as special, as memorable. But could anyone be as lovely as these two Southern Belles? Oh, he loved it, “My Southern Belle.” Another delicious idea. Sweet Sue and Southern Belle.

He was disappointed that Belle hadn’t lasted as long as SueAnne. She was very angry at first and fought him, but in the end she was weak. He was going to start another room immediately. But he’d take his time choosing his guest. The first two had set a precedent, a pattern that would be hard to continue. And really, shouldn’t each one be better, he thought. More glorious than the last? Yes, oh, yes.


Chapter 6

Belle La Fouche, after being gone for two weeks, appeared on the courthouse lawn, lying under a huge sycamore just starting to shed yellow leaves.

It was six A.M. when a trash collector found her, and an autopsy revealed that she’d only been dead for two hours.

Of what? Of undetermined causes. There wasn’t a mark on her. She wore a blue formal and a smile on her face. Her long, mahogany hair was festooned with blue cornflowers to match the color of her dress. On her feet were the navy blue sandals she’d worn to last year’s prom with the blue dress. Her mother swore the dress was packed away in the back of Belle’s closet, but when she went to look, it was gone.

Vicki had gotten angry after Scott called her that night when Belle disappeared, really angry. Then when Belle’s body showed up on the courthouse lawn, she got mad all over again. She had been told that anger was a stage of grieving. That seemed logical, because she was angry that someone had killed SueAnne, that her best friend had died for no reason. Or no reason that anyone knew about. What reason could there be for murder? And now Belle had suffered the same fate. Who would want to kill two young women, two beautiful girls who were just getting ready to start their adult lives?

Scott was waiting for her outside her house on the morning that TV and radio newscasts announced Belle’s return. He hadn’t called her to see if coming by was all right, but the minute Vicki saw him she realized it was, that she wanted him there.

They had spent a lot of their free time together the last two weeks, mostly getting acquainted. Sometimes they took long bike rides up into the mountains. Many times they were at The Pit, surrounded by other kids, but still they were together.

“Hi.” Scott grinned when she hurried out her front door, her green prom dress in a cleaner bag hanging over her arm. She stopped suddenly, dropping it, when she saw him seated on the porch swing.

A sudden rush of emotion overwhelmed her. “Hi.” With no warning, tears ran down her cheeks and spilled off her chin.

“Hey, I didn’t mean to make you cry. Am I that frightening?”

“On the contrary.” She buried her face in his shirt, smelling his fresh, clean odor, taking from his strength.

He put his arms around her, holding her extra tight. They stood, letting the world go on without them for a few seconds.

“I don’t think I’m going to let you out of my sight ever again,” he whispered, tickling her ear.

“Now that would be silly, not to mention awkward, don’t you think?”

“I don’t want to think about anything but you, Vicki. That’s all I’ve been able to think about for two weeks. My grades are suffering, I can’t eat, I can’t sleep.”

“Classic symptoms, huh?” She felt the same way, but some little devil in her made her keep her feelings secret. “I suppose you’re already spending the money that’s in the going-steady-with-Vicki pool?”

“Now would I do that? Is that what you think of me?” He pushed her away, holding her at arm’s length.

“I’m not sure what to think of you, Scott Lawrence.” She laughed, really laughed for the first time in weeks, and it felt good. She wished she could share this moment with SueAnne, SueAnne, who couldn’t believe Vicki had reached seventeen without falling in love. The tears started spilling over again.

Gently, Scott kissed her wet cheeks, then pulled her close for a real kiss, their first.

She caught her breath and laughed again. “Hey, we’re going to be the gossip item for this week if we don’t get off my front porch. We’re also going to be late for school.” She grabbed the dress, forgetting about wrinkling it.

“Who cares?” Scott took her hand, and they ran down the steps to his mother’s car. “Mom is going to try to take a day off, or work at home. There’s a lot of pressure on her.”

“She would take today off.” Vicki wished she could sit right beside Scott, but she scooted over and buckled her seat belt. “I have to get my senior picture made after school. I’ve put it off as long as possible. I hate having a photo taken.”

“Yeah, you’ll break the camera for sure. I may give the annual a baby picture. We did that at home a lot.”

“That’s a fun idea. I’m working on the annual. Maybe we’ll have all the seniors come up with baby pictures. It could be a matching game. Which of these bouncing babies crunches football rivals now? Which ugly duckling turned into a swan? Hey, I love it. I’m going to get to work on that idea today. Why don’t you come work on the annual staff? We could use help.”

“And I could keep my eye on you. It’s a deal.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you? About watching after me?” She didn’t let Scott answer. “That’s sweet, but I can take care of myself, Scott. Especially when I get angry. I’m mad about SueAnne and Belle, really mad.”

“The whole town is going to be angry today, Vicki, but what good does that do?”

“I don’t know, but I need to do something about it. I’ve never been one to sit around and watch.” She knew Scott was staring at her, but she looked out the window.

One of the reasons she had never agreed to go steady with one guy, besides not liking any one guy that much, was that she was incredibly independent. She didn’t want some guy thinking he owned her. And, as much as she cared for Scott now, she had no plan to let him take care of her.

“What can you do? Forget that idea. Promise me you won’t go snooping around town, Vicki. That’s my mother’s job.”

“You can pick me up at Altman’s Photography Studio at five, Scott. If you want to. And call your mom and tell her not to worry about dinner. You can have dinner at my house tonight. My mother wants to meet you.”

“Uh-oh.” Scott grinned. “This sounds serious.”

“She’s just looking after me, too. You’re the new guy in town, remember, an unknown factor. She’s known every other boy since grade school. She’s set their broken arms and made sure they knew how babies are made.”

In addition to her county health job, Vicki’s mother was nurse to the only doctor in Sparksville. People might go to Little Rock or Fort Smith for really serious surgery or illness, but Mrs. Valentine and Dr. Dillard took care of every other medical need.

“Some of the county women have Mom come to their houses. She’s also a licensed midwife.”

“It’s going to take me a long time to get used to a small town,” Scott admitted. “But people are a lot friendlier.”

“And closer. Something like these murders hurts all of us. It’s like we’re a big family, and this is happening to our kinfolk.”

“Do I have to ask the whole town if I can fall in love with you?” Scott jumped out of the car and caught up with her.

“Silly.” She dashed up the steps of the school, realizing they were late, and fled down the opposite hall to her locker.

After school, she grabbed her dress and hurried down Main Street to Altman’s Photography Studio. This was something to get over with, like going to the dentist. She was glad, however, that she didn’t have to go all the way to Little Rock for good photos. Every girl who’d been to the studio raved about Altman’s work. They said this year’s senior photos were going to be magnificent. Pretty strong praise.

A pretty little girl, around three years old, and her mother were leaving when Vicki entered the shop. The mother spoke to Vicki.

“You’re going to love him. He was incredible with Sara.” The mother and the daughter smiled identical smiles at Vicki. “He said I was as pretty as a teenager myself, and that I should have my photo taken.” The woman wasn’t that pretty until she smiled. Amazing what a smile could do for a plain face.

While she waited, Vicki picked up a framed snapshot, obviously not a recent picture. It was of a boy with an incredibly beautiful woman. Was it Altman as a child?

“Vicki Valentine?” The photographer peeked through some gray curtains. “Put that down, please. You brought your dress? Good. Need a place to change clothes? Go through there.”

Vicki set the photo back on his desk. Why had he left it out if he didn’t want people looking at it? Vicki thought it was funny that Mr. Altman didn’t have a receptionist. He’d been in town all summer, and surely he needed someone to answer the phone and book appointments. She could use an after-school job. Maybe she’d mention she was available before someone else thought of it.

She wasn’t sure she wanted to work for him, though. His manner was businesslike, but sharpedged. When she appeared in her pastel green prom dress, and waited for him to adjust his camera, she studied the young man.

He wasn’t much older than her or Scott, she guessed, but he looked different. He didn’t look like a teenager.

Stocky in build, he was probably about five nine. His hair was kinky, much like a light brown Brillo pad. Little wire glasses framed his face, and he kept pushing them back into place. There was certainly nothing impressive about his looks, but he did have a presence, an intense energy about him, that drew Vicki in.

Looking at her at last, he smiled a tiny smile. “Another lovely prom dress. My studio has been a rainbow of color all summer long.”

He was trying to put her at ease. Should she tell him it was impossible? She squirmed, trying to find a comfortable pose. What to do with her hands? They seemed to grow larger and larger, flopped in her lap like dead fish. She shook them at her side and started over again.

He laughed. “Here, let me help. You don’t like having your photo taken, do you?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“Yes. It doesn’t hurt, you know.”

“I know it doesn’t hurt.” She hoped he wasn’t going to treat her like the three-year-old ahead of her. “I—I just feel silly, sitting here smiling.”

He posed her hands in her lap and stepped back to look her over. She didn’t like his touching her. There was something about him, his touch—Condescending? Patronizing? Something negative, something that put her off.

His aura—her Aunt Virginia claimed to see auras—what would Ginny see here? There was a strange energy surrounding this man that Vicki was aware of immediately. It was almost as if she could reach out and touch it, if you could touch energy. Maybe this was something typical of incredibly creative people. He was certainly that. Every photo in his window, in the reception room, was a work of art. He had a special ability to bring out a person’s personality even in the flat dimension.

Maybe if she told him that, talked to him, it would help her relax. “Your work is the best I’ve ever seen, Mr. Altman.”

“Why don’t you call me David? You make me feel like an old man.”

“David—you’re very talented. What made you come to such a small town to work? I would have thought that Little Rock—”

“Oh, I stopped there. I don’t like cities. I stopped here for lunch one day, and there was something about the town—Well, why do you like living here?”

She hadn’t said she liked living here, but she did. She might even come back and teach here after she got her degree.

“This will sound corny,” she answered, “but it seems more like America here. I haven’t been to very many cities, but they all seem just alike.”

“City people would call you on that idea, but I know what you mean, and it’s not at all corny. Small towns are the heart and soul of America.”

She liked that idea. She took a deep breath and managed to like him a little, to relax a little.

“Who’s the snapshot of, the one in the reception room? You? And your mother? She’s beautiful.”

His mouth formed a grim line. “She was—once.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Is she dead?” She shouldn’t pry—it was obvious he didn’t want to talk about it—but she was curious.

“Yes.” He closed the subject.

After snapping several pictures, he rearranged her hands, turned her body to the side, posed her chin on her hands, leaning on a painted box that was part of his props.

When he started to work hard, he began to hum a tune that was almost familiar to her. Finally she asked.

“What song are you humming? I keep thinking I should know it.” She smiled.

“Oh, was I humming?” The little smile. “Sometimes I don’t even know it. It’s a bad habit I have.”

“Not a bad habit, surely. A lot of people do that.”

“I’ll stop. And I don’t know what tune it was. Sorry.”

He worked silently for about fifteen minutes, shooting two more rolls of film, when he made the comment she would remember above all the rest. And he sure didn’t talk a lot.

“You have a lovely smile, but it’s too big for your face.”

“I beg your pardon?” Had she heard him right? She sat up straight and stiffened her whole body.

“Don’t take it so personally. I’ve seen a lot of pretty faces, you know. You’re a lovely girl, but not quite beautiful.”

“Well, I’m sorry.” She felt a fire sweep over her. She kept it in control, but it had taken her years to learn to handle her ready temper.

“There, your energy is back. You were wilting. I thought you’d take offense at that remark, even if it is true.” He grinned and snapped a few photos of her gritting her teeth and taking deep breaths.

“If you’re trying to make me angry, Mr. Altman, it doesn’t take much.” It was all she could do not to stomp out of the room.

“I suspected that. I read people fairly easily, you know.”

“I didn’t know, but I’d guess that was part of your talent.”

“Yes, I like a girl to look natural.” His gray eyes sparkled, teasing her.

“Are we almost finished?” She didn’t think she could sit there one second longer.

“Yes. All done. But if these don’t come out well, I’ll ask you to return. At no charge for another sitting, of course. It will be my fault if they aren’t lovely.”

She didn’t ever want to come back here. She felt humiliated and embarrassed. This man might be good at his work, but he was certainly a dud at social graces. How could SueAnne have enjoyed coming in here again and again? He’d made her come back three times before he was satisfied. She’d laughed and said she thought he just enjoyed looking at her.

Stomping back to the dressing room, Vicki didn’t bother hiding her anger. What an egotistical man! She was glad this was over. Maybe she’d send her mother in here to choose the best poses. She didn’t want to have anything else to do with David Altman.

With the dress wadded under her arm, she started through the reception room. A huge gold-framed photo blocked her escape route. It sat on an easel, filling the room. Had it been there before? She didn’t think so. How could she have missed it when she came in?

Belle La Fouche, looking even lovelier than she had in real life, smiled at Vicki. And David Altman, perched on a stool behind the reception desk, smiled at her too.

“Take this down!” she screamed. “Don’t you know what happened this morning? How could you do this? Put it away, give it to her parents, but don’t display it here now!”

He laughed, actually laughed at her.

The man had absolutely no respect, no hint of proper behavior. Or could he not have heard the news? Could he not know that Belle had been found dead that very morning? In this same dress?

Eyes blurring, Vicki stepped around the portrait and fled the building. Scott, please be outside waiting for me. Please, Scott, be here for me. I need you to hold me tight. To assure me that this nightmare will go away.


Chapter 7

Scott saw her stumble out of the Photography Studio, almost fall, catch herself, then look from side to side frantically.

“Hey, I’m here.” He ran up beside her. “I didn’t realize you cared so much.” He wasn’t sure whether to tease her or not, but she was in a mood that was new to him. He already knew that Vicki Valentine was not your ordinary, always-in-the-same-mood person. But he figured he had no idea of the range and variety of her moods. It might take years to find out. He was willing to devote that time, but the way she was acting right now scared him.

“Oh, Scott.” She threw herself into his arms. “Thank you for coming. I was afraid you wouldn’t be here and I—”

Maybe she realized she wasn’t being the independent person she prided herself on being.

“Well, I’m probably being silly, but I don’t like that man.” She stiffened her body, backing off from him. “I am being silly. I’m sorry.”

“What happened in there, Vicki? I don’t think I like the man either, and I haven’t even met him. I saw him at SueAnne’s funeral, and something about him put me off. It doesn’t matter, does it? You don’t have to like him. You just had to have a photo taken. It’s over and done with.”

“I—I—” She sighed, shivered, obviously trying to get control of her emotions. Then she started to laugh, not as if something was funny, but at herself. “He said I wasn’t beautiful.” Shaking out the dress, she slipped it into the bag she had wadded up with it.

Scott wasn’t sure what to say next. This was dangerous ground, but surely she misunderstood what David Altman had said. Nobody in a business like his told women they weren’t beautiful. Scott thought Vicki was the most gorgeous girl he’d ever set eyes on, but then, he went more for personality than looks. Not that he’d ever dated anyone like Belle La Fouche, but he had known girls that looked like she did. Quite often they were self-centered and boring, ditzy airheads.

Vicki had a smile that surrounded a person with sunshine, that said, you’re special or I wouldn’t smile at you this way. When she stopped fooling with the dress and looked up at him, he said the first thing that came to his mind.

“He’s nuts, Vicki. I think you’re the most incredible girl I’ve ever known.”

“But not beautiful.” She turned and started toward the car.

“Hey,” Scott practically ran after her, grabbed her shoulder and spun her around. “You’re beautiful and witty and you have sixteen times the personality of Julia Roberts, and—”

Vicki stopped his list with a kiss, a real kiss that left him breathless and ready to devote his whole life to convincing this woman that she was all he needed, forget anyone else.

“I can’t believe I’m so shook up I’m practically begging you for compliments. Get me out of here, will you?” She turned and slipped into his dad’s vintage Volvo, tossing her dress into the back seat.

By the time Scott had gotten into the driver’s seat, she had buckled her seat belt, but was staring out the window.

“Did he actually say, ‘You are not beautiful, Vicki Valentine’? In those words?”

“He actually did.” She made a funny face at Scott.

He laughed. “He must be independently wealthy to risk running off customers like that.”

“Would anyone go anyplace else? This man has an ego the size of the whole state, and the problem is, he is good. His portraits are lovely.” She pulled out a wadded handkerchief and pressed it to her lips. “Scott, he has a photo of Belle in there that makes her look like she just stepped off the silver screen after winning the Civil War all by herself. I didn’t see it when I went in, but he must not know she’s—she’s dead, or he wouldn’t display it so brashly. Surely he has some speck of decency. It’s the same size of SueAnne’s, and just as lovely. It’s almost like—like a memorial.”

“That’s a funny thing to say.” Scott pulled away from the curb, wondering where to go. He didn’t want to take Vicki home yet. He wanted to be sure she was all right. “What time is dinner? Could we get a Coke first? Have a few minutes alone?”

“Alone? At The Pit?” She grinned.

“I’ll drive through. We could go sit someplace else.”

She glanced at her watch. “Sure. I’d like that. I don’t want to go home yet. Mom is too perceptive, and I don’t want to tell her what happened. She’ll go down there with a shotgun and make David Altman eat his words.”

“You want me to do that?”

“Scott, you don’t have a violent bone in your body.”

“Well, it sounds like your mom does. And I’m not so sure about you.”

“If I ever get mad at you, Scott, run—hide—lay low for days. I’ll warn you only this one time.” She laughed, and he could see that she was recovering her sense of humor.

“Warning noted. Programmed into my computer. Will I get any advance signals that you’re ready to blow?”

“You won’t need them. It will be obvious. You might have a few seconds to escape.”

“Women who have violent tempers are usually also very passionate,” he teased, maneuvering into the line for the drive through at The Pit. Several people were getting an early start on dinner.

“Forget it. And the way I acted a few minutes ago—I just needed to get you to shut up. I can’t believe my self-esteem is so shaky. I know I’m not beautiful. I don’t want—I don’t need to be beautiful.” She was getting angry again.

“It’s just a bonus you got.” Scott turned away from her and ordered two Cokes, to go. “And believe me, the madder you get, the prettier.”

“Now we’re getting into clichéd movie lines.”

“Can I help it if I’m too awed to be creative? But it’s true. Your eyes get greener. Your hair gets wilder. Your—”

“Shut up and take the Cokes from Penny. She’d enjoying eavesdropping too much. And here. I’m buying.” She waved two dollar bills across his chest.

Since watching her had made him forget all about paying, he took them, tossing the change into his mother’s parking meter fund box. “Okay, independent lady. I don’t want you to feel obligated to me for any favors.”

“The only person I’ll ever feel obligated to is my mother,” Vicki said. “And maybe my father. But I assume they wanted me.”

“This has been a very insightful half hour.” Scott drove down to the school and parked under the row of wild cherry trees in the back lot. A flock of cedar waxwings took flight, then circled and returned to feed on dried berries that other birds had missed in the spring.

They both sat quietly, sipping their drinks, thinking their own thoughts. Actually Scott wasn’t thinking at all, just enjoying Vicki’s company. He could feel her energy filling the car, whirling around him, pulling him closer to her by the minute. The windows were rolled down, letting in the smell of early fall and the perfume of wild roses still blooming in the brambles around the trees.

“I don’t scare you?” she said, finally, in a quiet voice.

“Scare me? No, of course not. Why would I be scared?” He was. Terribly. Scared of caring for her too much. Scared she might change her mind about him at any minute. Say it, Scott—scared of falling in love with her.

“I think I scare guys away. Are you ready for the truth—nothing but the truth?” She grinned at him and he nodded. “The reason I’ve never gone steady is, I’ve liked a couple of guys enough, but I don’t think any of the guys I’ve gone out with ever got over being scared of me. Only two ever got up the nerve to kiss me. Some of them never got up the nerve to ask me out again after one date.”

“You are pretty intimidating. But how do you know they were scared? Maybe they just didn’t like you. Talk about ego.”

“Have you ever seen a box of popcorn shake so much, you couldn’t get your hand into it? Cody Lamar spilled his Pepsi all over my best skirt. And Randy Brownly—well, you don’t want to hear about Randy.” She started to smile, remembering.

Scott laughed. “We men from New York are probably much more sophisticated to begin with, and after a few years of surviving in the City, nothing scares us.”

“Oh, you’re just so worldly, I can hardly stand it.” The way she looked at him made him feel like the biggest nerd in the whole world, the biggest wimp who happened to score big on his first date—just by getting this girl to go out—and now has no idea what to do next.

She knew what to do. She set her paper cup on the dash, unbuckled her seat belt, and scooted over close to him, ignoring the stick shift. Taking his drink, she placed it beside hers, then put her arms around him and held him tightly.

A crashing sound made them both stiffen and look out the windows. A deer stood right in front of the car and stared through the windshield.

They laughed and stared back for a few seconds. Then Scott took Vicki’s chin and turned her face toward his. He kissed her, forgetting everything except her smell, the tickling of her wild curls against his cheeks, the warm sweetness of her lips.

But the deer had done them a disservice. The dark cloud that hung over all of Sparksville had sailed back into their consciousness.

“Only one thing scares me, Vicki,” Scott whispered into her ear, kneading her back as he held her close. “I couldn’t stand to lose you.”

She understood what he meant. “You’re not going to, Scott.”

“Promise me you’ll be careful. That you won’t go anywhere alone, even in the daytime.”

“When you put a tether on a wild bird, Scott, you lose it anyway. My father thought he wanted to become a falconer. He got a peregrine, trained it, worked it for almost a year. One day he came back without her. I asked him. why. Had she not returned to him? She had returned every time. But he said that didn’t seem natural to him. That something as wild, as beautiful as she was, would fly freely, soar to the top of the sky, then turn and come willingly back to captivity. He’d let her go, made her go.”

“Did he ever see her again?”

“Two days later, she found him. She came into the yard, landed in the tree closest to him. She stared at him for a long time. Then flew away again. He still sees her occasionally when he’s hunting. But she finds him.”

Scott understood what Vicki was saying. He would never stop worrying about her, probably even after they caught the killer of SueAnne and Belle. But he would hide his fear from her. Never mention it again. And keep his eye on her as best he could.

It was Vicki’s independent—and somewhat wild-spirit, that made him love her. That made her beautiful. Maybe he should go tell that guy Altman he was crazy if he didn’t see this in Vicki. But what difference did it make what the guy had said? Scott needed to forget it, and Vicki would probably be able to laugh about it tomorrow.


Chapter 8

The idea of introducing Scott to her parents was scarier than the real thing. It was the first time she’d ever brought a guy home to dinner. Her mother would know Scott was special.

Scott whispered as they gathered in the kitchen. “It’s obvious where you get your vivaciousness and your independent spirit, Vicki. You and your mother are just alike.”

“Thanks, Scott. I consider that a wonderful compliment,” Vicki whispered back.

“It’s all right to talk out loud.” Vicki’s mother put Scott at ease in seconds and had them all laughing during dinner, telling about patients she’d had. Some of those who lived in remote parts of the county were particularly superstitious or had peculiar habits.

“I have a baby due in November way up in County Corner. The mother is scared to pieces of going to the hospital, so I hope the delivery goes okay.”

“Why didn’t you become a doctor, Mrs. Valentine?” Scott asked. “It sounds as if you do the job of one often.”

Her mother looked at her dad and smiled. “Only when I’m delivering babies.”

“I had something to do with that, Scott,” Vicki’s dad said. “Darcy was in medical school when she met me. I distracted her.” Her dad took her mom’s hand and rubbed it gently. It made Vicki feel warm inside to see them act this way, even though it was always obvious to her that they were still very much in love.

“I’m still distracted much too often.” Her mom laughed. “I could have gone back to school after I had Vicki, but I was happy. I still am. I think maybe being a nurse and midwife is just right for me. Delivering babies is one of the fun areas of medicine.”

“Daddy has the worst job, I think.” Vicki had been quiet, but now she joined the conversation.

“I consider myself part detective.” Her father sipped his coffee, staring at the contents of the cup. “I try to forget the rest.”

“Daddy does all the autopsies at the hospital.” Vicki supplied the answer to Scott’s question before he asked it. “Or did I tell you that already? Daddy, what did SueAnne and Belle die of? There are tons of rumors going around school. I want to know the truth.”

Vicki hadn’t gotten an opening to ask her father this question before. And he might not answer it in front of Scott, or at any time. She knew her father tried to protect her when he could. She had learned medical details about SueAnne from gossip. It would be much less frightening to know the truth.

“Well, this is common knowledge now, or I wouldn’t be able to say. There wasn’t a mark on either of them. I could find no reason for their dying. It was as if they both just faded away. I’ve tested for every disease, every possibility I can think of. Nothing shows up.”

“Could there be some new disease—something—well, I don’t want to say this—because my dad works at the reactor. But could there be some leakage or something in the air—”

“Scott, I thought of that. Even though every clue points to murder in both cases, I tested for radiation, for some new-age virus, everything. It’s the biggest puzzle of my career. I’m stumped.”

“There was no type of physical assault, Vicki.” Her mother put her hand over Vicki’s. “It didn’t appear that SueAnne suffered at all.”

Vicki bit her lip. “Physically.”

“Of course. We have no idea what she might have gone through mentally.”

“I think I can add what I’ve found out from my mother,” Scott said, “since it’s probably common knowledge, too, or speculation. My mother thinks both girls were locked up someplace or held prisoner after they disappeared.”

“What for?” Vicki’s outburst brought her to her feet. “Why would anyone lock a girl up and not—not—”

She left the words unspoken, but everyone at the table knew what she meant. This wasn’t how she’d planned that Scott’s visit would go. Her family liked to play games together. She’d hoped that after dinner they could light a fire in the fireplace and play a few hands of canasta, or teach Scott to play mah-jongg. She wanted to see if he enjoyed being a part of her family. Doing that was like a test. She wanted to see if he fit into the type of family she wanted to have someday.

She had no idea if Scott would even be in her future, but it was a fantasy she played out when she met a guy. The habit came from the admiration Vicki had for her parents, the life they had built together that isolated them from the rest of the world. She knew a lot of kids her age weren’t close to their families, but she was, and right now, at least, she wanted Scott to be a part of her family, too.

Looking at Scott, Vicki could see the worry in his eyes. He reached out and took her hand, not embarrassed to do so right there at the dinner table.

Her mother took her other hand. “Vicki, sit down, calm down. I don’t want you to keep worrying about this. I wish you could forget it.”

“How can I forget? SueAnne was my best friend. I knew Belle. We’d all gone to school together since fifth grade. Don’t ask me to forget about them, Mom.”

“I’m not asking you to forget SueAnne, Vicki.” Her mother squeezed her hand, then picked up her coffee cup and sipped, staring into the blackness of the liquid.

Vicki took hold of her mother’s arm, reestablishing the contact between them. “Mom, I’m scared. All the girls at school are scared. We need to talk about this.”

“I know, honey, I know. And I’m glad you’re scared. That’s one way to be cautious at all times. I hope this won’t happen again, but—but—”

“Maybe we should get Scott to keep his eye on you, Vicki,” her father teased, lightening the discussion. “If it won’t be too much of a hardship on him.” He looked at Scott and grinned.

“Well, it would take a lot of time, and in the past, I’ve been known as a serious student, so we might have to study together, too, but maybe I could manage it.” Scott appeared to be making a decision.

“Daddy, you’re embarrassing Scott. I didn’t ask him here to be embarrassed.” It was Vicki who was embarrassed.

“He doesn’t appear to be reluctant to do this for us.”

“I’m sure!” Vicki hopped up and started clearing the table.

“We’ll do that, Vicki,” her mother said. “You say good-bye to Scott for the evening. You don’t want his grades suffering.”

After making a lot of noise dumping her silverware into the sink, Vicki headed for the living room. Scott followed her.

He took her arm and turned her around. “It’s three against one. I’m your new guardian angel.” His smile was infectious.

“If you’re an angel, Scott Lawrence, I’m the new Miss Arkansas. Go home. I need to study, too. I’m going to have to get my scholarships the hard way, not through some beauty pageant.”

Listen to her, inviting Scott to compliment her again. What was going on? She’d never been concerned about being beautiful before. How could one guy with one unnecessary comment on her looks throw her self-esteem so out of whack? She hoped Scott didn’t feel obligated to respond to her comment.

The way he did respond was much more acceptable to her. She leaned against the front door, thinking about his lips on hers long after he’d left.

And his saying, “I’ll pick you up in the morning, Vicki,” didn’t make her feel dependent on him at all. Just loved.

There was no better antidote to fear. Nothing could go wrong for her again if Scott kept loving her.


Choosing

He took his time deciding on the next girl. There was no hurry. He left no clues, no evidence when he left the girls. He was in no danger and in no hurry. For the moment, he felt satisfied.

They had released his poems to the newspaper. He had wondered how long they’d keep them secret. Seeing them in print, though, made him realize that he should take more time writing them, make them better.

Perhaps his next guest might enjoy helping him write the rhymes. It would give them something to talk about. After all, the poems were like eulogies, weren’t they? How often does a girl get to write her own hymn of praise?

The idea amused and excited him, and it wasn’t long before he had another guest picked out.


Chapter 9

The morning newspaper created a sensation in the Lawrence household, which would surely be followed by the same response at school, Scott knew. One part of the murder story had been kept secret as long as possible.

He stared at the headline, knowing this meant what happened to SueAnne and Belle really was murder, and that there really was some nutcase out there loose.

SERIAL KILLER IS POET. MURDER RHYMES RELEASED.

His mother walked in, buttoning her suit blouse, jacket over her arm. She looked tired as she picked up the coffee Scott had poured for her.

“Sit down, Mom,” Scott begged.

“No time, Scott. Have they sensationalized the case enough? Let me see the headlines.” She reached for the front page.

“The National Enquirer couldn’t have done better, Mom. Isn’t there anything you can do?”

“We kept this secret as long as we could. People have a right to know all the facts.”

“Vicki—all the girls at school—are scared enough already.”

“I don’t blame them. But being scared makes them alert.”

“That’s what Vicki’s mother said.”

“How’d it go last night?” His mother did sit down. She was going to give him a few minutes.

“Her parents are as great as she is, Mom. I hope you can meet them soon.”

“I know her father, Scott. He’s a very sensitive man, which isn’t always the case with the job he has to do. I’m eager to meet her mother.” She drank down half the cup of coffee. “I’m sure Vicki knows better than to take a ride with a stranger—that kind of thing.”

“She’s riding with me and Berk this morning.”

His mother smiled and stood up. “There’s a lot of risk connected to that. But she has good taste in men. I’ll say that for her.”

Scott grinned. “Don’t let the turkeys get you down.” He watched his mother slide into her suit jacket and head for the door, her high heels clicking on the tile kitchen floor.

“Easier said than done. But I’ll try.” She paused. “I’m sorry you’re so much on your own since we got here, Scott. I’ll make it up to you later. And I’m eager to meet Vicki.”

“No problem, Mom. I know what you’re doing.”

“I’m glad someone does.” She left, leaving the door ajar.

Within seconds a voice called from the back door. “Yo, Scott? Ready?” Alan Berkman’s spotty face peeked around the corner.

Scott folded the front page of the newspaper and stuck it into his notebook. He did it without thinking, not even sure why he wanted to carry it with him to school.

“See the headlines?” he asked, when they climbed into the jeep.

“No.” Berk started the engine and swerved into the street. “What’s new?”

“I’ll show you later. I wish Vicki didn’t have to see the story.”

Scott had already asked Berk if he’d stop for Vicki. He wished he had his own car. He was going to work on his dad. Maybe he’d even try to make his parents feel guilty about being so busy, being less of a family than they’d ever been. He was ready to do anything for wheels. Like this morning. He didn’t want to share Vicki with Berk.

That was even more true when he saw her. Her eyes were red, and he knew she’d been crying. She’d gotten dressed before she read the paper, though. There was a message on her tee again. That should have been a good sign.

REAL MEN BAKE QUICHE—AND SHARE IT WITH REAL WOMEN.

“I have a confession to make, Vicki,” Scott said immediately. He might as well try to cheer her up.

“What’s that?” She blew her nose and tried to hide her face.

“I can’t cook.”

“If I hang out with you too much, Lawrence, all your secrets are going to come out. Then I may have to reconsider my recent decision.”

“What’s that, Miss Valentine?” Berk teased. “To lose your virginity?”

“Can we lose this driver, Scott?” Vicki whispered loudly.

“It’s his taxi,” Scott complained. “But he could meet with an accident when least expected.”

“He was an accident. My mother has it straight from his Mom. They tried to leave him at the mall twice, but had no luck.”

No one could think of another wisecrack, so they rode the rest of the way to school without talking. Goldie Griffin ran up to the jeep before Vicki could even hop out.

“Vicki, did you see this morning’s paper? This proves SueAnne and Belle really were murdered. Can you imagine the killer had the nerve to leave these notes?”

Scott wondered if Goldie was a nickname. It suited the slender redhead well. She was almost as tall as Scott and two inches taller than Berk. Had the circumstances been different, Scott would have laughed at the way Berk was staring at the girl.

Eat your heart out, Berk, he would have said. She’ll never fall for you. There were just enough freckles scattered over Goldie’s face to keep it from being perfect. Her skin was without a blemish, and even though Scott was sure she had makeup on, she didn’t look false—just more beautiful. Her coppery hair was long and thick, framing her face. The early morning sun bounced off it like the fire in a precious jewel.

She wore a gold cheerleader’s sweater and a short black circle skirt, lined with a shiny gold material. A huge S for Sparksville rested on her chest. Scott thought of other words it could stand for. Sensational, shapely, spectacular, and last but not least, sexy and seductive. He didn’t mind looking at her, but compared to Vicki, she was nothing.

“Scott, hi. Excuse us for a minute.” Goldie pulled Vicki away from the two boys.

“Am I invisible?” Berk leaned on the jeep’s fender.

“I’m afraid so, Berkman. Sorry.” Scott grinned at him.

“What’s up? What did I miss by not caring about current events?”

Scott dug out the front page of the Sparksville Daily News. “This. It’s pretty awful.”

Berk read aloud.

Just Belle and me
 
Celebrate with glee.
 
But looks don’t last.
 
Beauty is fleeting fast.

Sweet SueAnne
 
Is summer fair
 
With roses in
 
Her lovely hair.
 
She’s at her best—

Youth’s on her side.
 
But Beauty fades
 
On autumn’s tide.

“Geeze, Louise!” Berk read the two rhymes silently, quickly again. “This guy—you know it’s a guy—is sick.”

“Berk, I’ve been thinking about these murders. I wish I could do something. I feel so helpless.”

Berk held out the newspaper page. “What can you do or find out that your mom can’t, or the police?”

“I don’t know, but I can’t just sit around knowing there’s someone out there who’s dangerous to Vicki, to any woman. I’m going to say I’m working on a story for the school paper.”

“This is a far cry from science journalism.”

“I can go about this story in the same way, though. I’ll start by finding out everything I can about what has happened. Scientists are trained to look at things differently. It can’t hurt anyone for me to snoop around a little.”

“You still have to get your mug shots after school?”

“Yeah, three-thirty. But it shouldn’t take long.”
 
“Okay, I’ll pick you up at four, or wait outside for you. Altman is speedy. I was in and out of the studio in fifteen minutes.”

“I don’t want to let Vicki walk home alone.”

“I’ll run her home while you’re looking pretty. Then I’ll drive back and get you. Come on, we’ve been abandoned.”

Scott looked up in time to see Vicki wave at him. She had one arm around Goldie and they were heading for the building.

During journalism class, Scott got Vicki to say she’d let Berk take her home, but only because she had some things she needed to do. When school was out, he walked downtown quickly, since Altman’s Photography Studio was so close.

He was impressed with David Altman’s efficiency, his expertise. He knew what he wanted from a photo session, and Scott really was finished in about twenty minutes. Altman was a man of few words, so it wasn’t the long, drawn out process it could have been.

Scott looked around the studio as Altman worked. “You’re good at this,” he commented. “Been at it long?” The man seemed to be about Scott’s age, unless he was one of those people who look like teenagers until they’re forty.

“Long enough. It’s a living.” Altman wasn’t very sociable.

“I see you like beautiful women. But I guess guys could care less for those huge portraits.”

“That’s right. Men are more realistic. It’s women who go for being flattered, then plastering photos of themselves all over the place. I make a good living by knowing that.” Altman grinned at Scott. “We’re finished. Come back in a week and pick out the one you want in the annual.”

Scott felt as if he’d been dismissed. Not only did David Altman say the session was over, but he turned and walked out of the studio quickly. Well, Scott wasn’t paying the man to talk to him. Or to be likable, for that matter. His statement was a put-down of females, but then, maybe it was a fact.

He glanced at some of the portraits in the workroom as well as those displayed in the office. All the women Altman had photographed had one thing in common. They were incredibly beautiful—well, all those pictures he’d chosen to enlarge and display were sensational. Scott didn’t recognize any of them, but he didn’t know everyone at school, either. Also, the girls who had posed for every photo he looked at might not look the same in jeans and a tee in a classroom. The portraits were touched up, feathered out around the edges, arty, like painted portraits would be. He guessed it was like any type of advertising. Women would come in here, look around, and think Altman could make them look like that.

“Hi, Scott.” A soft, warm-toned voice made him stop looking or thinking about girls in pictures and take a look at the real thing. He knew his face got red the minute he did.

“Hi, Goldie. He’s very efficient. Takes about fifteen minutes.”

“He’d better take longer than that. The first prints came out badly. I want a good picture for the annual and a résumé. So I’m willing to give it as much time as necessary.” She glanced at the gallery. “Guys are easy. They don’t care how they look, do they?” She was teasing him.

“I suppose guys are all as different as women.”

“Touché.” She flashed a thousand-dollar, thanks-to-braces smile. “Well, I want to look like this.” She moved from photo to photo.

“That won’t be any problem,” Scott said, knowing that was what Goldie wanted him to say. He was familiar with boy-girl games. He just hadn’t played much.

Goldie pitched him another winning smile over her shoulder. “I can see why Vicki likes you, Scott. You’ve got a New York polish that makes the guys here all sound like hicks. I’m sorry I was so slow at getting acquainted with you.”

“Miss Griffin? Thank you for returning. Ready?” David Altman entered the reception room. “You can change in here.” He smiled and indicated a small room off the hall.

Goldie got a better hold on a rust-colored dress in a plastic cleaner bag. “I’ll just be a minute.”

“Take your time. There’s no hurry at all. You’re my last appointment today.” Altman disappeared.

“Behave yourself, Scott Lawrence.” Goldie blew Scott a kiss and bounced away. “Lucky Vicki,” she called in parting.

Scott shook his head, blinked his eyes a couple of times, and let out a long breath. Then he laughed. He was glad Vicki had seen him first, too. For different reasons than Goldie had in mind.

The fresh cool air of an Arkansas fall evening tasted of wood smoke. The out-of-doors was welcome after being in the overly warm studio.

“Scott, over here,” Berk called from the parking lot.

Scott turned and hurried to the jeep. To his surprise Vicki still sat beside Berkman.

“Couldn’t get rid of her.” Berk read Scott’s mind.

“Berk told me what you plan to do, Scott. Count me in.”

“What?”

“I said, count me in. I’m going to help you think about the two murders.”

“No way, Vicki, no way. Stay out of this. I don’t want you to have anything to do with our snooping around.”

“I don’t care what you want, Scott Lawrence. I either snoop around with you or without you—on my own. Which is it?”

Before Scott could protest more, Vicki continued.

“I’ve already done a lot of thinking. And I have one idea that I’m sure no one else has. I even had Berk take me by SueAnne’s house and then we stopped at Belle’s. I knew SueAnne kept a journal, and I hoped Belle did. We started journals at school two years ago. We all liked the idea.”

Scott glanced at the two flowery-covered books in Vicki’s lap. He certainly didn’t want Vicki playing detective on her own. If he let her join them, he could at least keep an eye on her. This was a hard woman to say no to.

“Okay, Vicki, you win. What have you got?”

“I’ll share it over pizza. Okay?” She looked at Berk and back at Scott.

Berk grinned at Scott and shrugged. Scott’s stomach rumbled. He could eat and talk at the same time. “You always get your way, lady?”

“So far.” Vicki laughed and hugged him as he slid in beside her.


The Rust-Colored Room

His third decorating endeavor had turned out even better than he’d thought. He’d chosen that warm rust color of oak leaves in the fall, but he’d used gold to set off the brown tones. A new gold lamp for the bedside table, gold drapery rods, and a pair of gold-plated cats just for fun.

His best find was the brown orchids. He’d never seen any before, and they were expensive, but she would be deserving of them. He had chosen wisely again. She was truly lovely.

Her beauty deserved to be preserved forever.

Excitement, exhilaration filled him as he made one last inspection. Tomorrow seemed so far away.


Chapter 10

They had settled into a red-and-white booth at Pizza Hut and ordered before Vicki shared the journals of the two dead girls.

“See,” Vicki pointed out, “I read this right after SueAnne disappeared, but all she talked about was running away. It’s full of SueAnne’s plans and ideas about what she could do about getting along with her father, or getting away from him. That’s what made me think she had finally done it—taken off on her own.”

“So what have you found that gives you any clue as to what else could have happened?” asked Scott, sipping the Coke the waitress had set in front of him.

“Woven into her complaining about home was this.” Vicki read out loud from the journal. “The only bright spot in this month has been getting my senior photo made. David has taken such pains to get a good picture. He has asked me to come back three times, and each time he takes over an hour with the session. He even has two cameras he arranges at different angles.”

“He didn’t have two cameras when I went in,” said Scott. “And he sure didn’t take hours for the photograph. Or have me call him David. Did he use two cameras to photograph you, Vicki?”

“No, just one, but what difference could that make?” Vicki kept her finger in the book and took a drink. The cold liquid slid down her throat, fizzing and tickling her mouth. “He did tell me to call him David. What I think is funny is that SueAnne went back three times.”

“Well, yes, considering he spent fifteen minutes with me and thinks he got a good photo. If she was there for three sessions, they spent a lot of time together.” Scott folded and unfolded a paper-straw container.

“He probably liked her,” said Berk. “Everyone liked SueAnne. Maybe he even used taking more photos as an excuse to see her again. What are you getting at, Vicki?” Berk stared toward the kitchen. “I wish they’d hurry. I’m starving.”

“Think about something besides your stomach for a few minutes. And listen.” Vicki kept reading. “He talks to me a lot, telling me how beautiful I am. He really appreciates how I look. He’s not at all like Daddy, saying I should hide my beauty. That beauty and sin go hand in hand. And that vainness is the devil working inside me. I don’t think I’m vain—I just like to look nice. But Daddy keeps harping on how looking in the mirror is a sin. I’m going back over there this afternoon to work with David. Maybe he’s secretly taking extra photos for some magazine. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?”

“Sounds as if Altman did like SueAnne, Vicki.” Scott put his hand over hers. “I’ll have to admit that I suspected Mr. Groober until Belle died. He could have lost it over thinking SueAnne was being tempted by the devil. You know, some people do go overboard with religion. You read about mothers killing their children because a little voice whispers that they’re evil. SueAnne makes her father seem like a fanatic.”

“Mr. Groober was always hard on SueAnne. But I know he loved her. And he told SueAnne to get her picture made here in town,” Vicki said. “He rented the studio space to David Altman.”

“I guess getting your photo made is okay, but thinking it’s good is a sin.” Berk laughed. “Mr. Groober was just trying to keep SueAnne humble, as if he could.”

“If you’re a beautiful woman, I guess you can’t help but know it.” Scott smiled at Vicki. She wasn’t sure he was saying she was pretty, but she appreciated the smile. “I don’t understand why you think what SueAnne wrote is important, Vicki. What point are you trying to make?”

“Okay, here’s Belle’s journal.” Vicki opened another book, covered with a blue-flowered material, and began to read. “The thing I’ve done this year that’s been the most fun is have my senior photo taken. David Altman is a wonderful photographer. He is so patient. He took two hours with my first session. I was there so long, I started to feel faint. We had to stop twice. David said it was the hot lights. He hurried right into his kitchen and got me a Coke, waiting until I had drunk part of it to start again. He kept fussing with both of his cameras, adjusting them to get the best angles, he said. I can hardly wait to see the results. I was surprised, though, when he called me and said I needed to come back for retakes. I would have thought he’d have enough pictures. He used about a dozen rolls of film.”

“Remember, Berk, she told us at The Pit that she was going back again when she left. That would have been three times. She seemed frustrated about it.”

Vicki stopped and looked at Scott and Berk. “Reading this, though, I wouldn’t think she really minded. She says the same thing that SueAnne said.” She ran her finger under the sentence. “I think maybe he just likes me, or likes to look at me. I guess that sounds vain, but he talked about how beautiful I was during the whole session. I felt wonderful when we were finished—except for being a little dizzy from all the posing. It makes me know that being a model is hard work. But I think I’ll go for it, maybe start in Little Rock instead of New York, though.”

Vicki’s throat swelled at the knowledge that Belle would never get her chance at any career, much less modeling. She stared at the journal, running her fingers over the cornflower blue cover.

“So all we know for sure is that David Altman takes a lot longer photographing the women than he does us guys. And he asked both SueAnne and Belle to come back for retakes. I don’t blame him.” Berk reached for a large slice of the pizza that the waitress slid onto the red-checkered tablecloth in front of them.

“Think of all the senior women he’s photographed, Vicki. Maybe if you read all of their journals, they’d say the same thing. And speaking scientifically, to have real evidence, you’d have to do that, to know that SueAnne’s and Belle’s experience with Altman was different.”

“Yeah, Scott’s right,” said Berk. “It’s a coincidence that Altman photographed both girls. Besides, by now if any girl in high school disappeared, Altman would have taken their pictures.”

“You might be right.” Vicki felt discouraged. She was sure she had something worth thinking about.

“I think you’re still mad because of what Altman said to you, Vicki,” Scott teased. “He didn’t keep you in a session for two hours.”

“I am not. But he did treat me differently.” Vicki was still smarting from her experience with Altman, but not enough to suspect him of any crime. She had just noticed this similarity in SueAnne’s and Belle’s journal entries.

“What did he say to you?” asked Berk.

“Oh!” Vicki huffed but didn’t answer.

Scott laughed. “He told Vicki she wasn’t beautiful. That her mouth was too big. Maybe he wasn’t smart enough to see a smile that charms the whole world.”

Berk whistled. “The man has a lot of nerve, I’d say. Is he an authority on what makes a woman beautiful?”

Scott reached for a piece himself, pulling at the strings of mozzarella, wrapping them over and over the pepperoni-laden top.

“He must think he is,” Vicki said. “But you’re both forgetting that David Altman was the last person to see SueAnne or Belle alive.”

“I probably know as many of the facts as anyone on this case except my mother,” Scott said. “I don’t think it came out that Altman was the last to see SueAnne.”

“But she says so in her journal. It’s her last entry,” Vicki argued.

Berk licked his fingers. “So, she might have met someone after the session. She might have accepted a ride with someone.”

Vicki decided she wasn’t going to be talked out of her suspicion. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that she didn’t like David Altman, or, even she admitted to herself, that he hadn’t taken hours photographing her. She was glad, though. The other thing she was basing her thinking on was intuition. She felt really weird around Altman. And she couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened. So if she couldn’t, then she might as well think out loud.

“Here’s something else, guys. He’s new in town. He comes here and then this happens. Two girls disappear and when they’re found, they’re dead.”

“I’m new in town, Vicki,” Scott reminded her with a shrug. “Have you forgotten that? Do you know every new person who moves here?”

“Almost. And you don’t count, Scott. There’s no way I could suspect you of murder.” She smiled a little at the idea, and reached for her first slice of pizza. She wasn’t really hungry, but the pizza smelled spicy and cheesy. She’d eat a little.

“I think you might as well suspect me, or anyone else new in town.” Scott grinned. “It makes just as much sense.”

“I think that’s what’s most frustrating about all this,” Vicki said. “Nothing makes sense. No one knows how SueAnne and Belle died. And why would anyone kill two beautiful girls?”

“Because they were beautiful?” Berk suggested.

“Someone was jealous?” Scott added.

“I’m sure.” Vicki found she was hungrier than she thought. And the conversation was going no place. She chewed a second slice of pizza while her mind went blank.

“Let’s list all the ugly girls at school.” Berk got out a pencil and pulled his napkin over to write on. “I’m going to need your napkin too, Lawrence.”

The serious detective work turned silly. Soon even Vicki was smiling. She felt a little guilty, but she knew that SueAnne wouldn’t want her to cry forever. Besides, there were no tears left. Even her anger was gone. There was nothing left but the feeling of emptiness, of despair. The feeling that there was no answer for what had happened to the two dead girls. To who might have killed them—how they died, and the biggest question of all. Why would anyone want to?


Chapter 11

There was an annual staff meeting after school the next day. Scott was glad he’d joined the extracurricular activity, since it gave him an excuse to spend even more time with Vicki.

“We’ve got an awful lot to do,” Vicki pointed out. “Our deadline for mailing is in December. Otherwise we won’t get the annuals in May.”

“What’s left to do?” Scott asked, enjoying how efficiently Vicki ran the meeting.

“I think almost all the informal and group photos are in.” Mr. Johnston, their sponsor, looked at his list. “It’s a matter of finishing the pasteups and re-checking everything. Where’s Goldie? She’s in charge of senior photos.”

“She wasn’t at school today.” Davita Renwick snapped her gum. “She said she didn’t feel good yesterday.”

“Yeah, she looked really pale.” Holly Harris poured out an envelope of photos and shuffled through them. “She’s always so full of energy. It was obvious she was getting sick or something. Are we putting snapshots before or after formal pictures?”

“I thought we decided on both places.” Mr. Johnston picked up a box marked FRESHMAN and handed it to Scott. “Can you organize this group, Scott? Goldie was almost finished.”

If Mr. Johnston hadn’t called Scott’s name, he would never have heard the question. As it was he had to ask again. He had caught the look of fear on Vicki’s face when Davita said Goldie wasn’t at school.

“Maybe she’s home sick.” Scott settled in to work across from Vicki. “Do you want me to call her?”

“No.” Vicki answered too quickly. “I’m sure you’re right.”

“If I order pizza, can all of you work late?” Mr. Johnston asked. “We’re going to have to put in extra time to get finished. We might as well start tonight.”

Holly looked dismayed. “I have a ton of homework. Will you write me an excuse for English composition?”

“I had an appointment with David Altman to have a photo session,” Davita said. “I guess I could call and cancel, but he’s so busy. I might not get another soon.”

“Your senior photos are in, Davita. I’ve checked them off.” Vicki stood up. “Why are you going back there?”

“Jealous, Vicki?” Davita laughed and raised her eyebrows, giving Vicki an impish grin.

Davita’s straight black hair curved slightly toward her chin, framing her face. Scott had never seen such a pale complexion on anyone, but maybe it looked whiter because Davita insisted on wearing bright red lipstick. The contrast gave her a rather artificial look, he thought, but she didn’t look silly. Worn by anyone else, the lipstick would have qualified a girl for a relative of the Addams Family.

Was it Scott’s imagination, or did Arkansas have more than its share of beautiful girls? He had heard the expression “Southern Beauties,” of course, but now he was experiencing it.

A memory surfaced. On one of the rare occasions when his parents were both home, they had been watching television and working a jigsaw puzzle together. His dad had a passion for jigsaw puzzles. Said they helped him relax. Anyway, the only thing on the tube that night was the Miss America pageant. His father had remarked, “A Southern girl will win. They nearly always do. Don’t ask me why, but I doubt there’s one ugly girl in the South.”

Last summer they had all laughed at the billboard on the Arkansas state line. HOME OF MISS AMERICA, 1964 AND 1982.

“Better get ready, Scott,” Dad had said then. “You’re going to be surrounded by beautiful women in your classes. It’ll take all the concentration you can muster to keep your mind on your work.”

Dad had been joking, Scott thought, but he was right. Here he was right now working alongside Vicki, Davita, who was as glamorous as any New York model, and Holly Harris, who sparkled like a Christmas light display.

“You didn’t answer Vicki’s question, Davita,” Holly said. “Why are you having another picture made?”

“Oh, my mama just loved the senior pictures. But I was wearing last year’s prom dress. She wants me to have another photo made in the new dress I got last weekend for the Christmas dance. You should see it. It’s silver. Looks really great with my coloring. And I can wear red or green accessories.”

This was one of those times when Scott was glad he was male. He couldn’t imagine spending so much money on clothes, buying a new dress for every season or every dance. He had one good suit, and hated every minute that he had to wear it.

“A Christmas dance?” he whispered to Vicki. “Do you have a date yet?”

Vicki didn’t seem to hear Scott. He leaned closer and pulled down the eight-by-ten photo she was staring at.

“Did you hear what I—Oh.”

Vicki had tears in her eyes. She held a picture of SueAnne. “We’re going to have a memorial page in the annual. It was just going to be for SueAnne. Now I’ll have a photo enlarged of Belle, too.”

It seemed crass to ask again for a dance date, so Scott made a mental note to ask Vicki later. He didn’t think she’d gone out with anyone else since they’d met, but he didn’t want to assume she wouldn’t. Maybe he should ask her to go steady. They were together all the time anyway, now that he and Berk picked her up before school and dropped her off at home afterward.

Davita glided back into the room. She moved quietly and gracefully, as if she was always dancing. “David said it was okay to miss today. He had plenty of work to do. He’s so sweet. Said he’d stay late tomorrow night. That I could come in after supper.”

“I’d better tell my mom I won’t be home for dinner.” Scott stood up and dug in his pocket for some change.

“You can use the phone in my office, Scott,” Mr. Johnston offered. “I was going to remind everyone to call so your parents won’t worry.”

“I called Mama while I was at it.” Davita went back to work.

“Will you call my mom at work, Scott?” Vicki pulled off a piece of scrap paper and scribbled her mom’s office number on it. “She said last night she wanted to know where I was at all times.”

“And who you were with?” Scott teased.

“She knows I’m with you.” Vicki didn’t look at Scott when she committed herself softly.

“Can I take that to mean what I think it means?” Scott figured he might as well pin her down right now, while he had an opportunity.

“And what do you think that means, Mr. Lawrence?” Vicki looked up at him and flirted with her eyes.

“That you want to be with me all the time?”

“If I didn’t, I wouldn’t.”

“I know that. Did you hear me invite you to the Christmas dance?”

“Hey, it’s only October. I don’t plan that far in advance. I don’t usually plan past tomorrow. Or sometimes today.” She frowned and acted really busy.

“I like to plan way ahead.”

“See there, we’re incompatible. Little things just keep showing up. It’s little things like the way a person squeezes the toothpaste that cause people to get divorces.”

“I squeeze from the bottom and roll up the tube as I go.”

Vicki smiled. Scott was glad he was able to distract her from thinking about SueAnne. “You squeeze from the middle, don’t you?” he said in an accusing voice.

“I might be able to change. But only a few things, little things.” Shuffle, shuffle, shuffle. Photos hissed against each other as Vicki slid them around. “I’ll think about it.”

“You’d better believe I will too.” Scott took off for Mr. Johnston’s office.

He called Vicki’s mother first. “Yes, I’ll bring her home, Mrs. Valentine. I’ll walk her right to the door. You don’t need to worry.”

She did seem worried. Scott was sure that every parent of a teenage girl was worried. He dialed his mother three times before he got through to her.

“Mom, I’m going to work late at the annual. Mr. Johnston is ordering pizza,” he said as soon as he heard her voice.

“Make sure Vicki gets home all right, Scott.”

“Sure. I planned to. Is anything wrong?” His mother always seemed stressed, but her voice broke when she said Vicki’s name. He felt his stomach churn. Then it tightened and turned over as he listened to the rest of his mother’s words.

Hanging up the phone slowly, he stared at it for a few seconds. He had to go back to the annual workroom. He’d give anything if he could just go get Vicki and take her away—hide her until this was over. And when would that be?

It was Vicki who noticed the way he came back into the room and sank into his chair. He covered her hand with his, not looking at her.

“Something is wrong, isn’t it, Scott?” she asked.

“My mom—my mom said—” He had everyone’s attention without meaning to. Davita and Holly got up and came over to the table where he slumped. Several other kids gathered around.

“Scott, tell me. What’s wrong?” Vicki’s voice was tight and demanding. “Who—who—” She had guessed his news.

“Goldie.” Scott stuttered. “Goldie didn’t come home last night. Mom said they had already put out an APB on her for the county, for the whole state. This morning. They aren’t even waiting twenty-four hours. They’re afraid—they’re afraid—”

“Oh, Scott. No—no—no! Not another one. Please, not another one, not Goldie!” Vicki leaned into him, her face pressed into his chest. He circled her shoulders and held her tightly.

“Mom feels sure. And she’s hardly ever wrong.”

Scott said those words to Davita and Holly, whose faces reflected the fear that had settled into his stomach permanently. The churning had stopped, but it had turned into a huge, dull ache. He felt anger, too, though. Anger that made him hold Vicki even tighter. An angry fire that surged through him, saying there must be something, something they could do. He might not be able to protect Vicki for long enough. And he couldn’t bear the idea of anything happening to her.


Chapter 12

It was all over the papers the next morning. Vicki felt sick thinking of where Goldie might be, whom she might be with. Sitting there at breakfast, staring at a cup of tea, something clicked. Jumping up, she grabbed the phone and dialed a now familiar number.

“Scott, has your mother left for work yet?” Vicki asked, hoping she had called in time.

“She’s just going out. Why?”

“Stop her, Scott. Please. I want to talk to her. It’s important. Ask her to wait right there. I’m coming over.”

Vicki hung up before Scott or Mrs. Lawrence could tell her not to come.

“Mom, will you drop me off at Scott’s house? Right now?” Her mother looked close to being ready for work.

“I guess so. I sure feel better knowing you’re with him all the time. He’s a nice boy, Vicki. You like him, don’t you?”

“Sure,” Vicki replied as they headed for the car. She wasn’t going to tell her mother anything about why she was going to Scott’s, afraid she would worry. She sat quietly, looking out the window all the way. “Thanks, Mom.” She dashed for the Lawrences’ front door.

Mrs. Lawrence had taken the opportunity to relax for a few extra moments at their kitchen table. Vicki took a few seconds to admire her sleek New York clothes and her look of competency. She certainly wasn’t your typical Sparksville woman.

Scott had let her in, smiling, but asking no questions. “Want a cup of coffee, Vicki?” he asked, pulling out a chair for her.

“No, my stomach is a little uneasy,” Vicki admitted.

“Mine, too, Vicki,” Mrs. Lawrence said. “This whole business makes me sick. I assume you want to talk about it?”

“Yes. Scott, didn’t I see Goldie go into the photo studio just before you came out the other day?”

Scott thought a minute. “Yes, you did. She told me she was sorry she hadn’t noticed me before you staked a claim.”

Vicki wasn’t in the mood for Scott to tease her. “Mrs. Lawrence, that establishes a pattern. Surely you’re aware of it.” Vicki set both SueAnne’s and Belle’s journals on the kitchen table. “We don’t know about SueAnne, but David Altman was the last to see Belle, and I’m betting that now he was the last person to see Goldie. Doesn’t that tell you something?”

Mrs. Lawrence nodded. “Yes, that Altman was the last to see both girls, as far as we know. We want a suspect in this case as much as you do, Vicki, but just because Altman saw both girls doesn’t mean a lot without more evidence. We’ve questioned him. He lives alone. He seems to spend all his free time in his darkroom. He wasn’t seen with any of the girls anyplace except the photo studio. We have absolutely nothing to connect him to what has happened here.”

“I was there, Vicki,” Scott said, looking guilty. “I left her there alone. And she told me that Altman had called her to come back for more photos, just like he did SueAnne and Belle.”

“Oh, Scott.” Vicki took his arm. “Mrs. Lawrence, doesn’t it seem strange—”

“Yes, I agree with you, Vicki, with what you’re thinking. I’ve thought about it a lot myself. I’ve made the same connection that you have. But I have absolutely no evidence.”

“What about their prom dresses?” Vicki wasn’t going to let this go. “They took their prom dresses to the studio when they had photos taken. That way he would have them. SueAnne and Belle were wearing their prom dresses when—when they came back.”

“That’s only circumstantial evidence, too, Vicki. I have to have some proof. Until I do—”

“I don’t like the man.” Vicki was out of something to say. She felt totally frustrated with what Mrs. Lawrence was saying.

“I don’t particularly like Altman myself, Vicki, but I try to keep personal feelings out of my work. Sometimes I work on intuition, but I keep it to myself until I get some facts.”

“What does your intuition say, Mrs. Lawrence?” Vicki begged for this woman to tell her anything she was thinking or feeling.

“I’m not free to say, Vicki. I’m sorry. I know having your friends disappearing, being killed, is frightening. But we want to catch whoever is doing this as much as you do. Keep that in mind. And certainly, keep thinking. Tell me anything that you think might help. Can I keep these two journals? I’ve seen SueAnne’s, but not Belle’s. I’m glad you thought of her having kept one.” Scott’s mother stood, and Vicki knew she wasn’t going to give her any more time. “I’m glad to meet you, Vicki,” Mrs. Lawrence added. “I wish the circumstances were different. Promise to come to dinner when I have more time?”

Vicki nodded, not looking at the elegant woman or watching her leave. When the door closed, she said, “She thinks I’m being silly, doesn’t she, Scott? She listened, but she was just being polite.” Vicki felt her throat tighten. She felt foolish to have run over here so early. To present a case to Mrs. Lawrence built on nothing but feelings, a desperate need to do something.

“She listened, Vicki, but—”

“I need to do something about this, Scott! I feel so helpless. I can’t just sit around and watch my friends disappear. There must be something I can do.” She wanted to pound on the table. To hit someone, anyone.

“Vicki.” Scott took her arm. “I feel the same way, and so does Mother. She’s had more experience in keeping her emotions out of her work. But believe me, she’s angry and frustrated, and she is doing everything she can. She’s looking into every possibility as to what’s going on here.”

“I’m going back over there.” A plan came to Vicki.

“Where? To Altman’s? I’ll go with you. What are you going to say, to do?”

“No, I’m not going alone. I’m going over there tonight with Davita. Remember, she said Altman didn’t mind her canceling her appointment after school yesterday. He told her to come tonight, he’d work late. I’m not going to let her go alone. I may be silly, but at least it’s something I can do.”

“Okay, I’ll wait for you outside the whole time. I don’t think Altman would welcome me at the session, too.”

“I’m not letting one more girl go to have a photo taken by herself. If I can’t go, another senior woman will. I’m going to organize this.”

“What are you going to tell them—the girls? What if they don’t want company, or what if Altman refuses to take photos with an audience?”

“I don’t have to tell them anything. I’ll just convince every girl in the school, if I have to, that not one of them goes anyplace alone. Surely there’s still some safety in numbers.”

“With this morning’s headlines, I don’t think any girl will argue with you, Vicki.” Scott pulled her into his arms, and she felt herself relaxing a little. She felt her anger cooling for the moment. Just to have a plan helped.

Davita argued with Vicki a little. “There’s no reason for you to go with me tonight, Vicki. I had my photo made once. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

“SueAnne and Belle and Goldie would have said the same thing, Davita. I’d have said the same thing, too, a few months ago.”

“Well, I don’t know who’s doing this, Vicki, but that sweet David Altman is certainly harmless. Listen, wait outside for me. Go over there with me, and then wait for me. I don’t think he’s going to want you watching him work.”

“I don’t care what he says, I’m going to watch.” Vicki would have settled for going with Davita, waiting outside for her. But she wanted to spend more time with Altman, to see what her feelings were when he wasn’t taking her photo. She wanted to see how he treated Davita. She had certainly had a better experience than Vicki. There was no way Vicki would go back and have another picture made.

Both of them were right. Altman questioned Vicki’s being with Davita.

“Did you have a question about your photos, Miss Valentine?” he said.

“No, I came with Davita. I hope you don’t mind, Mr. Altman, but the senior girls made a pact today at school. We aren’t going anyplace alone for a while. I’m sure you understand why, given what’s happened in Sparksville.” She made her voice firm and businesslike.

“That seems like a sensible plan. You can wait out here. I work better without anyone watching. I don’t even let parents watch me.” He smiled at Davita, flirting a bit. “I like to concentrate on bringing out the best in a subject.”

“My mama loved my senior pictures, Mr. Altman.” Davita flashed her million-dollar smile. “She insisted I get a Christmas photo made. You know how mothers are.”

“I certainly do. Helps my business a lot.” He pulled aside the curtain to the studio. “You brought your new dress?”

“Right here. Wait till you see it.” Davita held out a dress bag. A glittering silver material showed at the bottom.

“Then call me when you’re ready.” Altman disappeared.

“Isn’t he sweet?” Davita cooed. “I just can’t believe we’re so lucky to have him settle in our little old town.”

Vicki pretended she was going to go along with what Altman wanted, that she was going to sit out here in the waiting room during the session. When she was sure Davita had changed and they were working, she slipped through the curtains quietly and leaned against the wall in the back of the studio.

Davita’s dress was a knockout. It must have cost a fortune and hours of time in Little Rock to discover something so simple but so elegant. Much too seductive for Vicki’s taste, but she had to admit it suited Davita perfectly.

The top fitted her like molded silver, and the silver material was covered with glittery chips that caught the light. Vicki was reminded of fantasy illustrations of mermaids, their upper bodies encased in topless emerald glitter. Nothing was left to the imagination. Creamy shoulders hadn’t been darkened by Arkansas’s summer sun. Davita had to be one of the few real Southern ladies left, those who went outside covered up to keep a pale ivory complexion.

The dress had just enough material to enhance cleavage without seeming vulgar. And Davita filled it well. A fleeting moment of envy hit Vicki, then made her smile. That’s not your style, Vicki, a little voice said. Yes, but no female could complain if it was.

The dress was fitted past the hips, then flared into a chiffon skirt, dotted with the same glittery chips, like bits of ice that shimmered, even in the soft light of the studio lamps. The whole outfit was similar to the dresses that flamenco dancers wore, although Vicki always pictured those in red or black.

Altman had posed Davita on a raised dais, sitting sideways at the moment, her face turned back coquettishly, flirting with the camera.

“I asked you not to bother us.” Altman knew Vicki was there without looking at her.

“I got bored.” Vicki lied easily. “I won’t make a sound or distract you one bit.”

Altman turned then, staring at her. There was anger in his eyes, and another expression on his face that seemed to Vicki to be pure hatred. He really didn’t want her there. That was obvious. She shivered without meaning to. She wasn’t used to someone actively disliking her. It didn’t feel good.

He resumed snapping pictures, his voice directing Davita. With two cameras mounted he moved from one to another time after time. His voice was soft, seductive, coaxing a smile from Davita, a look of sensuous pouting, another of pure animal magnetism, which Davita gave off anyway when she entered a room.

“Why don’t you stand up and rearrange your dress now, Davita,” he said finally.

Vicki had to shake her head to clear it. She had allowed herself to be hypnotized by Altman’s soothing voice, and found she had actually slid down the wall and was sitting on the floor. The room seemed too warm, and she found she was sweating. It was the lights, she guessed. They got hot during such a long session.

When Davita stood, she staggered, placed her hand on the dais, another on her forehead, then slid to the ground with a sigh.

Adrenaline shot through Vicki propelling her to help Davita. “Davita, what’s wrong? Are you all right?”

“I—oh, I—did I faint? Oh, how silly, but I felt weak when I stood up. It must be the heat. Is it hot in here, Vicki, or is it just me?”

Vicki knelt beside her, supporting her upper body to a sitting position. “It’s hot. Mr. Altman, would you get Davita a glass of water?”

Turning, Vicki stared at Altman for a second. He was still at the camera as if he were photographing this. Would he take a photo of Davita’s faint, of Vicki helping her? No, of course not. He just hadn’t moved, but let Vicki go to Davita. Some gentleman, Vicki had to think. Wasn’t he even concerned?

“No, a Coke, David, get me a Coke, will you?” begged Davita. “The sugar will help. I just feel a bit woozy and tired. I didn’t eat much supper, Vicki,” she whispered. “I was too excited.” She giggled. “Do you like my dress?” Her dark eyes glittered like sparkles from the shiny material.

“This is your dress, Davita. No one, believe me, no one else at Sparksville High could wear this. It’s beautiful.”

Altman handed Davita a can of Coke, not having bothered asking Vicki if she wanted one, too. He considered her an unwanted body, she was sure, and wasn’t going to act decent about her being here.

With her back to him, she wasn’t sure, but she sensed that he walked back to his precious cameras. In her opinion he’d been inconsiderate to work so long without asking Davita how she was feeling.

“Do you want to shoot more, Davita?” he said, behind them. “Or make an appointment to come back? I’m heavily booked, but I’ll find another time for you.”

Davita tried to get up by herself, but Vicki had to help her. “I think maybe that’s best. I don’t know why I feel so weak. I was silly not to eat more.” She whispered the last to Vicki.

“It’s too hot in here, Davita,” Vicki said. “I feel a little light-headed myself. You’ll be fine after you get some fresh air.”

When they turned, Altman was bent over, peering through the lens of one of his cameras. “I know I got some good shots,” he said, standing straight. “But it would be my pleasure to take another roll or two. You’re incredibly photogenic, Davita. Have you ever thought of becoming a model?”

“I don’t know. I’m suspecting it’s harder work than it appears to be.” Davita staggered when Vicki let go of her. “Whew, I’m really beat. I’m glad you came with me, Vicki, or I’d have to ask Mr. Altman to take me home.” She smiled at Altman. He grinned back and nodded. “That would have been my pleasure, too. I’m sure you’ll be all right in a few minutes.”

Vicki wasn’t so sure. She had to help Davita change into her jeans and sweatshirt. “Wow, I’m feeling like a piece of spaghetti, Vicki. Oh, spaghetti—can we go get something to eat before we go home? You’re going to have to drive, too. I guess David would have taken me home, but I’d have been truly embarrassed if he’d have had to. Thank goodness you came along, Vicki. I didn’t want you to, I have to confess. I enjoyed the last session with David so much, it was like being on a date with a really sophisticated man. He kept complimenting me. Well, listen to me running on, but you know what I mean. You had your photo taken here for the yearbook. I was selfish, not wanting to share him with anyone. Isn’t that silly?”

“I don’t know, Davita,” Vicki said, puzzled about the whole evening. “I just don’t know what to think.”


Chapter 13

It was late when Scott and Berk circled by Vicki’s house the next morning. And usually she was watching in the doorway for them.

“She’s going to make us even later,” Berk complained. “Rotski marks our grades down if we’re late more than once.”

“I’ll go get her. I called her last night but Mrs. Valentine said she’d come home and gone to bed early.”

That news had worried Scott, but a lot of people at school had the flu or a cold. It was the weather—one day hot, the next cool or rainy. He realized he was getting paranoid about Vicki—her health, her whereabouts, everything. If she sneezed he wanted to give her his jacket. Was this what love was all about? Turning into a mother? He smiled and dashed to Vicki’s front door.

Mrs. Valentine opened it. “Vicki’s still in bed, Scott. She’s going to stay home today.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Probably nothing but the two-months-of-school blahs. She says she feels really tired.” She smiled. “You don’t need to worry, Scott. I’m a nurse, remember. I’d know if anything serious was wrong with her. She doesn’t have a temperature, or any symptoms of the flu. You have to learn that Vicki pushes herself so hard all the time, she has to crash and burn occasionally. I’m used to it.”

“I’m not.” Scott grinned back, knowing Mrs. Valentine had heard the panic in his voice.

“Caring for someone, Scott, means you worry sometimes.”

“I’m finding that out. Can I see her?” He glanced back at Berk, who was showing signs of impatience—like pretending to be comatose over the wheel.

“She’s asleep. I just checked. Why don’t you call her at noon?”

“Okay. Berk’s having a heart attack anyway. He’s an on-time freak. Tell her I stopped and said hi, get better fast.”

“I will, Scott. Thanks.” Mrs. Valentine closed the door as Scott hurried back to the jeep.

“She’s sick, or something.” He swung into the car and slammed the door.

“Girl stuff, probably.” Berk screeched into the street and spun away toward school.

“Yeah, I never thought of that. Mrs. Valentine says she’s just tired.”

Pushing the speed limit, they swung into the school lot, parked, and flew across the soggy lawn just as the first bell clanged. Fortunately Scott could do without a locker stop if he carried his jacket around. He slid into his seat in the chem lab as Mr. Carter started taking attendance.

Peggy Pomeroy was his lab partner. She was usually all business, but today she seemed upset. “Didn’t Vicki go with Davita to the photo studio last night, Scott?” she whispered.

“Yes, Vicki wouldn’t let her go alone.”

“Davita isn’t at school today, and I found out right before class that Vicki isn’t either.”

“Vicki is home sick. I stopped there this morning.” Scott felt the first tinglings of worry about Davita now, too.

“Davita is my locker mate. She’s never absent. I’m probably being silly, but every time a senior girl is absent, I start to panic.”

“Call her,” Scott advised.

“I will, I didn’t have time before class. We’ve got this gunk to the wait-and-see stage. Do you mind watching it while I call now?” Peggy adjusted the flame on the Bunsen burner.

“No problem. I’d feel better knowing she’s home sick in bed, too.”

Scott watched Peggy get permission to leave the room, then stared at the blue flame, wishing he could go call Vicki. But he’d wake her up and she’d scold him for being too protective.

Peggy returned and perched on the stool beside him. “Sick. What a relief. We’re all getting jumpy, aren’t we?”

“For good reason.”

“I’ve lived all my life in Sparksville, Scott. Nothing like this has ever happened. I guess you’re used to violence, coming from New York City.”

“I’m used to hearing about it, but not having it happen to someone I know.”

“One murder in our little town is equivalent to the whole of New York being wiped out. Now two girls are dead and one is missing. I don’t even remember my mother locking the doors to our house unless we were going on vacation for two weeks. I hear you lived with six locks on every door.”

“Three.” Scott smiled. “You get used to it.”

“Not me. I’d never get used to the way I feel when I leave the house in the morning. And worse, being scared when I don’t get back before dark.”

“You know everyone here better than I do. Can you think of anything that SueAnne, Belle, and Goldie—assuming the same thing has happened to Goldie—had in common?” Scott was aware of using the past tense, had, to include Goldie. She might not be dead, but if the killer followed the same pattern she would be soon.

How was he killing them? The idea kept plaguing him. With no marks on the bodies, no evidence of illness or violence, this was as big a mystery as who was doing this.

Peggy picked up the glass test tube with a pair of tongs and looked at it, tipping it back and forth. “You’ve asked the right person.” She smiled at Scott, revealing braces that were straightening her teeth several years later than was normal. “Those three are among the most beautiful girls in school. Davita should be included, and maybe Holly Harris. The annual stopped doing school beauties a long time ago, but good eyesight would tell you those five would have been elected.”

“You—”

“Don’t say anything, Scott. I don’t mind not being beautiful. And I’ve run around with Davita since grade school, so I’m almost immune to her stopping traffic. I’m developing my brain instead.”

Scott laughed with her. He wouldn’t ever say Peggy was ugly, but she could never compete with the five girls she’d mentioned as beauty queens.

“Have any of them entered beauty pageants?”

“Goldie was Miss Strawberry Queen two years running. They like redheads. Davita plans to enter the Miss Arkansas pageant as soon as she’s eligible. She plays the piano and sings beautifully. You’ll see when the music concerts start.”

Scott didn’t reply but stored the information in his brain along with the few other facts they’d come up with.

“Hey, Scott, thanks. Maybe you’ve given me a reason to stop being paranoid. If this killer likes beauties, I can stop worrying.”

“Promise me you won’t, Peggy. Stay with Vicki’s idea that all women in town should travel in groups or at least pairs.”

Scott called Vicki at noon. She sounded sleepy as if she’d just woke up. “You okay?”

“I guess so, but I feel exhausted. I’m missing you.”

“Me too. School is boring without you.” He was glad she’d said that. “Davita is sick too. Maybe you two have the same disease—laziness.” He teased her a little.

“She almost passed out last night, Scott. If I get dressed, will you come by after school? I’ll tell you what happened at the studio.”

“I’d planned to come by. But you don’t have to get dressed just for me.”

“Funny guy. Dream on.”

“I will. Gotta go. Promised Peggy Pomeroy I’d eat lunch with her.” He couldn’t resist giving Vicki a bad time.

“Good. You can talk about math and chemistry and all that good stuff. It won’t keep you from missing me, though.”

“Such ego. You’re getting better. I can tell. Bye.” He hung up and actually did sit by Peggy in the cafeteria. He felt comfortable with her, since she was the type of girl he usually talked to. Berk was conspicuously absent. Probably went to Pizza Hut. School lunch contained mystery meat today. Good thing Scott wasn’t very hungry.

After school Berk dropped him off at his mother’s office. He was going to beg the car. She said she could do without it if he’d come back and get her later.

Vicki was up, making a pot of tea, when Scott knocked and she let him in. He hugged her. “The day was twice as long without you there.”

“I hardly ever see you until last period.” She made him sit down and poured him a cup of tea without asking. He never drank tea, but he’d drink hemlock if she served it to him. She looked pale but great.

“I know you’re there.”

“Flattery will get you a chocolate chip cookie.” She dumped several on a dish and set it on the table.

He ate all of them while she told him about the photo session the night before.

“Did you come away as suspicious as you had been before?” he asked, reaching for the last cookie, since she didn’t seem hungry.

“Not really. I was worried about Davita’s fainting, but she said she hadn’t eaten any supper, she was so excited.”

“I can’t imagine being excited over having a photo made.”

“I can’t either. Altman’s really professional when he’s working. I still don’t like him, and it was obvious he didn’t want me there, but that was all I found out by going with Davita. She had on a dress that should be censored, but I’m sure you’ll see it at the Christmas dance.”

“I can hardly wait.” He grinned. “Listen, here’s something I can’t get off my mind, Vicki. I know you suspect Altman, and it sounds as if my mother does, too. But if he killed SueAnne and Belle, how did he do it?”

“I thought about that today, too. I have no idea. But if we could snoop around in his studio, we might find out.”

At least Vicki said we. “Listen, you don’t have any plan to do that, do you? If the police haven’t found anything—”

“Why don’t I ride with you to pick up your mother?” Vicki ignored Scott’s worrying. “I could use some fresh air. That will give us a few more minutes to talk. Think she’d mind your bringing me back?”

“I can take her home, then take you to get some barbecue. What do they put in it anyway? It’s addictive.”

“That’s Southern cooking, manners, and traditions, which are addictive. Didn’t take you long to get hooked.”

“That’s for sure.” Scott didn’t mean on Southern cooking, and Vicki understood what he meant, but she just smiled and ran for the car. When she got there, though, she leaned on the door for a minute before she opened it.

Scott opened it for her. “You okay?”

“Boy, whatever hit me left me as weak as a kitten. I thought I was okay, and I don’t feel sick, just exhausted.”

“Take two barbecue beefs and call me in the morning. Did you have any lunch?”

“I don’t remember. I guess I went back to sleep after you called.”

“Sure you want to go out?”

“Sure. I hope I’m not exposing you to some weird bug, though.”

“Couldn’t happen to a luckier guy.” Scott slid into the driver’s seat and started back to town.


Chapter 14

They picked up Mrs. Lawrence, invited her to go eat with them, then dropped her off home when she declined their invitation.

“I just want to kick my shoes off and crash.”

“Anything new on Goldie?” Vicki asked.

“She disappeared without a trace, Vicki. Strangest case I’ve ever been on. We have no clue as to what happened, and no idea of how the other two girls died.”

“I—I guess she’ll show up one of these days.” Vicki gripped Scott’s arm.

“We think so. We’ve got people alert all over the state, looking for anything out of the ordinary. We have everyone in town watching everyone for us. We’re going to have the whole town suspecting their neighbors, but it can’t be helped. Our only break would be someone seeing this guy bring Goldie back.”

“If this was New York City, you could double the number of street people,” Scott pointed out.

“This is confidential, kids, but there are some extra bums in town. We have three hanging out on the courthouse lawn. There are extra old men playing checkers in the park and around the square. And every street in town is undergoing repairs.”

“Surely no one can slip through that net,” Scott said. “Except late at night.”

“That’s taken care of, too. There are no longer any unemployed in Sparksville proper. Bye, Vicki, enjoy your dinner. Here, Scott.” His mother dug in her purse and produced a ten-dollar bill. “Bring home as much take-out chicken and slaw as this will buy. There’s no way I’m going to cook anything tonight.”

Their route back to The Pit led past the back of the Photography Studio. It was dusk, but still light enough to see David Altman come out and get into his old van.

“Wonder where he’s going?” Vicki said. “He lives in the back of that place.”

Scott slowed. “Well, there are about a million possibilities. The grocery store, the cafe, a movie—”

“No, he’s pulling onto Mulberry. That’s not the way to town. It goes up to the highway.”

“So maybe he’s going for a drive, or to Little Rock for supplies, or—”

“Let’s follow him.”

“Why? I’m starved,” Scott protested. “You must be, too. A good meal will have you wanting to go out to the City Limits and dance all night. You might even talk me into learning a little country/western-style dancing.”

Scott had no intention of taking Vicki dancing, but he could see no reason to follow Altman on an errand.

“Call it curiosity. Have you seen Altman in town, socializing? Have you seen him in church, at the movie theater, anyplace that a normal person would hang out?”

“No, but it’s not a crime to be antisocial. To like being alone. The number of photo sessions he’s had for the annual, he has probably spent all his spare time in the lab. He does all the developing and printing himself, I think. His name is stamped on the back of every photo we got for the annual.”

“Just do it, Scott. Please. Humor me.”

Scott swung his mother’s Honda into a U-ie. “Okay, lady. But if either of us passes out from low blood sugar, don’t say I didn’t try to warn you. My stomach is rumbling like one of your famous tornadoes.”

“That’s not your stomach. Look at that cloud. It’s a real storm.”

Sure enough, even with night approaching, Scott could see the billowing black clouds swirling in from the west. Streaks of lightning shredded the air, followed by a low kettledrum roll.

He should have turned on his lights, but if he was really going to follow Altman, he’d keep them off as long as possible.

The blue van kept going when the interstate ramp swung off to the right going east, and under the bridge, to the left going west.

“There’s nothing out here. He can’t be going for a drive to see the scenery in this storm. And the next town is twenty miles away.” Vicki unbuckled her seat belt and scooted closer to the windshield, peering out into the gloom.

Huge drops of water splattered onto the glass, first a few, then harder and harder. Along with the wipers, Scott had to turn on the lights. Even then he could hardly see twenty feet in front of him.

In no time, despite the storm, it was obvious they were following no one. Altman would have turned on his lights, too, but they never caught up to another pair of glowing red spots.

“He either knew we were following him and turned off, or he’s driving too fast for conditions,” Scott said. “On the other hand, if he was going for a pleasure drive, he was probably smart enough to turn around and go back home.”

“Wouldn’t we have seen him?” Vicki took a tissue from her pocket and wiped condensation from the inside of the windshield.

“Not necessarily. He could have pulled off on some dirt lane or a farm driveway, waited a few minutes, then turned around. I can’t see anything now. I’m going to have to pull off. I never saw rain like this in my life.”

“This is pretty normal rain for around here, but you’re right. It’s not safe to keep driving.” Vicki looked behind them. “Be sure another car isn’t following your lights. They’ll pull off and smash into us. That happens a lot around here.”

They sat for a minute, listening to the rain pound the hood and roof of the car. Scott felt claustrophobic sitting there.

“This is kind of cozy, isn’t it?” Vicki turned to him and grinned.

“Cozy or crazy. I’ll have to admit to being claustrophobic.”

“How romantic.” She laughed.

“Did you plan this, Vicki Valentine?” Scott pulled her toward him. “You knew it was going to storm, didn’t you? You’ve been stranded in rain like this before. You devious little sex kitten.” Scott growled and rubbed his face on her shoulder.

Vicki tried to push him away. “Stop, that tickles.”

He stopped. “Something has to distract me. I get wild when I’m claustrophobic.” He held her close, distracted all right, but aware of the fury of the storm. It pounded the car, while the wind rocked it slightly. He blanked his mind, thinking only of her, feeling her relax into his arms. Finally she spoke, but said only one thing that he wanted to hear.

“I wish it was last summer, Scott. I wish we could go back, that this fall had never happened. I want to make it all disappear. You’re the only good thing in my life right now, but I’m afraid, afraid for both of us. Don’t ask me why, ’cause I don’t know. I just feel scared.”

“I think it’s scary to love someone,” he confessed, talking about a completely different scared than she was thinking of. He pushed her away enough to kiss her forehead, both cheeks, then her warm soft lips. At first she responded, but then she went limp in his arms.

“Vicki! What’s wrong? Are you all right?”

She seemed only half-conscious. “Take me home, Scott,” she mumbled. “I—I think I’d better go back to bed. I’m sorry.”

“I was stupid—I didn’t realize—”

“It’s okay, I’ll be okay.” She fumbled with her seat belt.

Scott reached over, grabbed and buckled it around her. Then he started the car, peered into the pelting rain, and spun the car around, heading back toward town.

He drove as fast as he could, not wanting to risk going off the road. Vicki was clearly unconscious on the seat beside him.


Chapter 15

Vicki woke up in the middle of the night, having a dream that someone was looking at her, someone she didn’t want looking at her. But she couldn’t see who it was. And she couldn’t remember what had happened the night before, so she let it all go and drifted back into oblivion.

Come morning, however, she remembered being with Scott, passing out, and she felt foolish over it. She sat up slowly, expecting to be dizzy, but she thought she was okay.

“Hi, puddin’.” Her mother peeked, then slipped into her bedroom, calling Vicki by her old pet name. “You feeling better?”

“I think so. Geeze, I’ll bet Scott thinks I’m crazy. First for getting out of bed when I was still sick. Then for—” She stopped the thought. She didn’t want her mother to know she had insisted that Scott follow David Altman out of town in that pouring rain. Her mother would just worry. It was a wild goose chase, too, so that made her feel foolish even thinking about it.

“Scott thinks nothing of the sort. He is really worried about you, though. And when he carried you in here last night, I nearly fainted. Vicki, maybe you’d better check into the clinic and have a complete blood workup.”

“Oh, Mom, I feel fine today. It was one of those weird flu bugs. You know how I never really get sick, but just feel awful for a couple of days. I’m over it, really I am. This bed feels awfully good, though. Maybe I just needed an early vacation.” She laughed, leaned back, and poured a cup of tea from the tray her mother had brought to her.

“You needed spoiling, Vicki.” Her mother plumped pillows behind Vicki, felt her forehead, treating her like one of her patients. “I’m sorry I stay so busy. I let my family take care of themselves, and I haven’t even felt guilty for weeks.”

“I did this on purpose, Mom. I missed your feeling guilty because you work full-time. What’s on your schedule today?”

“Today I’m the county nurse. Hey, do you feel like making my rounds with me? That wouldn’t take as much energy as going to school, since you’d be in the car most of the time. I’d like you to meet my young mother. She’s due any day now.”

“Sure, let’s go up there and deliver a baby. I haven’t done that lately.” Vicki laughed. “Come to think of it, I’ve never done that, have I?”

“Not that I know of. It’s pretty exciting.”

“You wouldn’t worry that I’d expose her to whatever this is I’ve had?”

“No, she’s as healthy as the proverbial horse, and I don’t really think you have anything catching.”

Mrs. Valentine used Vicki’s phone to call the school office and say Vicki would be out one more day. By then Vicki had eaten some of her breakfast and drunk two cups of tea. She felt almost human. Maybe three-quarters, one-quarter beast. She remembered Scott’s growling at her last night and laughed out loud.

“What’s so funny, puddin’?” Her mom was laying out some clothes for Vicki.

“Oh, nothing. Scott is wonderful, Mom. I’m so glad I met him.”

“I am too. I was beginning to worry. You never seemed interested in dating. When I was your age, I kept score of how many guys I could go out with.”

“Mom, you didn’t.” Vicki was glad for some time alone with her mother. Sometimes she didn’t stop to appreciate how great she was.

Her mother giggled like a ten-year-old. “I did. And I loved every minute of it.”

“When you met Dad did you stop keeping score?”

“Yes. I knew he was the right one immediately. It was good to shop around, but something in you says, ‘This is it.’”

“I’m not ready to say, ‘This is It,’ but Scott is definitely the It of the moment.”

Riding in the car beside her mom, Vicki was first aware of retracing her steps of the night before. They were driving in the same direction on the same two-lane highway she and Scott had come, following David Altman. Because of the rain, she wasn’t sure how far they’d gotten, though. She didn’t see anything familiar. And the countryside was empty. No houses, no farm roads, mostly wooded areas and unworked fields. Why would Altman be driving out this way? Unless he really was one of those people who get in a car and go for a ride to get out of the house. With a storm coming? That didn’t seem likely.

Finally she let it go and settled into a cozy warm place that seemed safe for all of time. The morning was rain-washed, the sky sparkling from the storm’s cleansing effect. The temperature was crisp, the air crackling as the leaves had been before the rain.

As they climbed farther and farther into the mountains, woods surrounded them on both sides. Most of the trees were bare, limbs reaching for November, like skeletal timepieces clawing to bring the year to a close.

October, when the woods blazed with fall color, was Vicki’s favorite month. November brought the reality of winter closer, but wouldn’t give them the gray, dreary days of January. She remembered loving to tramp through the woods at Thanksgiving, especially when Grams had been alive and they’d trekked to the farm for turkey and all the trimmings.

“I miss Grams, Mom, don’t you?” she said suddenly.

“I was thinking the same thing, Vicki. I guess it’s coming into the woods like this. I’m almost sorry we sold the farm. But since we didn’t want to live there, it seemed right to let someone else have that pleasure.”

Elsie Lee Saubough lived in a cabin that leaned toward the east, indicating the direction of the prevailing winds. It was set at the top of a hill in a grove of walnut trees. The yard had become a depository for every old car and truck her family had owned for the last fifty years. Rusted-out steel skeletons, they suggested better times for the Saubough family.

“Is she married, Mom?” Vicki asked, suspecting she wasn’t.

“She said she was, but her husband disappeared two weeks after the ceremony. She lives here with her mother, but Mrs. Clower is afflicted with severe arthritis. Her hands are almost useless, and her body not much better. Elsie will have two people to take care of soon.”

Elsie wasn’t one to dwell on her burdens, Vicki realized the minute she met her. Standing on the front porch in a faded cotton dress, she clutched an old sweater around her.

“Hi there, Vicki Valentine. I’m powerful pleased to meet you. Your mother talks about you all the time.”

“How much trouble I’m in, I suppose,” Vicki teased.

Elsie grinned. “Yeah, and your good grades, and now I hear you got yourself a boyfriend.”

Vicki glanced at her mother, who smiled and shrugged.

“I try to keep Elsie up on the gossip from Sparksville,” her mother apologized as she explained. “Since all the company she has here is the television.”

“I cain’t believe the county has got a murderer loose, though,” said Elsie, rubbing her ballooning stomach. “I’ve been locking up at night for the first time ever.”

“Are you afraid up here with just you and your mother?”

“Not so much. I got me a shotgun, and I’m good with it. Daddy saw to that before he left us.”

“Ma is watching the first of her soaps, Vicki, if you want to join her. Or go outside and pick yourself some walnuts. They’re shore good in candy and cakes this time of year. Get yourself enough for your Christmas baking.” Elsie handed Vicki a folded paper bag that looked as wrinkled as old leather. Used and reused, it was soft, suedelike. Isolated as she was, recycling wasn’t a new-age fad, but a way of life for Elsie and her mother.

Vicki’s mother nodded that outside was fine and probably the better choice. “Sit in the car if you get tired, Vicki, or on the porch. I’ll probably be here for a half hour or better. I want to check on how Mrs. Clower is doing, too.”

It was warming up fast, and Vicki felt better all the time. She filled the paper bag with walnuts in five minutes. Most were still in their greenish hulls and would need drying out.

The woods beckoned, whispering softly with a drying breeze. A well-worn path led to an outhouse, then headed for a tunnel of saplings mixed with blackberry bushes. A cardinal, like a scrap of red ribbon, rode a skinny bare limb up and down, singing, “Don’t you think I’m a pretty bird? Pretty bird?”

Footsteps muffled by the soggy ground, Vicki slipped up on a bunny, who froze in place when it saw her. Making as little movement as possible, she walked on, trying not to frighten it further.

An outcropping of granite, stained with black lichen, rested at an overlook. Vicki sat down for a minute and breathed deeply of the mountain air. In the distance a soft blue haze hovered over a peak, suggesting smoke. She couldn’t smell it, but she imagined the rich, wood-burning smell.

A fruity earth smell rose with every footstep, the soil rich with rotting leaves and wild persimmons. One lone fruit clung to a low branch as if waiting for her to sample. She couldn’t wait. Making sure it was soft, since if it wasn’t ripe her mouth would draw up like an old woman’s, she bit into the plump flesh. Sweet juices trickled over her chin, and she wiped at them ineffectively. The treat finished, she wiped her sticky fingers on damp moss beside the trail.

The path had narrowed, becoming one lane for deer with their tiny sharp hooves. She hoped to see one before they saw or heard her, but she knew they might stand and watch her pass without her knowing.

When the path stopped, she knew she should go back, but she still wasn’t far from Elsie’s, and this was such a sanctuary. She had always enjoyed the woods at Grams, and memories of long fall days spent exploring flooded back. When she wasn’t an Indian maiden, she was a woods sprite, living in an enchanted knothole in a pine tree. Her bed was lined with dogwood blossoms in spring and emerald moss in the fall.

She continued, just a little way, she promised herself. Rounding a huge cliff of ancient rock, she saw the house. Belonging in a Civil War novel, the mansion had probably stood empty since the late eighteen-hundreds. Paint had peeled from its pillars and frame until it took on a gray hue, glistening silver from the rain. Broken windows, like haunted eyes, stared at her in the distance, as if questioning her seeing the house in disrepair.

Once stately, imposing, it was seedy, even sinister, repelling visitors. Vines choked the trees and shrubs that had once been smartly trimmed by live-in help. The mold of over a hundred years attacked the foundation, which crumbled slowly and would one day lower the house back into the soil, to rot and become a part of the earth again.

Fascinated, Vicki wondered who had lived here. Had they all died in the war? Had no one lived to continue the grandeur of those days? Or had one lone soul become a recluse, keeping the South alive as long as possible?

The house pulled her to it, radiating a certain charm, a remnant of the hospitality it had shown the surrounding countryside. She imagined pulling up in a carriage. Her dress poofed out, held by steel hoops covered with crinoline. Squeezing the skirt slightly so she could slide it from the carriage, jump out, and hurry to the party, she tiptoed closer.

But once she reached the driveway, a sudden change flooded over her. Now the house whispered, “Come in, come in. I’ve been lonely for you.”

Was it her imagination or was there movement at one window? As if someone, still living here or hiding from the world, watched her. The tiny hairs on the back of her neck rose. A cool breeze raised goose bumps on her arms. She wanted to turn and run, but her feet sank into the soft mud, miring them down, holding them prisoner. Her chest ached from holding her breath, and she choked from lack of air.

Bending to cough, to suck in oxygen, she shuddered. The malaise of last evening returned, rendering her exhausted, ready to collapse in twin shimmering pools of water standing in the ruts.

Ruts? She stooped, squatting, trying to gain strength, at the same time examining the muddy driveway. These tracks weren’t made from her imaginary carriage, but from a car, truck. And they weren’t left over from the eighteen-sixties, but recent additions. Perhaps even from last night.

Kids? Sometimes a carload of kids would find an abandoned house or shack to use for beer busts or a place to make out.

Could someone be living here? Hiding here? No way was Vicki going to explore this house alone. But if Scott would come with her, or Scott and Berk.…

She turned, trying not to run, trying not to show the house she was afraid of it, and hurried back down the path toward Elsie’s.

As the house lost its power, her mind seemed to function better, to catalog the possibilities. One final thought came and stayed to haunt her.

Could this have been the destination of David Altman? How could he know about this place? And why would he come here? But it was in the right direction, the way he’d started out last night. That idea alone, the remote possibility, was enough to make her determined to come back. And soon.


My Golden Girl

Could each get better? It didn’t seem possible, but Goldie had certainly been worth his time. He could hardly stay away from her. Time here had taken from his work, but this was his work, too. He must remember that.

He had been chosen to preserve these young women, their golden youth. If he let them live, they would become old, wrinkled, used, and ugly. Perhaps Goldie would have taken to drink, as his mother had. Goldie reminded him of his mother. Perhaps that’s why he had to spend so much time there. He loved his mother once. He needed to make up for having to punish her.

There was satisfaction in having punished her, but he missed her, too. He had eased her pain, he hoped. Her beauty had lasted until she had started drinking. Then she had become ugly quickly, so quickly. He had stopped wanting to look at her. Once he had loved looking at her, sitting in her lap, feeling her softness, smelling the light scent of lilacs.

The odor of liquor had replaced her perfume. She had become an ugly shell.

Remembering made him sure of what he was doing. He was saving these young women. They would remain beautiful forever.


Chapter 16

Scott was waiting for Vicki when she and her mother returned to Sparksville.

“Scott, come and have lunch with us,” Mrs. Valentine invited. “I’ll have chili reheated in a jiffy. I didn’t see any reason to go into the office without eating first.”

“Did you have the radio on in your car, Mrs. Valentine?”

“What’s happened, Scott?” Vicki clutched his arm. “Goldie?”

Scott nodded. “The custodian at the high school called the police early this morning. He saw something from a window, then went out onto the football field. She was even laid out on a plastic sheet to protect her dress.”

Vicki bit her lip. “She was football queen. Homecoming is Friday night, Scott. How could someone know that?”

Mrs. Valentine pulled Vicki into her arms and hugged her close. “She might have told him.”

“Mom said she had police all over town, even after the storm last night, but they concentrated on the courthouse, since that’s where the first two girls were found.”

“Was—was there a note?” Vicki asked, as they followed her mother inside.

“Sure you want to hear it?” Scott hesitated. There was no way he could protect Vicki, since the poem would be on the front page of the next day’s paper.

“Yes.”

Scott pulled a scrap of paper from his pocket and read.

October leaves this golden girl
 
The chosen football queen.
 
Red hair, orchids, all a-swirl,
 
So lovely at eighteen.
 
She will thank me for this gift,
 
Since beauty does not stay.
 
Youth slips away, departure swift,
 
Time would her looks betray.

“There were orchids in her hair?” Vicki guessed.

“Brown ones. Mom’s working on that. She figures not too many florists would have brown orchids this time of year.”

“Her rust-colored dress—she had it made for the football ceremony and dance, saying she’d wear it again in the spring for the prom. It was so lovely on her, setting off her red-gold hair.” Vicki started to cry then, and Scott pulled her close. “When is this going to stop?” she said.

“When they catch whoever is committing these crimes.” Mrs. Valentine set bowls of reheated, leftover chili at three places.

Scott dug into his chili, but noticed that Vicki only picked at hers. She had dark circles under her eyes as if she still needed extra sleep.

“Maybe you should go back to bed and sleep all afternoon, Vicki,” he said. “Then you’ll be as good as new tomorrow.”

“I think that’s a good idea, too, Vicki.” Mrs. Valentine added her opinion. “You look tired. I have to go to the office for a couple of hours and do some paperwork, but I’ll come home early.”

She looked at Scott as if to say, between us, we’ll look after Vicki, won’t we?

After Mrs. Valentine left, Scott tried to get Vicki interested in talking instead of leaving her to dwell on Goldie’s death. “I asked Peggy Pomeroy what the girls who have disappeared have in common, Vicki. The only thing she could think of was that they were all beautiful. By reading all the notes the murderer has left, it would seem that’s true. They all mention beauty.”

Vicki seemed to mull that over as she dipped her spoon in and out of her chili, playing with it, not eating. “I have it, Scott. By killing each girl, he’s preserving her beauty. Since she won’t get old, she won’t fade. Let me get the first two verses. I cut them out of the paper.” Vicki jumped up and left the room, returning almost immediately.

When she returned, she placed the clipping alongside the scribbled note Scott had written when he talked to his mother.

“See, looks don’t last, beauty is fleeting fast—that’s SueAnne’s,” Vicki said. “Beauty fades—this is Belle—but up here he says youth is on her side.”

“And Goldie’s says she’ll thank him for killing her, since beauty doesn’t stay. I think you’re onto something, Vicki. But my mom has to have made this connection.”

“I’ll bet she did, too, but one, she doesn’t want anyone to panic, and two, maybe she doesn’t want to let the murderer in on any of the investigation.” Vicki took a deep breath. “Scott, how did you get over here? I saw something this morning that—”

“I borrowed Berk’s jeep, but I promised him I’d bring it right back. I have a test after lunch, too. So I have to run, but I was afraid you might be here alone and hear about Goldie. Listen, you take a nap, and I’ll get Mom’s car after school. We can talk more then.”

“But, Scott—” Vicki protested.

“Do as your Doctor Mom asked, I’ll be back in two hours. You’ll hardly know I’m gone.” Scott hurried out to Berk’s jeep. He did have a test, but also he could see that Vicki was still tired. If he didn’t hang around, she’d sleep.

People hurried into the building when he parked in the lot and jerked the key from the ignition. He had dumped his notebook and math books into his locker, so a stop there was essential. Grabbing his trig book, he pitched his jacket into the mess and slammed the metal door, hooking his lock into the latch and snapping it shut.

“Peggy, hey, aren’t you going the wrong direction?” Scott slid to a stop when he saw the tiny girl hurrying toward him.

“I’ve been called to the office, Scott.” She looked at him with fear in her large gray eyes. “A policeman wants to talk to me. Scott, I’m scared. Go with me, will you?”

Scott hesitated only a second. “Yeah, sure, Peggy. Did he say what he wanted?”

“No. I—I—” She turned and ran toward the office.

Scott followed her. He recognized Officer Wilcox, who was in plain clothes, and steered Peggy in that direction.

“Hi, Scott. What are you doing here? This your friend?”

“She asked me to come with her. What’s this about, Mr. Wilcox?”

The elderly detective shook his head. “Peggy, have you seen Davita Renwick today? We’ve checked in class, and she’s not there.”

“No, she was going to stay home another day. I talked to her before school. She said she still didn’t feel good.”

“Isn’t she at home?” Scott asked for Peggy, who stood frozen in place.

“Her mother left her asleep to go to the grocery store. Said she wasn’t gone more than an hour. When she got back, Davita’s bed was empty, and Davita wasn’t anywhere in the house. Mrs. Renwick said it looked as if she’d gotten dressed in a hurry.”

“Where would she go except to school?” Peggy twisted a handkerchief until it was a mass of wrinkles.

Scott’s mother came from the principal’s office in time to hear Peggy’s anguished cry. “He’s got her, hasn’t he? I know he does. It’s like I told you yesterday, Scott. The school beauties. He’s taking the school beauties.” Peggy collapsed onto a bench sobbing.

“What’s this, Scott? What does she know?” Mrs. Lawrence pulled Scott aside.

“We were just guessing, Mom. I asked Peggy what she thought all the girls who were murdered had in common. Immediately Peggy said beauty, said there would be five school beauties in the annual if they still had those pages.”

Mrs. Lawrence nodded. “Yes, we’ve figured that out, too. He’s preserving beauty by killing the girls. The last note he left on Goldie makes that obvious. And I’ve seen Davita’s picture. She may be the loveliest of the lot.”

“But not for long,” Scott said, almost to himself.

“Right,” Mrs. Lawrence echoed. “But not for long. And this time he didn’t even wait one day to take another victim.”


Chapter 17

Vicki knew Scott and her mother were right. She should take a nap, but she felt restless. Her mind raced from one possibility to another, not stopping for long on any.

Proof. Proof. Mrs. Lawrence kept saying she couldn’t do anything without proof. And she didn’t have any, obviously, or couldn’t get any. What would it take?

If there were just some way she could search Altman’s studio. Maybe she and Scott could break in there tonight. But Altman lived in the back apartment. If he was home, that wouldn’t work. And would Scott break the law like that? It would certainly embarrass him and his mother if he got caught. She felt stronger and stronger about just seeing David Altman, being around him. Maybe she could sense something or get him talking.

But before she went over there, she had an idea. If she could throw him off guard, then see him, she might see that he was nervous or panicked.

Quickly, she looked up and dialed the number of his studio. He answered on the second ring. “Altman’s Photos. David Altman speaking. May I help you?” So polite.

She placed a handkerchief over the phone. “David, I’m so glad to find you there.” She imitated SueAnne’s voice and accent perfectly to her ears. “This is SueAnne Groober. I need another portrait taken. I’ve bought a new formal for the holiday parties. I’ll bring it with me.”

There was a moment of silence on the line. Vicki felt her hand begin to sweat and gripped the phone so tight her hand cramped.

“David, are you listenin’? Your photos of me are lovely. Can I come over right now? You’ll make time for me, won’t you?” Vicki remembered to leave the g off all her ing words and to speak as slowly as cool honey flowing from a pot.

“Who is this?” He spoke at last, a growl, anger in his voice. “SueAnne is gone. You know that. Who’s calling me?”

“I know SueAnne is gone, David. I know you took her. You took Belle and Goldie, too, didn’t you?” She continued speaking in SueAnne’s voice.

“Whoever you are, this is a sick joke.”

“No, you’re sick, David. I know about you. I’m sure now. Be careful.” She hung up quietly, and her mind cleared.

If she went right to the studio, would he know or guess that she had been the one calling? Had she made herself suspect? If she had, she doubled the danger of seeing him.

She couldn’t talk herself into staying home. She felt driven to do something besides lie in her bed and worry or speculate on Altman’s guilt.

It was broad daylight. What could happen? Especially with her on her guard, with her being careful?

Pulling on a lightweight jacket, she got her bike and rode to the Photography Studio. She would pretend she needed to order more wallet-size prints of her graduation photo. Yes—for her Christinas cards—that was believable. She wanted to include a photo for relatives or old friends.

Leaning her bike against a light post, she pulled a chain around the frame and locked it with the tiny silver key on her key ring. As much as she dreaded being around Altman, she felt better doing something. Sitting at home thinking about what to do was frustrating.

Just as she straightened up and started for the front door, a movement caught her eye at the side of the building. She stepped that way on the walk. Altman screeched backward onto the street from his driveway, then pulled away. She watched until he got to the corner, swerved right, then kept going. Going to town, probably, and in a hurry. Or he was angry.

What luck! Maybe. She’d get inside someway and look around. There might be something, some clue to connect Altman to the girls who had been murdered. Going inside alone would be less scary than actually talking to him right now with him upset over the phone call.

Glancing right and left, Vicki walked casually toward the back of the building. Perfect—there were shrubs alongside the drive and around the back door of the studio. They would hide her from the street, from anyone unless that person was right here with her.

First she tried the door. Locked, of course. The lock looked new and not easy to fool with and pop open. This was something she wasn’t skilled at doing, breaking and entering, but she’d seen movies and TV programs where people broke in. If a door stopped them, they tried the windows.

They were all securely locked. She stood, puzzled. A blue jay shrieked at her. A honeysuckle smell, like leftover summer, wafted through the air. She walked toward the garage. Altman had just taken out his van.

Leaning down, she tugged on the handle at the bottom of the big door. To her surprise, the door swung upward easily, rumbling slightly, squeaking a little. She stepped inside, then pulled the door closed behind her. The garage was dim, but a window gave her enough light to find the back door. She could see through the nine-pane design; it opened into the kitchen. It was locked, but an old style of lock that was easier to jimmy open. If she broke a window and stuck her hand in, it would be too obvious later.

Tools were scattered on a bench in the back of the garage. A slender screwdriver did the job. She slid the blade into the narrow space between the door and the jamb and clicked the bolt aside.

She entered the kitchen. A stale smell of grease lingered, probably a permanent odor of the old house. She peeked into a bedroom and felt really strange being there. She’d look it over more carefully if the studio didn’t provide her with something interesting. Walking through a living room, furnished in early Salvation Army thrift store decor, she went into the studio.

There was a totally different feel to it. It was light, airy, freshly painted, clean. A quick look around showed Vicki nothing different from the other night. Lights, tripods for cameras, places to sit or stand for photos. A curtain led to a small dressing room, bathroom, and at the end of the hall a closed door. This might be David’s darkroom. Please let it be unlocked. Would he keep it secure for any reason?

No, the door swung inward. She stepped in, noticed that the room was small with no window, but it had a sink, pans for solution, lines for drying, shelves of supplies. And a cork bulletin board. She stared at it and felt her insides tighten. Her breathing stopped, one hand flew to her lips.

Dozens of prints—eight and a half by elevens, five by sevens—were pinned up side by side, five rows. One row for SueAnne, one for Belle, one for Goldie, one for Davita. Davita? Was he planning on taking her next? And one—one—for her. Except that the photos of Vicki were different, unposed. Here was one of her back, standing beside Davita, now several of her helping Davita up when she fainted. The two of them sitting on the dais, Vicki talking to Davita. Altman had continued taking photos all the time Vicki was helping Davita. Why? Why have photos of Vicki’s back?

That night came back. So hot, so close in the studio, so little air, Davita’s gardenia perfume, the chemical smell of developing solutions. Like now. The darkroom seemed to close in, grow darker. Vicki realized she still wasn’t breathing. She gasped, sucked in air, tried to breathe normally. But there was something—something.

She stepped back, closed the door behind her, throwing the room into total darkness. It was a darkness that had nothing to do with the lack of light, but swirled around her as if it were alive and feeding on her fear. Her fingers searched, located two light switches. Guessing, she threw on the dim work light, giving the room a red bath of blood.

A part of her wanted to scream, run. A part of her felt that David Altman was standing behind her, smiling his tiny smile. And a third part was fascinated. With the door closed, with scarlet darkness in the room, something was evident. There was a strange glow around all the photos on this bulletin board, including those of Vicki. She would have compared the glow to a halo except that it was all around her body, like an aura.

Was it possible to photograph a person’s aura? Did Altman have a camera with that capability? Did all his photos—

She stepped back to the door, switched on the white light. Then she gathered up several more photos of children, older people, and one of a dog. Switching off the light, she held one at a time at arm’s length. No glow, nothing different about these. Just the photos of the murdered or missing girls and those of her shone with the strange light.

Her mind raced, flicked through all sorts of ideas, brainstormed possibilities. The only thing that came of cataloging her thoughts was that Altman used two cameras when he was photographing Davita. He hadn’t done that earlier with Vicki. Could there be something special about that second camera? What? That it photographed those auras?

Suddenly she knew she had to leave the small, closed-in space. She switched on the light, tried to place the other photos back about where she’d found them, then hurried out to the studio. Both of Altman’s cameras were still perched on tripods, aimed at the dais where he posed most of his subjects.

There was no difference in the two of them as far as Vicki could tell. Looking without touching, Vicki saw no extra knobs, switches, except—there was no brand name on the second camera. Do all manufacturers put a brand name on the body of the camera itself? She thought they did, but she wasn’t sure. And if this was a special camera, how did it work? What kind of power did it have? Could it hurt them, make them sick? And where would Altman get such a camera? Too many questions and too few answers. And the whole idea of a camera with some special power was too bizarre to be believable.
 
Okay, were the strange photos evidence? Should she gather them up and take them to Mrs. Lawrence? Vicki could imagine the conversation. “Here,” she’d say, “these photos are strange.” “What does that mean?” logical Mrs. Lawrence would ask. “I have no idea,” Vicki would have to answer. “How did you get them? Did you break into Altman’s studio? Surely he didn’t just let you come in, take them, and walk out.” “No, I broke in,” Vicki would have to admit. “Then you’re the one who’s guilty. It’s a crime to break into someone’s home or office.”

At a loss as to what to do now, Vicki sighed, then started for the back door.

“Hello, who’s here?” a voice called out.

My God, Altman’s voice! He had come in without Vicki hearing. What would he do if he caught her in his studio, or knew she’d been in the darkroom? If he was the murderer, he had her captive. If he wasn’t, he could have her arrested for coming in here while he was gone. She looked around for a place to hide.

She was able to get into the hall and slip into the dressing room before she heard his footsteps coming into the area. Shaking all over, she ducked into a tiny closet with a curtain for a door. There were dresses hanging there. She slid in behind them. Two hung almost to the floor. Making herself as thin as possible, she stood behind them. Her knees trembled. Her heart pounded so loud, she felt it must echo all through the old house.

Her hearing was so fine-tuned, she could trace his slow progress by the soft brush of his shoes on the hall runner. He walked to his darkroom, pulled open the door, she imagined.

“Is someone in here?” His voice was low, husky. Did he expect someone to say, yes, I’m hiding in here from you.

He turned, started back toward the big studio room. Did he stop outside the dressing room door? Vicki wasn’t sure. The door had been open, so Vicki had to leave it open. He might be the sort of person who remembered how everything was. The only reason someone would shut the door was if she was dressing.

Again Vicki held her breath. Her stomach tumbled and churned. Closing her eyes, she tried to think. If he comes in here, I’ll shove him aside and run.

The faint click of what might have been the back door caught her attention. Had he gone back outside? Given up on looking for a burglar? Did she dare step out and look around? And was he home for good? Could she get out now?

Finally, she stepped carefully from behind the dresses, the curtain, and seeing no one, she peeked into the hall. There was a click, a chink, and a rustle in the kitchen. Was he unloading groceries?

She tiptoed closer, heard him go out the back door again. If she went into the garage—But how would she get out? He’d hear her raising the door, or he might raise the door himself and put the van inside.

That was the next sound she heard. The garage door rattling upward. She could slip out the back door in the kitchen. Ready to run, she pushed open a narrow slot, turned sideways, and slid through it. Immediately, she crouched behind some bushes by the door.

She could see Altman’s feet. He wore black boots, the dressy kind called half Wellingtons. They had leather soles. That was why she’d been able to hear his footsteps so well.

It would seem he was loading things into the car. She dared lean around just in time to see him with a camera on a tripod. He folded the legs and laid it carefully in the back of the van.

Was he going away again? Where? Why was he taking one of the cameras with him? He could be taking it to a repair shop. But would he leave it on the tripod? No, he’d take it off and put it into a case. As it was, it was ready to take out and use, photograph immediately. Maybe he did landscapes. He’d lift the camera in and out, focusing it on distant mountains, what little was left of fall foliage, or maybe he’d shoot some arty scenes. He might do other types of photography for a hobby or to sell to magazines.

Landscapes? She laughed at such a homey idea. Something in her knew he was taking the camera to wherever—

Had he taken another girl captive? He had returned Goldie. Had he taken Davita? He had a row of photos of her. Yes, Vicki thought, he was going to wherever he held another of her friends. She had never felt so sure about anything before in her life.

He locked up the house, walked around on the gravel, footsteps crunching now, climbed into the driver’s seat, and started the engine.

It was the first time she had ever desperately wished for a car. She’d give anything to know where he was going with that camera, no matter which one it was. Photographers didn’t usually make house calls, did they?

When the van was halfway down the drive, it stopped, pulled forward again. He had forgotten something. Leaving the engine running, Altman jumped out, ran back to the door, and let himself in.

Vicki had this one chance to do something rash, something stupid. On the back of the van was a ladder, for helping load the top, she guessed.

This was the only way possible to follow David Altman, to see where he was going with a camera.

If he turned on the highway to Little Rock, she could jump off and roll into a ditch. She might get bruised, but she’d never be able to hold on at high speeds.

If he was going to the same place that he went the night of the storm, she could at least find out where that was. Her idea was foolish, the dumbest thing she’d ever done. She had no real reason for doing this. She had no evidence that said follow David Altman. Find out where he’s going, what he’s doing when he’s out of the studio.

But something in her said, you have to do this. I don’t know why, but do it and worry about why later. With that thought, she dashed out from her hiding place and grabbed hold of the ladder. Pulling herself up one rung, she crouched low. There wasn’t any window in the back. The driver had to rely on the two side mirrors. So there was no way he could see her.

He slammed the back door. The lock gave an audible click, echoing across the quiet yard. The driver’s door slammed, the engine roared, and, if nothing else, Vicki was committed to a wild ride.


Chapter 18

In no time at all, Vicki knew she was crazy, just plain certified insane. Although the van wasn’t traveling very fast, holding on to the ladder became more and more difficult. The steel rungs became icy and started to burn her hands. She hadn’t even thought of wearing gloves, since it wasn’t cold when she left home, but the rush of cool air around her lowered the temperature quickly. Her legs began to cramp, her arms ache.

She could let go, jump off and roll into a ditch beside the road. But the same insane impulse that had made her grab hold of the van kept her clinging to the back.

The sky had taken on the color of pewter, and darkness was spreading across the sky earlier than usual. Another storm was brewing, churning clouds into a frothy mass, like foam on a dirty lake. She willed the rain to hold off until they reached some destination.

He hadn’t turned on the highway to Little Rock, but kept heading steadily north, just as he had the other night when Vicki’s and Scott’s detective work had been thwarted by the storm. This was the same way Vicki and her mother had driven this morning. Was it just this morning?

Luckily, two cars passed them going south, but none came up behind the van. There was no one to wonder why she was desperately hanging on to the back or to pull ahead and signal Altman that she was there.

When Altman slowed almost to a stop and turned off the highway onto a dirt road, Vicki should have jumped off. Immediately the van slid and skidded in muddy ruts, bumped up and down small hills, and bounced over rocks and off grassy hillocks.

She had to turn loose, otherwise she was going to be thrown off. She waited until he slowed almost to a stop for a bigger and muddier ditch that the storm runoff had cut into the soft dirt of the road bed. Hitting the ground and rolling, she froze, facedown in the grassy verge alongside the road. She had to pray that her motion hadn’t caught Altman’s eye in his side mirror.

As soon as the van disappeared around a bend, Vicki, bruised and muddy, struggled to her feet and followed. She shook her arms and stomped her legs to get the cramps out, to get circulation started again. The exertion had taken most of her strength. Only determination kept her from finding some half-dry spot under a tree or shrub and curling up to rest.

Just around the road’s curve, the dirt lane divided into two choices of route. Quickly Vicki examined both lanes and decided the car tracks were freshest heading right. She hurried on, hoping she hadn’t lost the van. Surely this road had only one destination since it had narrowed to little more than a path.

Around the next corner, her heart leapt and started to beat double time. The old mansion would be almost hidden in summer, but with foliage nearly gone, it loomed up, an imposing structure behind the grove of bare trees standing guard.

There was no van parked in the driveway, however. Had she taken the wrong fork? Closer inspection showed a barnlike structure leaning against huge oaks behind the house. A van could have pulled in there. He could have closed the doors on it, so it would still appear that the house was abandoned.

The tracks looked fresh, the mud cut into narrow rows of rickrack. Leaving the cover of the last trees, Vicki ran on tiptoe through the gray remnants of daylight. Wisps of fog started to float up around the house, as if it were smoldering and would break into flames at any moment.

Flashes of light streaked the west, like a photographer’s bulb going off with predictable rhythm. A growling rumble followed, placing the storm several minutes away. But the whole world had become black, gray, and white, like an old black-and-white photo.

She reached the front door as large drops of rain splattered off her jacket. Quietly she twisted the knob, feeling it turn and release the door to creak inward. There was no way to stop the sound, a screech in the silence within.

Leaning against the closed door, she let her eyes adjust and waited to see if anyone heard her. There was no sound except for hail bouncing off the roof and pinging at the windows. She was grateful for that much noise to cover her entry and footsteps across the bare wood floor.

Quickly and carefully, she searched the main floor. She saw no clues that the house was occupied. She didn’t feel that she was alone, however. Often she swung around, peering into the dim corridors. The rooms were dusty. Cobwebs edged the ceilings like spun lace dadoes. Wind-driven rain caused tree fingers to scratch on windows, requesting entry.

One room in particular made her catch her breath. It was a huge living room, still decorated as it had been since the house was occupied. Burgundy-colored velvet draperies scalloped the tall windows. Furniture ghosts crouched around the room, covered against the dust, waiting for the next party. The wallpaper had been expensive, that kind she thought of as embossed with velvet, dark red trumpet flowers twined with three shades of green leaves.

For a moment music from a past dance haunted her, filled her head with whirling dancers, waltzing till dawn. Glasses chinked, voices murmured pleasantries. A simultaneous crack and boom of thunder chased away the party.

Shaking off the spell of the room, she slipped back into the hall and ran back to the front staircase. If she took it to the upstairs, there would be no place to hide for the time it took to climb it. Weren’t there back stairs in these old houses? Back down the hall she tiptoed quickly, searching for another way up, one that was more hidden. She found it off the kitchen, the servants’ stairs, dark, narrow, twisting to the next floor.

She froze in the shadows at the top. Altman was just coming out of one room, closing the door softly. Vicki didn’t move. Altman twisted a key in the lock and entered the next door in line, staying only seconds in the hallway. Then he came out, repeated the soft closing, entered the next room.

When she had huddled in the darkness for fully five minutes and he hadn’t reappeared, she decided he was staying in that room. Trying not to feel that a thousand eyes were following her, keeping track of where she was at all times, she slipped off her shoes and tiptoed on sock feet to the door nearest the stairway.

She paused only long enough to see the hand-lettered sign on the door. THE YELLOW ROOM. A border of yellow roses surrounded the words. She twisted the knob, warm in her palm, as though his hand was still on it. Opening the door, she stepped inside, then turned immediately and with both hands pulled the door closed, the latch clicking with the faintest metal sound. No one could possibly hear it from inside another room.

As she swung around, she caught her breath, at the same time jamming her fist into her mouth to keep from crying out.

Soft yellow candle flames glowed from all around the room. The dancing light skipped and bounced off the walls, the furniture. On every wall, candlelit like a shrine, was a huge portrait of SueAnne. She smiled at Vicki every way she turned, her lovely face surrounded by a froth of light brown hair. In her hair for one photo was a wreath of yellow roses. Each pose was different. A couple were duplicates of SueAnne’s senior photo. In another, SueAnne leaned on her hand, studying Vicki, her tiny smile reminding Vicki of times that SueAnne would say, “I have a secret, want to hear it?”

When she could finally move, Vicki walked around the room, almost reverently. The furniture was new, white with gold touches, French provencial in style. The bed, covered with a chiffon spread with tiers of ruffles cascading to the floor, was topped with a canopy with the same yellow ruffles. On top of the spread, as if she were there, a full-length portrait of SueAnne was laid out. Dried yellow roses twined around the picture. A vase of the same flowers rested on a side table.

Vicki’s mind, numb until now, started to show her pictures of SueAnne living here. Sitting at the small desk, sleeping in the high bed. Was this where she had been for the month after she disappeared? Kept here, locked in, certainly, by David Altman? A panic that swept over her body made Vicki want to flee outside, scream for help, scream for someone to come and see this.

Taking a deep breath, closing her eyes, getting control of her wits, she knew she had to get out of the house and go for help. But first—

Opening the door slowly and quietly, she glanced up and down the dim hallway. Then she slipped out, ran to the next room. Just as she thought. The sign on the door told her what she had guessed. THE BLUE ROOM.

Vicki, steeling herself for what she knew was there, entered the bedroom. Here was a duplicate of Sue-Anne’s room, except that this one was decorated in blue. Even the candles with their blue-and-gold flames were pale blue. From every wall Belle smiled at Vicki. And she lay in the coffinlike bed, surrounded by tiny blue cornflowers, embalmed on canvas.

THE RUST ROOM belonged to Goldie and differed only in that shiny bowls of oranges and tangerines sat waiting for anyone who was hungry to sample. Vicki hadn’t touched the flowers in the other rooms, but her hand reached out automatically to feel of the lovely brown orchids. Silk. This was the secret of their perfection, each flower was a silk replica of the fresh bloom.

What could she do? Could she gather a bouquet of the silk flowers to take to Mrs. Lawrence? Was that proof enough of David Altman’s guilt?

No, no, she had to leave here, get the police, bring them back. Bring them while Altman was here. How long would he stay? All night? Could she get back to town, bring help by then? Did he really have to be here? This was his work. The photographs proved that, certainly.

Davita was here. Vicki was certain of that now. Could she help Davita to escape if she stayed until Altman left? Then go for help, taking Davita with her?

A whole list of possibilities filled Vicki’s mind as she stood, staring at this shrine to Goldie’s beauty.

She would follow through with none of her ideas. So intent on a plan, so horrified at what she had found, she had stopped listening for each tiny sound in the old house.

“Good evening, Vicki Valentine,” said a husky voice behind her. “Are you enjoying your tour? I had no plan to include you in my photo gallery until today, but I think you leave me no choice.”

Vicki swung around to see the tiny smile on David Altman’s face spread into a wicked grin.


Chapter 19

Scott panicked the minute he stopped at Vicki’s house and found she wasn’t there. Berk had suggested they pick up Vicki and go to The Pit for Cokes.

“She doesn’t answer.” Scott felt his pulse race and his heart pound harder and harder.

“Maybe she’s asleep. Did you try the door?”

“No, I’m sure it’s locked.” Scott never even thought about walking in, even if the door was open.

Berk hopped out and headed for the house. “People here never lock up.”

“Surely they’ve changed their ways with a murderer loose.” Scott followed him.

“Some maybe, most haven’t.” Berk opened the Valentines’ front door and walked right into the living room. “Vicki,” he called. “Out of the sack, lady. Let’s hit The Pit.”

Scott didn’t settle for yelling. He leapt up the steps to check Vicki’s room. The bed was made neatly, and there was no sign that Vicki had taken a nap or even been there all afternoon.

“Where would she go?” he asked, grabbing Berk’s arm.

“Hey, man, I have no idea. All we know is that she wasn’t at school. She had a chance for the rest of the day off, she took it. Can’t say that I blame her.” He picked up a small music box with a carousel horse on it, wound the key, and listened to a song from the musical Carousel start to play.

Scott wanted to grab the horse and throw it through the window. “What are you doing, man? Let’s go! We have to find her.”

“Maybe she went over to her mom’s office. We can try there, or maybe her mother knows where she is.”

Berk drove like a little old man. “Can’t you go any faster? I’ll pay for a ticket if you get one, or we can tell the police we need help.”

Berk sped up a little and swung into the parking lot at the clinic. Scott was out of the jeep before it stopped rolling. He burst into the offices, swept past a waiting room of patients, and demanded to see Mrs. Valentine.

The receptionist looked at him calmly. “Is this an emergency?”

“Yes! I need to talk to her.”

Now Scott got a look that said rudeness will get you nowhere, but at least the woman punched a button and spoke to Mrs. Valentine. “Darcy, there’s a boy here who says it’s important that he sees you.”

“Where is she?” Scott wasn’t willing to wait any longer.

“She’s coming, young man. Hold your horses.”

If Scott had a horse, he’d be galloping all over town, shouting Vicki’s name. He met Mrs. Valentine as soon as she came from one of the closed doors.

“Mrs. Valentine, is Vicki over here? Do you know where she is?”

Mrs. Valentine shook her head, puzzled by Scott’s attitude. “No, Scott, she was supposed to stay home and sleep.”

“Well, she didn’t, and now she’s gone.”

“Calm down, Scott. There’s probably a good answer. Was her bike there?”

“I didn’t look. Where would she go?”

Scott’s alarm was catching. Although Mrs. Valentine didn’t go all to pieces, her face registered her concern. She picked up the secretary’s phone and punched in another number.

“Sheriff Jenkins, I’m probably unnecessarily worried, but my daughter isn’t where she was supposed to be. Will you have one of your men go to my house, but tell him to stop at the Safeway and glance around on his way. She might have gone for some groceries.” Mrs. Valentine gave her address and phone number.

“Do you really think Vicki would have taken the day off from school and then gone grocery shopping?” Scott paced in small circles, fists clinched, needing to do something, not knowing what to do. He’d never felt so helpless in his life.

“Let’s go back over to the house, Scott. Mildred,” she turned to the receptionist, “can you handle shuffling patients among the doctors?” When Mildred nodded, Mrs. Valentine hurried to get her things. “Do you want to go with me, Scott?”

Scott turned to see what Berk was going to do.

“He can ride with me, Mrs. Valentine,” Berk said. “I’m going back over there, too. I can help look for her.”

“Hold on, Lawrence.” Berk tried to calm Scott as they ran for the jeep. “There’s probably some simple explanation, and Vicki is going to feel foolish for not leaving a note someplace.”

“We didn’t look for a note.” Scott felt a tiny grain of hope.

There was no note, no clue to where Vicki had gone. After several calls to Vicki’s friends’ homes, Mrs. Valentine was getting scared, too.

“All we can do is drive around town and look for her bike,” Sheriff Jenkins suggested. He had come instead of sending a deputy. “Since it’s gone, I’d guess she rode it instead of walking.”

“She wanted me to go someplace with her after school,” Scott remembered. “Someplace she’d seen this morning. Maybe she went back there.”

“Elsie’s?” Mrs. Valentine looked puzzled. “That’s too far to ride a bike. And another storm is coming in. No, I don’t think so. She didn’t feel that good, either.”

“That light,” said Berk, pointing to the answering machine. “Doesn’t that mean you have a call?”

Mrs. Valentine appeared relieved. “Of course, how silly of me. Vicki has called and left a message.” She rewound the tape and switched PLAY.

“Vicki, this is David Altman. I’m sorry, but your photos aren’t my best work. Would you be willing to come in tomorrow after school for retakes?”

“It’s the same pattern,” said Scott. “She didn’t wait. She went over as soon as she heard the call. She’s there now, with him.” Scott dashed for the front door.

“But, Scott—” Mrs. Valentine couldn’t stop him.

“Hurry, Berk, hurry! Vicki was obsessed with that guy Altman having something to do with the murders.”

Sure enough, the minute they got close, Scott recognized Vicki’s green, Monkey Ward bike, chained to a parking meter. He jumped out and looked at it, as if it had an answer for him. Then he dashed to the door of the studio.

“It’s locked. He’s not here.” He looked around, his heart racing again. “There’s a pay phone on that corner, Berk. You call Mrs. Valentine and she’ll call the sheriff if he’s already left her place.” Scott headed around the old house David Altman had turned into a place of business.

The back was locked up tight, and there was no sign of Vicki. Clouds boiled to the west. A storm was moving in fast. Where was she? Where was she! Oh, God, please let her be all right. Scott wasn’t a particularly religious person, but there was nothing left for him to do except appeal to a higher power.

At first Vicki could do nothing but stare at David Altman while a wave of fear washed over her. Her next impulse was to run, but there was no place to go. Altman blocked the bedroom door. He wasn’t big, but muscular. Could she fight him off and get past him?

Panic turned to anger as he stood there, grinning at her.

“You did it, didn’t you? I knew you did. You murdered SueAnne and Belle and Goldie. Where’s Davita? Is she here?”

“I don’t like the word murdered, Vicki. I prefer to think that I preserved them.” He spoke calmly, in a quiet, unhurried voice. “You called me, didn’t you? I called you back, but you had left. I don’t know how you found me, but Vicki, I’ll have to keep you now. You realize that, don’t you. And I haven’t prepared for you. I like to prepare. I’ve discovered how delicious the anticipation is, the planning.”

“Plan what?” Vicki calmed down enough to listen to Altman. He was talking to her as if this was any other day, an appointment in his office. He’d have to plan for her to come in and get a photo taken.

Maybe if she could talk to him, or get him to talk, she could think of some way to get past him and run.

“I didn’t have as much time to plan for Davita,” he continued talking, almost to himself, “but I’ve finished her room now that she’s come to me. I needed her right away since Goldie didn’t last long, and the opportunity presented itself. I like to take advantage of those opportunities. She is so lovely. Would you like to see her?”

Altman was inviting her in to see Davita, as if this were a social visit. Vicki couldn’t believe he would stand there and speak normally, as if next he’d say, “Would you like a cup of tea?”

“Yes, yes, I want to see Davita. Is she all right?”

“Of course she is.” Altman stepped aside, but he took Vicki’s arm in a firm grip. “She’s getting weaker, which is inevitable. Maybe it’s a good thing you came along when you did, now that I think about it. I do have rooms left, even though it wasn’t you I wanted. I think Holly was my next choice.” He appeared to think about it. “Yes, Holly. Very appropriate since she would be Miss December, don’t you think so? I would have gotten holly with red berries for her, and red furnishings. Is her dress red? I can’t remember. A red dress would be perfect.”

He’s insane, totally mad, Vicki thought. And he doesn’t even know it. She’d have to play along with this game he’s set up. She would think of some plan of her own to escape. First she’d get him to talk, to tell her what was going on in this house.

They reached the next door in the hallway. Altman, still gripping Vicki’s arm, reached out and twisted the knob, then pushed the door open.

A rush of stale, warm air blasted Vicki. A similar sight to the other three rooms greeted her. Candles lit the room dimly, silver candles in silver candlesticks on the tables and dripping over sconces on the wall. The furnishings—draperies, bedspread, were black velvet. The furniture was that silver tubular design, ultramodern. All the portraits on the walls were framed in silver-and-black frames. Davita smiled at Vicki from every wall.

But instead of a portrait on the bed, as was the case in the other rooms, this bed held a real person.

“Davita!” Vicki wrenched her arm away from Altman and ran to the girl.

Her appearance was shocking. Cheeks were sunken, eyes circled with dark smudges. Her skin was almost white, as if all the blood had drained from it.

She recognized Vicki. One hand reached out, its fingers skeletal. “Vicki,” Davita whispered. “Vicki, I’m so glad you’re here. I want to go home, Vicki, please take me home. David has been very nice to me, but I feel so tired, so weak. I need to go home now.”

“Davita, can you get up?” Vicki tried to help Davita sit up, but she was dead weight. Her lovely prom dress no longer fit snugly, but clung to shrunken flesh like sunburned skin ready to peel.

Vicki screamed at Altman, who stood smiling at the pair. “How could you do this to her? What have you done to her? Oh, Davita, Davita, hold on. I’ll take you home, I promise.”

“Some promises are made to be broken,” Altman said as he stepped closer to Vicki. Again he took her arm in a viselike grip.

“Let me go. What are you doing?” Vicki tried to pull away. Altman’s hand bruised her, sending pain shooting up to her shoulder.

“Did you bring your dress, Vicki?” Altman continued talking as he pulled Vicki from the too-warm room. “It’s green, isn’t it? If you didn’t bring it, I can go get it, or maybe I’ll buy you a new one. I don’t really like green. But if I have to make you Miss December, green is my second choice to red. I guess I can get pine and poinsettias and mistletoe. I do wish you were prettier, but since Davita isn’t much fun anymore, I’ll settle for your being here.”

While Altman’s soothing voice hypnotized her for a minute, what he was saying finally registered with Vicki.

He planned to keep her here as he had SueAnne, Belle, Goldie, and Davita. He planned to put her in a room, to decorate it as he had the others. She was, in his mind, his next permanent houseguest.

Pushing and shoving, she tried to pull away from him. With her last surge of strength, she tugged and pounded on him with her free hand. It was no use. He was too strong. She was trapped. And he was going to cage her here, as he had the school beauties. She had walked right into his lair. And no one, not one person knew where she was.


Chapter 20

Vicki didn’t realize she had passed out until she woke up, feeling weak. Forgetting where she was for seconds, she wondered why it was so dark, why she couldn’t move. Then memory of the last hours returned and she straightened up, only to find she was in a chair, her hands tied behind her back.

The room, smelling musty and stale, closed in around her, choking her. She felt so weak, so helpless, even had she been free of the ropes on her arms. Wiggling, she found the chair wobbly, legs uneven or old. But before she could think about trying to get loose, before she could think at all, he returned.

When the door flew open, she came alert, forcing herself to pay attention. Then all she could do was watch.

David Altman came in, flashlight sweeping the room, blinding her for a moment as he made sure she was where he’d left her. His arms were full of pine boughs, and the smell of winter holidays, hikes in the winter woods, penetrated the room.

“Oh, good, you haven’t left. I’m so glad.” He spread the tree limbs around the room. “I don’t have time to go to the city tonight, but I’ll do the best I can. Tomorrow I’ll go get the proper decorations.”

He hummed while he lit candles around her, their bright flames creating grotesque shadows that danced on the walls. It was the same tune he’d hummed when he took her photo at the studio, familiar, yet she couldn’t identify it.

“I gave you the room I was saving for December—not knowing it would be you, my funny valentine, but you will have to do. You know what they say, a bird in the hand.…”

His laughter sounded like chalk on the blackboard, a squeaking shrill rise and fall, sending shivers up her spine. At least she knew the song he matched to her. “My Funny Valentine,” appropriate, she had to admit.

“While you’re not a classic beauty, Vicki, you do have a charm, a vitality that I find intriguing. I might have gotten around to you when the lovely ladies of Sparksville ran out.”

He laid a fire in the fireplace to Vicki’s left, then struck a match, its scratching sound on the hearth followed by the pop and crack of dry kindling. Remembering the storm, she could have found the atmosphere cozy, inviting.

“I love an open fire. You know, I just realized I’ve never photographed anyone in a room with a fireplace. This will be a new experience, one we both will enjoy, I trust.”

She found her voice. “What are you doing, David Altman? You’re crazy, you know that, insane!”

She had planned to stay calm, to try to reason with him. But the words at the top of her thoughts flew out.

His laughter became maniacal, then turned into giggling, which seemed out of character for the person, not to mention the situation. “I knew it. You’re strong, my valentine. You’ll fight back. None of the other girls fought back. That’s usually true of the beauties. They’re lazy, weak, they have no real fire.”

Vicki pulled her emotions together. Think, she commanded herself, think. “David people will be looking for me. Why don’t you just try to escape? If you left right now, you might be able to go far enough that no one could find you.”

He stared at her as if trying to decide whether what she said was true. “I don’t think anyone will know you’re here with me. I came upon this place accidentally. It has been abandoned for years. A shame, this old house, lovely place.”

Now that he had some light, he moved his camera, on its tripod, to focus at her.

“Why are you doing this, David?” She took a new path, get him talking about himself.

“I found I enjoyed it. I am a good photographer, you know. The best.”

“Yes, I agree. I’ve never seen such lovely portraits.”

“My interest wanes, though. Only the senior beauties had anything to offer me.”

“Why would you want to kill SueAnne, David? And Belle and Goldie? Why have you put Davita through such anguish?”

“Oh, I didn’t kill them, Vicki. I would like to keep them forever. The camera does it, you see. And as brilliant as I am, I can’t seem to adjust it. I have to accept it, so I try to think of preserving their beauty on film.”

“You’re right, beauty doesn’t last forever, but—”

“My mother’s beauty didn’t last.” He threaded a new role of film into the back of the camera. “But that was her fault. She was weak, like all beautiful women. She destroyed herself, slowly. She had no respect for the gift she had received.”

“Your mother was beautiful?”

“When I was little, I thought she was the most beautiful woman in the world. I just wanted to sit and look at her, watch her get dressed, put on her makeup. She thought I was in the way, though. She locked me in my room when she went out.”

“Where was your father?” Vicki asked, trying one more time to free her hands. The rope was painfully tight and there was no slack in the knot.

“He was away—on business, he said. I guess he was. He didn’t seem to care that much.”

Pushing back her fear, Vicki kept searching for things to say. “You think your father didn’t care about you?”

“He didn’t. Me or Mother.”

“Do you think she cared about you?”

“She cared about being beautiful. At first. Then she cared about her bottles, her lovely bottles, she’d say.”

“She drank? That kind of bottles? She was an alcoholic?”

“She was a drunk.” He laughed. “Drunks aren’t beautiful, Vicki. Did you know that?”

“Yes, I’m sure you’re right.”

“Okay, I’m ready. Sorry we don’t have a dress for you yet, but I’ll go into the city and get you one, green if you insist. I cut some pine boughs in the yard. Don’t you love the smell? You’re going to be Miss December, my funny valentine.” He smiled, started to hum again, and focused the camera on Vicki.

She couldn’t believe he was going to take her picture all tied up as she was. “I don’t look good tied up like this, David.” She’d try a different approach. “If you untied me, I could pose. The pictures would come out better.”

“I’m not dumb, Vicki Valentine.” He stared at her until she felt the beginning of terror start up her throat, the kind of terror that ended in screaming.

Control, she must stay in control. She stared at the bright flames in the fireplace. Took deep breaths of the air in the room, now scented with wood smoke. It was hot, too hot. Beads of sweat trickled down her face, down her sides and her back.

She started to feel sleepy, so tired. She wanted to lie down, to lie down and never get up. Getting away, escaping from this madman, no longer seemed worth the effort.

“Ah, you’re getting tired, aren’t you, Miss Valentine? Maybe we should take a break. I don’t have to hurry, you know. You’re going to stay here with me for as long as I like. And I’m neglecting Davita, lovely girl. She does love having her photo taken.”

Picking up the tripod and camera, Altman left the room. Slumped in her chair, Vicki could only be glad for a few minutes alone. A few minutes to sleep. To sleep.

It took a few minutes to get someone to come to the door at Elsie’s. Going to her house was all Scott and Mrs. Valentine could think of to do, the only place where they might find a small thread of information about where Vicki might have gone.

“Who is it?” Elsie’s voice penetrated the door. No light had come on inside the house. “I’ve got a gun and I’m not afraid to use it.”

“It’s me, Elsie. Darcy Valentine. I know it’s late, but can we talk to you? I need your help.”

One light came on, then another. Then the door cracked open. “Well, fer heaven’s sake, Mrs. Valentine.” Elsie opened the door wider, shotgun lowered, but still in hand. “Come in. What are you doing up here so late at night? I’m fine. I don’t reckon the baby is coming for another week or so.”

“I’m not worried about you, Elsie.” Darcy Valentine explained as she, Scott, Berk, and Sheriff Jenkins entered the small house. “My daughter, Vicki, has disappeared. We’re desperate to find out where she is.”

“You think she’s up here?”

“We don’t know. All we have to go on is that she saw something this morning that she wanted Scott to see. She had to have seen it up here.”

“She went off to the old Padgett house,” said a voice in the dim light by the window. “I seed her walk away through the woods.”

Elsie’s mother sat in a rocker where she could look outside the biggest window in the living room. She was wrapped in a shawl, and an old quilt covered her legs.

“Ma don’t sleep so well anymore. She sits there all night sometimes. I guess she might have seen Vicki when she went outside this morning.”

“What’s the Padgett house, Elsie?” Scott couldn’t wait for any discussion of Elsie’s mother’s sleeping habits. “Where is it?”

The murderer, Altman if that was the case, had to have someplace he was hiding the girls from the time he took them to the time they returned dead. Some old house in the mountains would be great.

“It’s been abandoned for years, I reckon,” said Mrs. Clower. “Old man Padgett died in a nursing home in Little Rock. People don’t take care of their own anymore. I don’t understand that.”

“Elsie.” Mrs. Valentine took her arm. “Where is this place your mother is talking about? Is it near here?”

“Sure. You kin walk there pretty quick.” She pointed north and west out the window where Mrs. Clower sat. “Or go back up to the road and turn at the next fork. It’ll hardly look like a road by now, I’m sure, since no one has used it for a long time.”

Scott dashed out the door and down the steps. “I’m going through the woods. You with me, Berk?”

“We’ll need a light.” Berk ran to his jeep. He and Scott had followed the sheriff and Mrs. Valentine to Elsie’s.

Scott was crashing and stumbling through the sodden woods when Berk caught up with him. “Hey, Lawrence, no sense breaking a leg. That’s not going to help Vicki.” He sent a huge beam of light into the brush until they located a narrow path.

“There!” It was all Scott could do to keep from running.

In a short time, he stopped to sniff the air. “Wood smoke. Someone is burning a fireplace or a wood stove. Come on, Berk. He won’t know he doesn’t have a month this time. We’ve got to find Vicki before it’s too late.”


Chapter 21

Vicki came to with a jerk. How long had she slept? Not long, she hoped. While Altman was gone was her only chance to get out of this mess she’d walked into.

First she had to free her hands. The room she was in was across and down the hall from where Altman held Davita prisoner. She wouldn’t worry about noise. She rocked back and forth on the spindly chair she was tied to. It didn’t take long for a leg to break and send her sprawling onto the floor with a thud.

The fall broke the chair back, and it was no effort to slide her arms and hands loose from the pieces. But she was still tied. She looked at the candles flickering all around her. Could she burn the rope in half? Her fingers told her it was more cord than rope, so it shouldn’t take long if she could stand the heat and possible burns on her wrists. Was there any choice?

Steeling herself to the pain, she rolled to the table where two candles flamed hot. She struggled to her feet, backed up, and held her arms over the fire, letting the heat guide her to center the flame on the knotted cords.

Not anticipating the intensity of the searing pain, she gritted her teeth to withstand it. In seconds, she gasped and had to pull away, but the pain continued. Her whole arm seemed to be on fire. So she centered the cords again, pulling at the same time.

It seemed to take forever, but the knots weakened. When the cords fell away, she brought her wrists to her mouth, blowing, spitting on the burns. Nothing helped, and there was the added pain of the circulation in her arms coming back.

She concentrated on her escape, willing her mind to ignore any other feeling. She could just run, go into the hall and run. But she couldn’t forget Davita saying, “I want to go home, Vicki, take me home.” If there was any chance to get her out, Vicki wanted to do so.

Glancing around, one idea came to her—the flames, all around the room. Quickly she moved the candles into the pine boughs, hearing the first crackle and pop as fresh sap on the limbs caught fire. With a chair rung she pulled coals and burning logs from the fireplace onto the floor, piled some of the chair pieces onto the blaze, building it higher.

She carried another candle to the window, holding the flame to an old lace curtain until it flashed and blazed upward. It was so old, so dry, it was almost like paper. Fire leapt upward, eagerly.

In the hall, she first decided on a hiding place. She would crouch on the first few steps of the circular staircase. The shadows would hide her.

Wait! She would do this right. She mourned the old mansion, even as she stepped back into the room, amazed at how fast it was burning. She grabbed a candle and, cupping her hand around its flame, tiptoed to the other rooms. First SueAnne’s.

“Good-bye, lovely friend.” She tried to ignite the bed. The fire retardant material wouldn’t burn. But the lace curtains would. They were left from years past. They practically exploded with fire.

The blue room responded in the same way, Vicki running directly to the curtains. Next Goldie’s room. Flames attacked the lace greedily.

Then, out in the hall, closer to the front stairs, she screamed. “David, help, fire, help me!”

Scrambling to the steps, grabbing a banister, she huddled, shaking almost out of control. Her first surge of adrenaline had been used up in setting the fires and running. The minute she sat down, lethargy swept over her. If she let herself go, she could go back to sleep, rest, forget the pain.

It was the pain that brought her back. And hearing David Altman’s footsteps, running toward the blaze in the Christmas room. She forced herself to get up, run for the room where Davita was stretched on the bed.

First she grabbed a candle there and sent flames leaping up the brittle old lace over the windows. Then she hurried to Davita’s side.

“Davita, Davita, get up! I can’t lift you. You have to help me. This is our only chance.” She pulled and tugged, but Davita was heavy, a dead weight.

Her head rolled back and forth. “Leave me alone, you hear, let me sleep.”

“You can sleep when you get home. Come on, you have to help me.” Vicki wanted to give up, to leave and run. Saving Davita seemed hopeless.

With one superhuman effort she pulled her onto the floor and dragged her toward the hall. She stopped for seconds to kick over the tripod that held the camera. Whatever its power, it must be destroyed. Even if Altman got out, even if he was able to escape, he mustn’t have this camera.

The camera crashed and skidded under Davita’s bed, and Vicki tugged the limp girl out of the room. She stopped in the hall to catch her breath, then started down the stairs. This was easier, except that she had to keep Davita’s weight from unbalancing and tumbling both of them to the bottom.

Continuing the momentum, Vicki kept her hands hooked into Davita’s armpits and slid her across the front hall. At least the dress was slippery, creating a slick surface under the body.

Altman’s voice from the top of the stairs reached them. “Stop, you little fool. What have you done?” He started after them.

She spoke after thinking frantically about some way to stop him. “Your camera, David. Your camera is still in Davita’s room.”

Even in the dim light, she saw his shadow hesitate, turn, start back. She stumbled up the stairs after him. When he disappeared into Davita’s room, she closed the door behind him. The key? Yes, in the lock, ready to turn and keep her prisoner, but he hadn’t bothered carrying each room key with him.

She clicked it, tested the knob, then slipped the long, solid key into her jeans pocket.

For a second she thought she was going to faint. You can’t, you can’t give up now. She demanded one more surge of strength from deep inside her. Just one.

Downstairs, she grabbed Davita again and, with strength drawn from desperation, tugged her through the front door, kicking the door closed.

She had nothing left, no ounce of strength. The camera, whatever its power, had robbed her of so much in so little time. Stumbling, she fell to her knees on the porch, burying her face in Davita’s hair. There was a faint scent of the girl’s exotic gardenia perfume, the smell of her unwashed body from so many days captivity, the odor of burning wood. She could hear the roar of fire behind her.

She cried, sobbed, hysterically. She couldn’t stop. She must get into the woods, she had to get away from the house. Pull Davita away.

“Vicki!” someone called. “Thank God, Vicki!”

The voice was familiar, someone—someone—

“Scott?” She looked up, then collapsed in his arms.

He lifted her gently, her body nothing in his arms.

“Berk, get Davita, hurry.”

They carried the two girls across the yard and to the end of the driveway where the sheriff’s car was just pulling in.

“Vicki!” Mrs. Valentine leapt from the car and dashed to them. “Is she hurt? Is she all right, Scott?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know.” He cradled her to his chest as he knelt on the grass beside the drive. Tears slid down his cheeks as he buried his face in her hair, kissed her forehead. He kept his fingers on her neck, feeling the pulse there, saying over and over to himself that she was alive. That was all that counted. She was alive.

Mrs. Valentine knelt beside Vicki, pushed Scott’s fingers aside. “There’s a pulse. It’s faint, but—Oh, the house, look.” She pointed. “It’s an inferno. Oh, thank God you got her out of there, Scott. If you hadn’t cut through the woods—if you hadn’t gotten here before us—I can’t think about it.” She stroked Vicki’s hair, but stared at the mansion.

The old house, despite the autumn rains, was dry, a wick to the flames that leapt out from every window.

“Is that?—there’s a man in there.” Berk had put Davita alongside Vicki. He stood, staring.

A face appeared at one of the windows just for a few seconds. Then it disappeared.

“It must be David Altman.” Mrs. Valentine covered her mouth. Her eyes reflected the horror of seeing him trapped in the fire.

“If it is, we can’t help him.” The sheriff stood watching, making no move to do anything.

“Vicki will tell us what happened,” Scott said. “Mrs. Valentine, Berk and I didn’t get them out. Vicki had pulled Davita to the front porch. She saved Davita and herself. We can’t take any credit for that.”

The fresh air aroused Vicki a little. She stared at Scott for a minute before she said anything. He leaned down and kissed her gently. A smile started, widened across her whole face.

“Scott, how did you get here? How did I get outside?”

“I don’t know, Vicki. But I think you may have worked a miracle.”

She rolled to face the fire. “Oh, it was awful, just awful.”

“You can tell us later, Vicki.” Mrs. Valentine looked at Vicki’s wrists. “You’re burned, Vicki. Sheriff, do you have a first-aid kit in the car?” She went to get it.

Scott couldn’t help it, he started to laugh, partly with relief, partly at Vickd’s T-shirt message. I’M NOT OPINIONATED, I’M JUST ALWAYS RIGHT.

“What’s so funny, Scott?” Vicki whispered, starting to drift again.

“Your shirt, Vicki, that’s what.”

She glanced down. “I was right, wasn’t I? I knew I was. It was Altman, and the camera, the camera, Scott.”

“You can tell me later, Vicki, but yes, you were right. I don’t even mind admitting it. You’re always right.”

“I even chose the right guy to fall in love with.”
 
She passed out again, but not before Scott heard what she said.

Two days later, when Mrs. Valentine called him and said Vicki was conscious and asking for him, he headed to the hospital with a light heart and a package under his arm, a present for Vicki. It was a new T-shirt that he would dare her to wear her first day back to school. It would remind both of them of her close call, if they needed a reminder.

He laughed, thinking of the message, and how much he had come to believe in it these last few days.

LIFE’S TOO SHORT NOT TO BE IN LOVE.

At the same time, deep in the woods, from a hidden crevice shadowy from the rocks around him, he sat staring at piles of smoldering ashes, a blackened chimney, bricks already starting to crumble.

It was lost, all lost. His work, his lovely work. He had never done such beautiful portraits.

His anger had helped him escape—anger for her, to have been thwarted by a wisp of a girl who wasn’t even photogenic. And fear. She had almost destroyed his camera.

Looking at it now, held between his blackened and blistered hands, he hoped he could repair it.

He wavered between staying, seeking her out, punishing her, and escaping, making sure he was free. Perhaps his mission was more important.

Without looking back, he staggered to his feet, ignoring the pain in his arms and legs, ignoring the tightness in his chest from the smoke he had inhaled. Slowly, carefully, he slipped through the darkening shadows of the dense pine woods and headed north.
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