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Brightness fell from the air, nearly as tangible as rain, rippled down
windows,

formed colorful puddles on the hoods and trunks of parked cars, and impafled a
wet sheen to the leaves of trees and to the chrome on the bustling traffic
that

filled the street. Miniature images of the California sun shimmered in every
reflective surface, and downtown Santa Ana was drenched in the clear light of
a

late june morning.

When Rachael Leben exited the lobby doors of the office building and
stepped onto the sidewalk, the summer sunshine felt like warm water on
her bare arms. She closed her eyes and, for a moment, turned her face
to the heavens, bathing in the radiance, relishing it.

"You stand there smiling as if nothing better has ever happened to you
or ever will," Eric said sourly when he followed her out of the building
and saw her luxuriating in the June heat.

"Please," she said, face still tilted to the sun, "let's not have a
scene."

"You made a fool of me in there."

"I certainly did not."

"What the hell are you trying to prove, anyway?"

She did not respond, she was determined not to let him spoil the lovely
day. She turned and started to walk away.

Eric stepped in front of her, blocking her way. His gray-blue eyes
usually had an icy aspect, but now his gaze was hot.

"Let's not be childish," she said.



"You're not satisfied just to leave me. You've got to let the world
know you don't need me or any damn thing I can give you."

"No, Eric. I don't care what the world thinks of you one way or the
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other."

"You want to rub my face in it."

"That's not true, Eric."

"Oh, yes," he said. "Hell, yes. You're just reveling in my
humiliation. Wallowing in it."

She saw him as she had never seen him before, a pathetic man.
Previously he'd seemed strong to her, physically, emotionally, and
mentally strong, strong-willed, strongly opinionated. He was aloof,
too, and sometimes cold. He could be cruel. And there had been times
during their seven years of marriage when he had been as distant as the
moon. But until this moment, he'd never seemed weak or pitiable.

"Humiliation?" she said wonderingly. "Eric, I've done you an enormous
favor. Any other man would buy a bottle of champagne to celebrate."

They had just left the offices of Eric's attorneys, where their divorce
settlement had been negotiated with a speed that had surprised everyone
but Rachael. She had startled them by arriving without an attorney of
her own and by failing to press for everything to which she was entitled
under California's community-property laws. When Eric's attorney
presented a first offer, she had insisted it was too generous and had
given them another set of figures that had seemed more reasonable to
her.

"Champagne, huh? You're going to be telling everyone you took twelve
and a half million less than you deserved just so you could get a quick
divorce and be done with me fast, and I'm supposed to stand here
grinning? Christ."

"Eric-" "Couldn't wait to be done with me. Cut off a goddamn arm to be
done with me. And I'm supposed to celebrate my humiliation?"

"It's a matter of principle with me not to take more than-" "Principle,
my ass."

"Eric, you know I wouldn't-" "Everyone'll be looking at me and saying,
Christ, Jjust how insufferable must the guy have been if it was worth
twelve and a half million to be rid of him!"™ ' "I'm not going to tell
anyone what we settled for," Rachael said.

"Bullshit."
"If you think I'd ever talk against you or gossip about you, then you



know even less about me than I'd thought."

Eric, twelve years her senior, had been thirty-five and worth four
million when she'd married him. Now he was forty-two, and his fortune
totaled more than thirty million, and by any interpretation of
California law, she was entitled to thirteen million dollars in the
divorce settlement-half the wealth accumulated during their marriage.

Instead, she insisted on settling for her red Mercedes 560 SL sports
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car, five hundred thousand dollars, and no alimony-which was
approximately one twenty-sixth of what she could have claimed. She had
calculated that this nest egg would give her the time and resources to
decide what to do with the rest of her life and to finance whatever
plans she finally made.

Aware that passemby were staring as she and Eric confronted each other
en the sun-splashed street, Rachael said quietly, "I didn't marry you
for your money."

"I wonder," he said acidly and irrationally. His boldfeatured face
wasn't handsome at the moment. Anger had carved it into an ugly
mask-all hard, deep, downslashing lines.

Rachael spoke calmly, with no trace of bitterness, with no desire to put
him in his place or to hurt him in any way. It was just over. She felt
no rage. Only mild regret. "And now that it's finally over, I don't
expect to be supported in high style and great luxury for the rest of my
days. I don't want your millions. You earned them, not me.

Your genius, your iron determination, your endless hours in the office
and the lab. You built it all, you and you alone, and you alone deserve
what you've built. You're an important man, maybe even a great man in
your field, Eric, and I am only me, Rachael, and I'm not going to
pretend I had anything to do with your triumphs."

The lines of anger in his face deepened as she complimented him. He was
accustomed to occupying the dominant role in all relationships,
professional and private.

From his position of absolute dominance, he relentlessly forced
submission to his wishesr crushed anyone who would not submit.

Friends, employees, and business associates always did things Eric
Leben' 5 way, or they were history. Submit or be rejected and
destroyedthose were their only choices. He enjoyed the exercise of
power, thrived on conquests as major as milliondollar deals and as minor
as winning domestic arguments. Rachael had done as he wished for seven



years, but she would not submit any longer.

The funny thing was that, by her docility and reasonableness, she had
robbed him of the power on which he thrived. He had been looking
forward to a protracted battle over the division of spoils, and she had
walked away from it. He relished the prospect of acrimonious squabbling
over alimony payments, but she thwarted him by rejecting all such
assistance. He had pleasurably anticipated a court fight in which he
would make her look like a gold-digging bitch and reduce her, at last,
to a creature without dignity who would be willing to settle for far
less than was her due. Then, although leaving her rich, he would have
felt that the war had been won and he had beaten her into submission.
But when she made it clear that his millions were of no importance to
her, she had eliminated the one power he still had over her. She had
cut him off at the knees, and his anger arose from his realization that,
by her docility, she had somehow made herself his equal-if not his
superiorin any further contact they might have.

She said, "Well, the way I see it, I've lost seven years, and all I want
3

is reasonable compensation for that time.

I'm twenty-nine, almost thirty, and in a way, I'm just beginning my
life. Starting out later than other people.

This settlement will give me a terrific start. If I lose the bundle, if
someday I have reason to wish I'd gone for the whole thirteen million..
well, then that's my tough luck, not yours. We've been through all

this, Eric. It's finished."

She stepped around him, trying to walk away, but he grabbed her arm,
halting her.

"Please let me go," she said evenly.
Glaring at her, he said, "How could I have been so wrong about you? I
thought you were sweet, a bit shy, an unworldly little fluff of a girl.

But you're a nasty little ball-buster, aren't you?"
"Really, this is an absolutely crazy attitude. And this crude behavior
isn't worthy of you. Now let me go."

He gripped her even tighter. "Or is this all just a negotiating ploy?
Huh? When the papers are drawn up, when we come back to sign everything
on Friday, will you suddenly have a change of heart? Will you want
more?"

"No, I'm not playing any games."

His grin was tight and mean. "I'll bet that's it. If we agree to such

a ridiculously low settlement and draw up the papers, you'll refuse to
sign them, but you'll use them in court to try to prove we were going to



give you the shaft. You'll pretend the offer was ours and that we tried
to strong-arm you into signing it. Make me look bad. Make me look as
if I'm a real hard-hearted bastard.

Huh? Is that the strategy? Is that the game?"

"I told you, there's no game. I'm sincere."

He dug his fingers into her upper arm. "The truth, Rachael.”

"Stop it."

"Is that the strategy?"

"You're hurting me."

"And while you're at it, why don't you tell me all about Ben Shadway,
too?"

She blinked in surprise, for she had never imagined that Eric knew about
Benny.

His face seemed to harden in the hot sun, cracking with more deep lines
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of anger. "How long was he fucking you before you finally walked out on
me?"

"You're disgusting, she said, immediately regretting the harsh words
because she saw that he was pleased to have broken through her cool
facade at last.

"How long?" he demanded, tightening his grip.

"I didn't meet Benny till six months after you and I separated," she
said, striving to keep a neutral tone that would deny him the noisy
confrontation he apparently desired.

"How long was he poaching on ,the Rachael?"
"If you know about Benny, you ve had me watched, something you've no
right to do."

"Yeah, you want to keep your dirty little secrets."”
"If you have hired someone to watch me, you know I've been seeing Benny
for just five months. Now let go. You're still hurting me.

A young bearded guy, passing by, hesitated, stepped toward them, and
said, "You need help, lady?"

Eric turned on the stranger in such a rage that he seemed to spit the
words out rather than speak them, "Butt out, mister. This is my wife,
and it's none of your goddamn business."

Rachael tried to wrench free of Eric's iron grip without success.
The bearded stranger said, "So she's your wife-that doesn't give you the



right to hurt her."

Letting go of Rachael, Eric fisted his hands and turned more directly
toward the intruder.

Rachael spoke quickly to her would-be Galahad, eager to defuse the
situation. "Thank you, but it's all right.

Really. I'm fine. Just a minor disagreement."

The young man shrugged and walked away, glancing back as he went.

The incident had at last made Eric aware that he was in danger of making
a spectacle of himself, which a man of his high position and
self-importance was loath to do. However, his temper had not cooled.

His face was flushed, and his lips were bloodless. His eyes were the
eyes of a dangerous man.

She said, "Be happy, Eric. You've saved millions of dollars and God
knows how much more in attorneys fees. You won. You didn't get to
crush me or muddy my reputation in court the way you had hoped to, but
you still won. Be happy with that."
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With a seething hatred that shocked her, he said, "You stupid, rotten
bitch. The day you walked out on me, I wanted to knock you down and
kick your stupid face in. I should've done it. Wish I had. But I
thought you'd come crawling back, so I didn't. I should've. Should've
kicked your stupid face in." He raised his hand as if to slap her.

But he checked himself even as she flinched from the expected blow.
Furious, he turned and hurried away.

As she watched him go, Rachael suddenly understood that his sick desire
to dominate everyone was a far more fundamental need than she'd
realized. By stripping him of his power over her, by turning her back
on both him and his money, she had not merely reduced him to an equal
but had, in his eyes, unmanned him. That had to he the case, for
nothing else explained the degree of his rage or his urge to commit
violence, an urge he had barely controlled.

She had grown to dislike him intensely, if not hate him, and she had
feared him a little, too. But until now, she had not been fully aware
of the immensity and intensity of the rage within him. She had not
realized how thoroughly dangerous he was.

Mthough the golden sunshine still dazzled her eyes and forced her to
squint, although it still baked her skin, she felt a cold shiver pass
through her, spawned by the realization that she'd been wise to leave
Eric when she had-and perhaps fortunate to escape with no more physical
damage than the bruises his fingers were certain to have left on her
arm.



Watching him step off the sidewalk into the street, she was relieved to
see him go. A moment later, relief turned to horror.

He was heading toward his black Mercedes, which was parked along the
other side of the avenue. Perhaps he actually was Ninded by his anger.

Or maybe it was the briNiant June sunlight flashing on every shiny
surface that interfered with his vision. Whatever the reason, he dashed
across the southbound lanes of Main Street, which were at the moment
without traffic, and kept on going into the northbound lanes, directly
into the path of a city garbage truck that was doing forty miles an
hour.

Too late, Rachael screamed a warning.

The driver tramped his brake pedal to the floorboards.

But the shriek of the truck's locked wheels came almost simultaneously
with the sickening sound of impact.

Eric was hurled into the air and thrown back into the southbound lanes
as if by the concussion wave of a bomb blast. He crashed into the
pavement and tumbled twenty feet, stiffly at first, then with a horrible
looseness, as if he were constructed of string and old rags.

He came to rest facedown, unmoving.
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A southbound yellow Subaru braked with a banshee screech and a hard flat
wail of its horn, halting only two feet from him. A Chevy, following

too close, rammed into the back of the Subaru and pushed it within a few
inches of the body.

Rachael was the first to reach Eric. Heart hammering, shouting his

name, she dropped to her knees and, by instinct, put one hand to his
neck to feel for a pulse. His skin was wet with blood, and her fingers
slipped on the slick flesh as she searched desperately for the throbbing
artery.

Then she saw the hideous depression that had reshaped his skull. His
head had been staved in along the right side, above the torn ear, and
all the way forward past the temple to the edge of his pale brow. His
head was turned so she could see one eye, which was open wide. staring
in shock, though sightless now. Many wickedly sharp fragments of bone
must have been driven deep into his brain. Death had been
instantaneous.

She stood up abruptly, tottering, nauseated. Dizzy, she might have
fallen if the driver of the garbage truck had not grabbed hold of her,
provided support. and escorted her around the side of the Subaru, where



she could lean against the car.

There was nothin' I could do," he aid miserably.

"I know," she said.

"Nothin' at all. He run in front of me. Didn't look Nothin' I could
do."

At firt Rachael had difficulty breathing. Then she realized she was
absentmindedly seflibbing her bloodcovered hand on her sundress, and the
sight of those damp rusty-scarlet stains on the pastel-blue cotton made
her breath come quicker, too quick. Hyperventilating, she slumped
against the Subaru, closed her eyes, hugged herself, and clenched her
teeth. She was determined not to faint. She strove to hold in each
shallow breath as long as possible, and the very process of changing the
rhythm of her breathing was a calming influence.

Around her she heard the voices of motorists who had left their cars in
the snarl of stalled traffic. Some of them asked her if she was all
right, and she nodded, others asked if she needed medical attention, and
she shook her head-no.

If she had ever loved Eric, that love had been ground to dust beneath
his heel. It had been a long time since she'd even liked him. Moments
before the accident, he'd revealed a pure and terrifying hatred of her,
so she supposed she should have been utterly unmoved by his death. Yet
she was badly shaken. As she hugged herself and shivered, she was aware
of a cold emptiness within, a hollow sense of loss that she could not
quite understand. Not grief. Just. .. loss.

She heard sirens in the distance.

Gradually she regained control of her breathing.
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Her shivering grew less violent, though it did not stop entirely.

The sirens grew nearer, louder.

She opened her eyes. The bright June sunshine no longer seemed clean
and fresh. The darkness of death had passed through the day, and in its
wake, the morning light had acquired a sour yellow cast that reminded
her more of sulfur than of honey.

Red lights flashing, sirens dying, a paramedic van and a police sedan
approached along the northbound lanes.

"Rachael?"

She turned and saw Herbert Tuleman, Eric's personal attorney, with whom
she had met only minutes ago. She had always liked Herb, and he had
liked her as well. He was a grandfatherly man with bushy gray eyebrows
that were now drawn together in a single bar.

"One of my associates.. . returning to the office...



saw it happen," Herbert said, "hurried up to tell me.

My God."

Yes," she said numbly.

"My God, Rachael."

"Yes . "w

"It's too . . . crazy.

"Yes."

"But..."

"Yes," she said.

And she knew what Herbert was thinking. Within the past hour, she had
told them she would not fight for a large share of Eric's fortune but
would settle for, proportionately, a pittance. Now, by virtue of the
fact that Eric had no family and no children from his first marriage,
the entire thirty million plus his cunrently unvalued stock in the
company would almost certainly, by default, come into her sole
possession.

SPOOKED The hot, dry air was filled with the crackle of police radios, a
metallic chorus of dispatchers' voices, and the smell of sun-softened
asphalt.

The paramedics could do nothing for Eric Leben except convey his corpse
to the city morgue, where it would lie in a refrigerated room until the
medical examiner had time to attend to it. Because Eric had been killed
in an accident, the law required an autopsy.

"The body should be available for release in twenty-four hours," one of
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the policemen had told Rachael.

While they had filled out a brief report, she had sat in the back of one
of the patrol cars. Now she was standing in the sun again.

She no longer felt sick. Just numb.
They loaded the draped cadaver into the van. In spots, the shroud was
dark with blood.

Herbert Tuleman felt obliged to comfort Rachael and repeatedly suggested
that she return with him to his law office. "You need to sit down, get

a grip on yourself," he said, one hand on her shoulder, his kindly face
wrinkled with concern.

"I'm all right, Herb. Really, I am. Just a little shaken."
"Some cognac. That's what you need. I've got a bottle of Remy Martin
in the office bar."

"No, thank you. I guess it'll be up to me to handle the funeral, so
I've got things to attend to."

The two paramedics closed the rear doors on the van and walked



unhurriedly to the front of the vehicle. No need for sirens and
flashing red emergency beacons.

Speed would not help Eric now.

Herb said, "If you don't want brandy, then perhaps coffee. Or just come
and sit with me for a while. I don't think you should get behind a
wheel right away."

Rachael touched his leathery cheek affectionately. He was a weekend
sailor, and his skin had been toughened and creased less by age than by
his time upon the sea.

"I appreciate your concern. I really do. But I'm fine. I'm almost
ashamed of how well I'm taking it. I mean...

I feel no grief at all."
He held her hand. "Don't be ashamed. He was my client, Rachael, so I'm

aware that he was . . . a difficult man.

"Yes . "w

"He gave you no reason to grieve."

"It still seems wrong to feel . . . so little. Nothing."

"He wasn't just a difficult man, Rachael. He was also a fool for not
recognizing what a jewel he had in you and for not doing whatever was
necessary to make you want to stay with him."

"You're a dear."
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"It's true. If it weren't very true, I wouldn't speak of a client like
this, not even when he was . . . deceased."

The van, bearing the corpse, pulled away from the accident scene.
Paradoxically, there was a cold, wintry quality to the way the summer
sun glimmered in the white paint and in the polished chrome bumpers,
making it appear as if Eric were being borne away in a vehicle carved
from ice.

Herb walked with her, through the gathered onlookers, past his office
building, to her red 560 SL. He said, "I could have someone drive
Eric's car back to his house, put it in the garage, and leave the keys
at your place."

"That would be helpful," she said.
When Rachael was behind the wheel, belted in, Herb leaned down to the
window and said, "We'll have to talk soon about the estate."

"In a few days," she said.



"And the company."

"Things will run themselves for a few days, won't they?"
"Certainly. It's Monday, so shall we say you'll come see me Friday
morning? That gives you four days to.

adjust."

"All right."”

"Ten o'clock?"

"You sure you're okay?"

"Yes," she said, and she drove home without incident, though she felt as
though she were dreaming.

She lived in a quaint three-bedroom bungalow in Placentia. The
neighborhood was solidly middle-class and friendly, and the house had
loads of charm, French windows, window seats, coffered ceilings, a
used-brick fireplace, and more. She'd made the down payment and moved a
year ago, when she left Eric. Her house was far different from the
place in Villa Park, which was set on an acre of manicured grounds and
which boasted every luxury, however, she liked her cozy bungalow better
than his Spanish-modern mansion, not merely because the scale seemed
more human here but also because the Placentia house was not tainted by
countless bad memories as was the house in Villa Park.

She took off her bloodstained blue sundress. She washed her hands and
face, brushed her hair, and reapplied what little makeup she wore.

Gradually the mundane task of grooming herself had a calming effect.
Her hands stopped trembling. Although a hollow coldness remained at the
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core of her, she stopped shivering.

After dressing in one of the few somber outfits she ownea charcoal-gray
suit with a pale gray blouse, slightly too heavy for a hot summer
day-she called Attison Brothers, a firm of prestigious morticians.

Having ascertained that they could see her immediately, she drove
directly to their imposing colonial-style funeral home in Yorba Linda.

She had never made funeral arrangements before, and she had never
imagined that there would be anything amusing about the experience.

But when she sat down with Paul Attison in his softly lighted, darkly
paneled, plushly carpeted, uncannily quiet office and listened to him
call himself a "grief counselor," she saw dark humor in the situation.

The atmosphere was so meticulously somber and so self-consciously
reverent that it was stagy.

His proffered sympathy was oily yet ponderous, relentless and



calculated, but surprisingly she found herself playing along with him,
responding to his condolences and platitudes with cliche's of her own.

She felt as if she were an actor trapped in a bad play by an incompetent
playwright, forced to deliver her wooden lines of dialogue because it
was less embarrassing to persevere to the end of the third act than to
stalk off the stage in the middle of the performance. In addition to
identifying himself as a grief counselor, Attison referred to a casket
as an "eternal bower." A suit of burial clothes, in which the corpse
would be dressed, was called "the final raiments."

Attison said "preparations for preservation" instead of "embalming," and
"resting place" instead of "grave."

Although the experience was riddled with macabre humor, Rachael was not
able to laugh even when she left the funeral home after two and a half
hours and was alone in her car again. Ordinarily she had a special
fondness for black humor, for laughter that mocked the grim, dark
aspects of life. Not today. It was neither grief nor any kind of
sadness that kept her in a gray and humorless mood. Nor worry about
widowhood. Nor shock. Nor the morbid recognition of Death's lurking
presence in even the sunniest day. For a while, as she tended to other
details of the funeral, and later, at home once more, as she called
Eric's friends and business associates to convey the news, she could not
quite understand the cause of her unremitting solemnity.

Then, late in the afternoon, she could no longer fool herself. She knew
that her mental state resulted from fear. She tried to deny what was
coming, tried not to think about it, and she had some success at not
thinking, but in her heart she knew. She knew.

She went through the house, making sure that all the doors and windows
were locked. She closed the blinds and drapes.

At five-thirty, Rachael put the telephone on the answering machine.
Reporters had begun to call, wanting a few words with the widow of the
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Great Man, and she had no patience whatsoever for media types.

The house was a bit too cool, so she reset the air conditioner. But for
the susurrant sound of cold air coming through the wall vents and the
occasional single ring the telephone made before the machine answered
it, the house was as silent as Paul Attison's gloom-shrouded office.

Today, deep silence was intolerable, it gave her the creeps. She
switched on the stereo, tuned to an FM station playing easy-listening
music. For a moment, she stood before the big speakers, eyes closed,
swaying as she listened to Johnny Mathis singing "Chances Are."

Then she turned up the volume so the music could be heard throughout the



house.

In the kitchen, she cut a small piece of semisweet dark chocolate from a
bar and put it on a white saucer.

She opened a split of fine, dry champagne. She took the chocolate, the
champagne, and a glass into the master bathroom.

On the radio, Sinatra was singing "Days of Wine and Roses."
Rachael drew a tub of water as hot as she could tolerate, added a
drizzle of jasmine-scented o0il, and undressed.

Just as she was about to settle in to soak, the pulse of fear which had
been beating quietly within her suddenly began to throb hard and fast.

She tried to calm herself by closing her eyes and breathing deeply,
tried telling herself that she was being childish, but nothing worked.

Naked, she went into the bedroom and got the .32caliber pistol from the
top drawer of the nightstand. She checked the magazine to be sure it
was fully loaded.

Switching off both safeties, she took the thirty-two into the bathroom
and put it on the deep blue tile at the edge of the sunken tub, beside
the champagne and chocolate.

Andy Williams was singing "Moon River."

Wincing, she stepped into the hot bath and settled down until the water
had slipped most of the way up the slopes of her breasts. It stung at
first. Then she became accustomed to the temperature, and the heat was
good, penetrating to her bones and finally dispelling the chill that had
plagued her ever since Eric had dashed in front of the truck almost
seven and a half hours ago.

She nibbled at the candy, taking only a few shavings from the edge of
the piece. She let them melt slowly on her tongue.

She tried not to think. She tried to concentrate on just the mindless
pleasure of a good hot steep. Just drift.

Just be.
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She leaned back in the tub, savoring the taste of chocolate, relishing
the scent of jasmine in the rising steam.



After a couple of minutes, she opened her eyes and poured a glass of
champagne from the ice-cold bottle.

The crisp taste was a perfect complement to the lingering trace of
chocolate and to the voice of Sinatra crooning the nostalgic and sweetly
melancholy lines of "It Was a Very Good Year."

For Rachael, this relaxing ritual was an important part of the day,
perhaps the most important. Sometimes she nibbled at a small wedge of
sharp cheese instead of chocolate and sipped a single glass of
chardonnay instead of champagne. Sometimes it was an extremely cold
bottle of dark beer-Heineken or Beck's-and a handful of the special
plump peanuts that were sold by an expensive nut shop in Costa Mesa.

Whatever her choice of the day, she consumed it with care and slow
delight, in tiny bites and small sips, relishing every nuance of taste
and scent and texture.

She was a "present-focused" person.

Benny Shadway, the man Eric had thought was Rachael's lover, said there
were basically four types of people, past-, present-, future-, and
omni-focused.

Those focused primarily on the future had little interest in the past or
present. They were often worriers, peering toward tomorrow to see what
crisis or insoluble problem might be hurtling toward them-although some
were shiftless dreamers rather than worriers, always looking ahead
because they were unreasonably certain they were due for great good
fortune of one kind or another. Some were also workaholics, dedicated
achievers who believed that the future and opportunity were the same
thing.

Eric had been such a one, forever brooding about and eagerly
anticipating new challenges and conquests.

He had been utterly bored with' the past and impatient with the snail's
pace at which the present sometimes crept by.

A present-focused person, on the other hand, expended most of his energy
and interest in the joys and tribulations of the moment. Some
present-focused types were merely sluggards, too lazy to prepare for
tomorrow or even to contemplate it. Strokes of bad luck often caught
them unaware, for they had difficulty accepting the possibility that the
pleasantness of the moment might not go on forever. And when they found
themselves mired in misfortune, they usually fell into ruinous despair,
for they were incapable of embarking upon a course of action that would,
at some point in the future, free them from their troubles.



However, another type of present-focused person was the hard worker who
could involve himself in the task at hand with a single-mindedness that
made for splendid efficiency and craftsmanship. A first-rate
cabinetmaker, for example, had to be a present-focused person, one who
did not look forward impatiently to the final assembly and completion of
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a piece of furniture but who directed his attention entirely and
lovingly to the meticulous shaping and finishing of each rung and arm of
a chair, to each drawer face and knob and doorframe of a china hutch,
taking his greatest satisfaction in the process of creation rather than
in the culmination of the process.

Present-focused people, according to Benny, are more likely to find
obvious solutions to problems than are other people, for they are not
preoccupied with either what was or what might come to pass but only
with what is. They are also the people most sensuously connected with
the physical realities of life-therefore the most perceptive in some
ways—and they most likely have more sheer pleasure and fun than any
dozen past-or future-oriented citizens.

"You're the best kind of present-oriented woman, Benny had once told her
over a Chinese dinner at Peking Duck. "You prepare for the future but
never at the expense of losing touch with now. And you're so admirably
able to put the past behind you."

She had said, "Ah, shut up and eat your moo goo gai pan."

Essentially, what Benny said was true. Since leaving Eric, Rachael had
taken five courses in business management at a Pepperdine extension, for
she intended to launch a small business. Perhaps a clothing store for
upscale women. A place that would be dramatic and fun, the kind of shop
that people talked about as not only a source of well-made clothes but
an experience.

After all, she'd attended UCLA, majoring in dramatic arts, and had
earned her bachelor's degree just before meeting Eric at a university
function, and though she had no interest in acting, she had real talent
for costume and set design, which might serve her well in creating an
unusual decor for a clothing store and in acquiring merchandise for
sale. However, she had not yet gone so far as to commit herself to the
acquisition of an M. B. A.

degree nor to choosing a particular enterprise. Rooted in the present,
she proceeded to gather knowledge and ideas, waiting patiently for the
moment when her plans would simply. . . crystallize. As for the
past-well, to dwell on yesterday's pleasures was to risk missing out on
pleasures of the moment, and to dwell on past pains and tragedies was a
pointless waste of energy and time.

Now, resting languorously in her steaming bath, Rachael drew a deep
breath of the jasmine-scented air.



She hummed along softly with Johnny Mathis as he sang "I'll Be Seeing
You."

She tasted the chocolate again. She sipped the champagne.
She tried to relax, to drift, to go with the flow and embrace the mellow
mood in the best California tradition.

For a while she pretended to be completely at ease, and she did not
entirely realize that her detachment was only pretense until the
doorbell rang. The instant the bell sounded above the lulling music,
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she sat up in the water, heart hammering, and grabbed for the pistol
with such panic that she knocked over her champagne glass.

When she had gotten out of the tub and put on her blue robe, she held
the gun at her side, with the muzzle pointed at the floor, and walked
slowly through the shadowy house to the front door. She was filled with
dread at the prospect of answering the bell, at the same time, she was
irresistibly drawn to the door as if in a trance, as if compelled by the
mesmeric voice of a hypnotist.

She paused at the stereo to switch it off. The ensuing silence had an
ominous quality.

In the foyer, with her hand upon the knob, she hesitated as the bell
rang again. The front door had no window, no sidelights. She had been
meaning to have a fish-eye security lens installed, through which she
would be able to study the person on the doorstep, and now she ardently
wished that she had not procrastinated. She stared at the dark oak
before her, as if she might miraculously acquire the power to see
through it and clearly identify the caller beyond. She was trembling.

She did not know why she faced the prospect of a visitor with such
unmitigated dread.

Well, perhaps that was not exactly true. Deep downor even not so deeshe
knew why she was afraid. But she was reluctant to admit the source of
her fear, as if admission would transform a horrible possibility into a
deadly reality.

The bell rang again.

While listening to news on the radio during the drive home from his
office in Tustin, Ben Shadway heard about Dr. Eric Leben's sudden death.
He wasn't sure how he felt. Shocked, yes. But he wasn't saddened, even
though the world had lost a potentially great man.

Leben had been brilliant, indisputably a genius, but he had also been



arrogant, self-important, perhaps even dangerous.

Ben mostly felt relieved. He had been afraid that Eric, finally aware
that he could never regain his wife, would harm her. The man hated to
lose. There was a dark rage in him usually relieved by his obsessive
commitment to his work, but it might have found expression in violence
if he had felt deeply humiliated by Rachael's rejection.

Ben kept a cellular phone in his car-a meticulously restored 1956
Thunderbird, white with blue interiorand he immediately called Rachael.
She had her answering machine on, and she did not pick up the receiver
when he identified himself.

At the traffic light at the corner of Seventeenth Street and Newport
Avenue, he hesitated, then turned left instead of continuing on to his
own house in Orange Park Acres. Rachael might not be home right now,
but she would get there eventually, and she might need support.
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He headed for her place in Placentia.

The June sun dappled the Thunderbird's windshield and made bright
rippling patterns when he passed through the inconstant shadows of
overhanging trees. He switched off the news and put on a Glenn Miller
tape. Speeding through the California sun, with "String of Pearls"
filling the car, he found it hard to believe that anyone could die on
such a golden day.

By his own system of personality classification, Benjamin Lee Shadway
was primarily a past-focused man.

He liked old movies better than new ones. De Niro, Streep, Gere, Field,
Travolta, and Penn were of less interest to him than Bogart, Bacall,
Gable, Lombard, Tracy, Hepburn, Cary Grant, William Powell, Myrna Loy.
His favorite books were from the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, hard-boiled
stuff by Chandler and Hammett and James M. Cain, and the early Nero
Wolfe novels.

His music of choice was from the swing era, Tommy and Jimmy Dorsey,
Harry James, Duke Ellington, Glenn Miller, the incomparable Benny
Goodman.

For relaxation, he built working models of locomotives from kits, and he
collected all kinds of railroad memorabilia. There are no hobbies so
reeking with nostalgia or more suited to a past-focused person than
those dealing with trains.

He was not focused entirely on the past. At twenty-four, he had
obtained a real-estate license, and by the time he was thirty-one, he
had established his own brokerage. Now, at thirty-seven, he had six
offices with thirty agents working under him. Part of the reason for



his success was that he treated his employees and customers with a
concern and courtesy that were oldfashioned and enormously appealing in
the fast-paced, brusque, and plastic world of the present.

Lately, in addition to his work, there was one other thing that could
distract Ben from railroads, old movies, swing music, and his general
preoccupation with the past, Rachael Leben. Titian-haired, green-eyed,
longlimbed, full-bodied Rachael Leben.

She was somehow both the girl next door and one of those elegant
beauties to be found in any I 930s movie about high society, a cross
between Grace Kelly and Carole Lombard. She was sweet-tempered. She
was amusing. She was smart. She was everything Ben Shadway had ever
dreamed about, and what he wanted to do was get in a time machine with
her, travel back to 1940, take a private compartment on the Superchief,
and cross the country by rail, making love for three thousand miles in
time with the gently rocking rhythm of the train.

She'd come to his real-estate agency for help in finding a house, but
the house had not been the end of it. They had been seeing each other
frequently for five months. At first he had been fascinated by her in
the same way any man might be fascinated by any exceptionally attractive
woman, intrigued by the thought of what her lips would taste like and of
how her body would fit against his, thrilled by the texture of her skin,
the sleekness of her legs, the curve of hip and breast.
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However, soon after he got to know her, he found her sharp mind and
generous heart as appealing as her appearance.

Her intensely sensuous appreciation for the world around her was
wondrous to behold, she could find as much pleasure in a red sunset or
in a graceful configuration of shadows as in a hundred-dollar,
seven-course dinner at the county's finest restaurant. Ben's lust had
quickly turned to infatuation. And sometime within the past two
months-he could not pinpoint the date-infatuation had turned to love.

Ben was relatively confident that Rachael loved him, too. They had not
yet quite reached the stage where they could forthrightly and
comfortably declare the true depth of their feelings for each other.

But he felt love in the tenderness of her touch and in the weight of her
gaze when he caught her looking secretly at him.

In love, they had not yet made love. Although she was a present-focused
woman with the enviable ability to wring every last drop of pleasure
from the moment, that did not mean she was promiscuous. She didn't

speak bluntly of her feelings, but he sensed that she wanted to progress
in small, easy steps. A leisurely romance provided plenty of time for
her to explore and savor each new strand of affection in the steadily
strengthening bond that bound them to each other, and when at last they



succumbed to desire and surrendered to complete intimacy, sex would be
all the sweeter for the delay.

He was willing to give her as much time as she required. For one thing,
day by day he felt their need growing, and he derived a special thrill
from contemplating the tremendous power and intensity of the lovemaking
when they finally unleashed their desire. And through her, he had come
to realize that they would be cheating themselves out of the more
innocent pleasures of the moment if they rushed headlong thrnugh the
early stages of courtship to satisfy a libidinal urge.

Also, as a man with an affinity for better and more genteel ages, Ben
was old-fashioned about these matters and preferred not to jump straight
into bed for quick and easy gratification. Neither he nor Rachael was a
virgin, but he found it emotionally and spiritually satisfyingand erotic
as hell-to wait until the many threads linking them had been woven
tightly together, leaving sex for the last strand in the bond.

He parked the Thunderbird in Rachael's driveway, beside her red 560 SIL,
which she had not bothered to put in the garage.

Thick bougainvillea, ablaze with thousands of red blossoms, grew up one
wall of the bungalow and over part of the roof. With the help of a
latticework frame, it formed a living green-and-scarlet canopy above the
front stoop.

Ben stood in cool bougainvillea shadows, with the warm sun at his back,
and rang the bell half a dozen times, growing concerned when Rachael
took so long to respond.

Inside, music was playing. Suddenly, it was cut off.
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When at last Rachael opened the door, she had the security chain in
place, and she looked warily thrnugh the narrow gap. She smiled when
she saw him, though it seemed as much a smile of nervous relief as of
pleasure.

"Oh, Benny, I'm so glad it's you."
She slipped the brass chain and let him in. She was barefoot, wearing a
tightly belted silky blue robe-and carrying a gun.

Disconcerted, he said, "What're you doing with that?"

"I didn't know who it might be," she said, switching on the two safeties
and putting the pistol on the small foyer table. Then, seeing his frown
and realizing that her explanation was inadequate, she said, "Oh, I
don't know. I guess I'm just.. . shaky."

"I heard about Eric on the radio. Just minutes ago."



She came into his arms. Her hair was partially damp.

Her skin was sweet with the fragrance of jasmine, and her breath smelled
of chocolate. He knew she must have been taking one of her long lazy
soaks in the tub.

Holding her close, he felt her trembling. He said, "According to the
radio, you were there."

"Yes."

"I'm sorry."

"It was horrible, Benny." She clung to him. "I'll never forget the
sound of the truck hitting him. Or the way he bounced and rolled along
the pavement." She shuddered.

"Easy," he said, pressing his cheek against her damp hair. "You don't
have to talk about it."

"Yes, I do," she said. "I've got to talk it out if I'm ever going to
get it off my mind."

He put a hand under her chin and tilted her lovely face up to him. He
kissed her once, gently. Her mouth tasted of chocolate.

"Okay," he said. "Let's go sit down, and you can tell me what
happened."

"Lock the door," she said.

"It's okay," he said, leading her out of the foyer.

She stopped and refused to move. "Lock the door," she insisted.
Puzzled, he went back and locked it.

She took the pistol from the foyer and carried it with her.
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Something was wrong, something more than Eric's death, but Ben did not
understand what it was.

The living room was shrouded in deep shadows, for she had drawn all the
drapes. That was distinctly odd.

Ordinarily she loved the sun and reveled in its warm caress with the
languid pleasure of a cat sunning on a windowsill. Me had never seen
the drapes drawn in this house until now.

"Leave them closed," Rachael said when Ben started to unveil the
windows.

She switched on a single lamp and sat in its amber glow, in the corner



of a peach-colored sofa. The room was very modern, all in shades of
peach and white with dark blue accents, polished bronze lamps, and a
bronze-and-glass coffee table. In her blue robe she was in harmony with
the decor.

She put the pistol on the table beside the lamp. Near to hand.

Ben retrieved her champagne and chocolate from the bathroom and brought
them to her. In the kitchen, he got another cold split of champagne and
a glass for himself.

When he joined her on the living-room sofa, she said, "It doesn't seem
right. The champagne and chocolate, I mean. It looks as if I'm
celebrating his death."

"Considering what a bastard he was to you, perhaps a celebration would
be justified."”

She shook her head adamantly. "No. Death is never a cause for
celebration, Benny. No matter what the circumstances. Never."

But she unconsciously ran her fingertips back and forth along the pale,
pencil-thin, barely visible three-inch scar that followed the edge of
her delicate jawline on the right side of her face. A year ago, in one
of his nastier moods, Eric had thruwn a glass of Scotch at her. It had
missed, hitting the wall and shattering, but a sharp fragment had caught
her on the rebound, slicing her cheek, requiring fifteen expertly sewn
little stitches to avoid a prominent scar. That was the day she finally
walked out on him. Eric would never hurt her again.

She had to be relieved by his death even if only on a subconscious
level.

Pausing now and then to sip champagne, she told Ben about this morning's
meeting in the attorney's office and about the subsequent altercation on
the sidewalk when Eric took her by the arm and seemed on the verge of
violence. She recounted the accident and the hideous condition of the
corpse in vivid detail, as if she had to put every terrible, bloody
image into words in order to be free of it. She told him about making
the funeral arrangements as well, and as she spoke, her shaky hands
gradually grew steadier.
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He sat close, turned sideways to face her, with one hand on her
shoulder. Sometimes he moved his hand to gently massage her neck or to
stroke her copperbrown hair.

"Thirty million dollars," he said when she had finished, shaking his
head at the irony of her getting everything when she had been willing to
settle for so little.



"I don't really want it," she said. "I've half a mind to give it away.
A large part of it, anyway."

"It's yours to do with as you wish," he said. "But don't make any
decisions now that you'd regret later."

She looked down into the champagne glass that she held in both hands.
Frowning worriedly, she said, "Of course, he'd be furious if I gave it
away."

"Who?"

"Eric," she said softly.

Ben thought it odd that she should be concerned about Eric's
disapproval. Obviously she was still shaken by events and not yet quite
herself. "Give yourself time to adjust to the circumstances."

She sighed and nodded. "What time is it?"

He looked at his watch. "Ten minutes till seven."

"I called a lot of people earlier this afternoon and told them what
happened, let them khow about the funeral.

But there must be thirty or forty more to get in touch with. He had no
close relatives-just a few cousins.

And an aunt he loathed. Not many friends, either. He wasn't a man who
cared much for friends, and he didn't have much talent for making them.

But lots of business associates, you know. God, I'm not looking forward
to the chore."

"I have my cellular phone in the car," Ben said. "I can help you call
them. We'll get it done fast."

She smiled vaguely. "And just how would that lookthe wife's boyfriend
helping her contact the bereaved?"

"They don't have to know who I am. I'll just say I'm a friend of the
family."

"Since I'm all that's left of the family," Rachael said, "I guess that
wouldn't be a lie. You're my best friend in the world, Benny."

"More than just a friend."
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"Oh, yes."

"Much more, I hope" "I hope," she said.



She kissed him lightly and, for a moment, rested her head upon his
shoulder.

They contacted all of Eric's friends and business associates by
eight-thirty, at which time Rachael expressed surprise that she was
hungry. "After a day like this and everything that I saw.. . isn't it
sort of hard-boiled of me to have an appetite?"

"Not at all," Ben said gently. "Life goes on, babe. The living have

got to live. Fact is, I read somewhere that witnesses to sudden and
violent death usually experience a sharp increase in all their appetites
during the days and weeks that follow."

"Proving to themselves that they're alive."

"Trumpeting it."

She said, "I can't offer much of a dinner, I'm afraid.

I have the makings of a salad. And we could cook up a pot of rigatoni,
open a jar of Ragu' sauce.

"A veritable feast fit for a king."
She brought the pistol with her to the kitchen and put it down on the
counter near the microwave oven.

She had closed the Levolor blinds. Tight. Ben liked the view from

those rear windows-the lushly planted backyard with its azalea beds and
leafy Indian laurels, the property wall that was completely covered by a
riotously bright tangle of red and yellow bougainvilleaand he reached
for the control rod to open the slats.

"Please don't," she said. "I want.. . the privacy."

"No one can see in from the yard. It's walled and gated."

"Please."

He left the blinds as she wanted them.

"What are you afraid of' Rachael?"

"Afraid? But I'm not."

"The gun?"

"I told you-1 didn't know who was at the door, and since it's been such
an upsetting day..

"Now you know it was me at the door."
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"Yes."

"And you don't need a gun to deal with me. Just the promise of another
kiss or two will keep me in line."

She smiled. "I guess I should put it back in the bedroom where it
belongs. Does it make you nervous?"



"No. But I-" "I'll put it away as soon as we've got dinner cooking,"
she said, but there was a tone in her voice that made her statement seem
less like a promise than a delaying tactic.

Intrigued and somewhat uneasy, he opted for diplomacy and said no more
for the moment.

She put a big pot of water on the stove to boil while he emptied the Jjar
of Ragti into a smaller pot. Together, they chopped lettuce, celery,
tomatoes, onions, and black olives for the salad.

They talked as they worked, primarily about Italian food. Their
conversation was not quite as fluid and natural as usual, perhaps
because they were trying too hard to be lighthearted and to put all
thoughts of death aside.

Rachael mostly kept her eyes on the vegetables as she prepared them,
bringing her characteristically effortless concentration to the task,
rendering each rib of celery into slices that were all precisely the
same width, as if symmetry were a vital element in a successful salad
and would enhance the taste.

Distracted by her beauty, Ben looked at her as much as at the culinary
work before him. She was almost thirty, appeared to be twenty, yet had
the elegance and poise of a grande dame who'd had a long lifetime in
which to learn the angles and aflitudes of perfect gracefulness.

He never grew tired of looking at her. It wasn't just that she excited
him. By some magic that he could not understand, the sight of her also
relaxed him and made him feel that all was right with the world and that
he, for the first time in his often lonely life, was a complete man with
a hope of lasting happiness.

Impulsively he put down the knife with which he had been slicing a
tomato, took the knife from her hand and set it aside, turned her toward
him, pulled her against him, slipped his arms around her, and kissed her
deeply.

Now her soft mouth tasted of champagne instead of chocolate. She still
smelled faintly of jasmine, though beneath that fragrance was her own
clean and appealing scent. He moved his hands slowly down her back,
tracing the concave arc to her bottom, feeling the firm and exquisitely
sculpted contours of her body through the silky robe. She was wearing
nothing underneath.

His warm hands grew hot-then much hotter-as the heat of her was
transmitted through the material to his own flesh.



She clung to him for a moment with what seemed like desperation, as if
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she were shipwrecked and he were a raft in a tossing sea. Her body was
stiff. Her hands clutched tensely, fingers digging into him. Then,
after a moment, she relaxed against him, and her hands began to move
over his back and shoulders and upper arms, testing and kneading his
muscles. Her mouth opened wider, and their kiss became hungrier. Her
breathing quickened.

He could feel -her full breasts pressing against his chest. As if with
a will and intention of their own, his hands moved more urgently in
exploration of her.

The phone rang.

Ben remembered at once that they had forgotten to put it on the
answering machine again when they had finished contacting people with
the news of Eric's death and funeral, and in confirmation it rang again,
stridently.

"Damn, " Rachael said, pulling back from him.

"I'1l get it."

"Probably another reporter."

He took the call on the wall phone by the refrigerator, and it was not a
reporter. It was Everett Kordell, chief medical examiner for the city

of Santa Ana, phoning from the morgue. A serious problem had arisen,

and he needed to speak to Mrs. Leben.

a family friend," Ben said. "I'm taking all calls for her."
"But I've got to speak to he\, personally," the medical examiner
insisted. "It's urgent.

"Surely you can understand that Mrs. Leben has had a difficult day.

I'm afraid you'll simply have to deal with me."

"But she's got to come downtown," Kordell said plaintively.

"Downtown? You mean to the morgue? Now?"

"Yes. Right away."

"Why?"

Kordell hesitated. Then, "This is embarrassing and frustrating, and I
assure you that it'll all he straightened out sooner or later, probably
very soon, but.. . well, Eric Leben's corpse is missing."

Certain that he'd misunderstood, Ben said, "Missing?"

"Well. .. perhaps misplaced," Everett Kordell said nervously.
"Perhaps?"

"Or perhaps . . . stolen."
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Ben got a few more details, hung up, and turned to Rachael.
She was hugging herself, as if in the grip of a sudden chill. "The
morgue, you said?"



He nodded. "The damn incompetent bureaucrats have apparently lost the
body."

Rachael was very pale, and her eyes had a haunted look. But, curiously,
she did not appear to be surprised by the startling news.

Ben had the strange feeling that she had been waiting for this call all
evening.

DOWN WHERE THEY KEEP THE DEAD To Rachael, the condition of the medical
examiner 5 office was evidence that Everett Kordell was an
obsessive-compulsive personality. No papers, books, or files cluttered
his desk. The blotter was new, crisp, unmarked. The pen-and-pencil

set, letter opener, letter tray, and silver-framed pictures of his
family were precisely arranged. On the shelves behind his desk were two
hundred or three hundred books in such pristine condition and so evenly
placed that they almost appeared to be part of a painted backdrop. His
diplomas and two anatomy charts were hung on the walls with an
exactitude that made Rachael wonder if he checked their alignment every
morning with ruler and plumb line.

Kordell's preoccupation with neatness and orderliness was also evident
in his appearance. He was tall and almost excessively lean, about
fifty, with a sharpfeatured ascetic face and clear brown eyes. Not a
strand of his graying, razor-cut hair was out of place. His
longfingered hands were singularly spare of flesh, almost skeletal.

His white shirt looked as if it had been laundered only five minutes
ago, and the straight creases in each leg of his dark brown trousers
were so sharp they almost glinted in the fluorescent light.

When Rachael and Benny were settled in a pair of dark pine chairs with
forest-green leather cushions, Kordell went around the desk to his own
chair. "This is most distressing to me, Mrs. Leben-to add this burden
to what you've already been through today. It's quite inexcusable. I
apologize again and extend my deepest sympathies, though I know nothing
I say can make the matter any less disturbing. Are you all right? Can

I get you a glass of water or anything?"

"I'm okay," Rachael said, though she could not remember ever feeling
worse.

Benny reached out and squeezed her shoulder reassuringly. Sweet,
reliable Benny. She was so glad he was with her. At five eleven and a
hundred fifty pounds, he was not physically imposing. With brown hair,
brown eyes, and a pleasing but ordinary face, he seemed like a man who
would vanish in a crowd and be virtually invisible at a party. But when
he spoke in that soft voice of his, or moved with his uncanny grace, or



just looked hard at you, his sensitivity and intelligence were instantly
discernible. In his own quiet way, he had the impact of a lion's roar.
Everything would be easier with Benny at her side, but she worried about
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getting him involved in this.

To the medical examiner, Rachael said, "I just want to understand what's
happened."

But she was afraid that she understood more than Kordell.

"I'll be entirely candid, Mrs. Leben," Kordell said.

"No point in being otherwise." He sighed and shook his head as if he
still had difficulty believing such a screwup had happened. Then he
blinked, frowned, and turned to Benny. "You're not Mrs. Leben' s
attorney, by any chance?"

"Just an old friend," Benny said.

"Really?"

"I'm here for moral support.”

"Well, I'm hoping we can avoid attorneys, Kordell said.

"I've absolutely no intention of retaining legal counsel," Rachael
assured him.

The medical examiner nodded glumly, clearly unconvinced of her
sincerity. He said, "I'm not ordinarily in the office at this hour."

It was nine-thirty Monday night.

"When work unexpectedly backs up and it's necessary to schedule late
autopsies, I leave them to one of the assistant medical examiners. The
only exceptions are when the deceased is a prominent citizen or the
victim of a particularly bizarre and complex homicide. In that case,
when there's certain to be a lot of heat involvedthe media and
politicians, I mean-then I prefer not to put the burden on my
subordinates, and if a night autopsy is unavoidable, I stay after hours.
Your husband was, of course, a very prominent citizen."

As he seemed to expect a response, she nodded. She didn't trust herself
to speak. Fear had risen and fallen in her ever since she had received
the news of the body's disappearance, and at the moment it was at high
tide.

"The body was delivered to the morgue and logged in at 12,14 this
afternoon," Kordell continued. "Because we were already behind schedule
and because I had a speaking engagement this afternoon, I ordered my
assistants to proceed with the cadavers in the order of their log
entries, and I arranged to handle your husband's body myself at 6,30
this evening." He put his fingertips to his temples, massaging lightly
and wincing as if merely recounting these events had given him an
excruciating headache. "At that time, when I'd prepared the autopsy
chamber, I sent an assistant to bring Dr. Leben's body from the
morgue... but the cadaver couldn't he found."



"Misplaced?" Benny asked.
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"That's rarely happened during my tenure in this office," Kordell said
with a brief flash of pride. "And on those few occasions when a cadaver
has been misplaced-sent to a wrong autopsy table, stored in the wrong
drawer, or left on a gurney with an improper ID tag-we've always located
it within five minutes."

"But tonight you couldn't find it," Benny said.
"We looked for nearly an hour. Everywhere. Everywhere," Kordell said
with evident distress. "It makes no sense. No sense whatsoever.

Given our procedures, it's an impossibility."
Rachael realized that she was clutching the purse in her lap so tightly
that her knuckles were sharp and white.

She tried to relax her hands, folded them. Afraid that either Kordell
or Benny would suddenly read a fragment of the monstrous truth in her
unguarded eyes, she closed them and lowered her head, hoping the men
would think she was simply reacting to the dreadful circumstances that
had brought them here.

From within her private darkness, Rachael heard Benny say, "Dr. Kordell,
is it possible that Dr. Leben's body was released in error to a private
mortuary?"

"We'd been informed earlier today that the Attison Brothers' firm was
handling funeral arrangements, so of course we called them when we
couldn't find the body.

We suspected they'd come for Dr. Leben and that a day employee of the
morgue had mistakenly released the cadaver without authorization, prior
to autopsy. But they tell us they never came to collect, were in fact
waiting for a call from us, and don't have the deceased."

"What I meant," Benny said, "was that perhaps Dr. Leben's body was
released in error to another mortician who had come to collect someone
else."

"That, of course, was another possibility that we explored with, I
assure you, considerable urgency.

Subsequent to the arrival of Dr. Leben' 5 body at 12,14 this afternoon,
four other bodies were released to private mortuaries. We sent
employees to all of those funeral homes to confirm the identity of the
cadavers and to make sure none of them was Dr. Leben. None of them
was."



"Then what do you suppose has happened to him?"

Benny asked.

Eyes closed, Rachael listened to their macabre conversation in darkness,
and gradually it began to seem as if she were asleep and as if their
voices were the echoey phantom voices of characters in a nightmare.

Kordell said, "Insane as it seems, we were forced to conclude the body's
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been stolen."

In her self-imposed blackness, Rachael tried unsuccessfully to block out
the gruesome images that her imagination began to supply.

"You've contacted the police?" Benny asked the medical examiner.

"Yes, we brought them into it as soon as we realized theft was the only
remaining explanation. They're downstairs right now, in the morgue, and
of course they want to speak with you, Mrs. Leben."

A soft rhythmic rasping noise was coming from Everett Kordell's
direction. Rachael opened her eyes. The medical examiner was nervously
sliding his letter opener in and out of its protective sheath. Rachael
closed her eyes again.

Benny said, "But are your security measures so inadequate that someone
could waltz right in off the street and steal a corpse?"

"Certainly not," Kordell said. "Nothing like this has happened before.
I tell you, it's inexplicable. Oh, yes, a determined person might be
clever enough to find a way through our security, but it wouldn't be an
easy job. Not easy at all."

"But not impossible," Benny said.

The rasping noise stopped. From the new sounds that followed, Rachael
figured that the medical examiner must be compulsively rearranging the
silver-framed photographs on his desk.

She concentrated on that image to counteract the mad scenes that her
darkly cunning imagination had conjured up for her horrified
consideration.

Everett Kordell said, "I'd like to suggest that both of you accompany me
to the morgue downstairs, so you can see firsthand exactly how tight our
security is and how very difficult it would be to breach it. Mrs.
Leben? Do you feel strong enough to take a tour of the facility?"

Rachael opened her eyes. Both Benny and Kordell were watching her with
concern. She nodded.



"Are you sure?" Kordell asked, rising and coming out from behind his
desk. "Please understand that I'm not insisting on it. But it would
make me feel ever so much better if you would let me show you how
careful we are, how responsibly we fulfill our duties here."

"I'm okay," she said.
Picking at a tiny piece of dark lint that he had Jjust spotted on his
sleeve, the medical examiner headed toward the door.

As Rachael got up from her chair and turned to follow Kordell, she was
swept by a wave of dizziness. She swayed.

Benny took her arm, steadied her. "This tour isn't necessary.

27

"Yes," she said grimly. "Yes, it is. I've got to see.

I've got to know."

Benny looked at her strangely, and she couldn't meet his eyes. He knew
something was wrong, something more than Eric's death and disappearance,
but he didn't know what. He was unabashedly curious.

Rachael had intended to conceal her anxiety and keep him out of this
hideous affair. But deceit was not one of her talents, and she knew he
had been aware of her fear from the moment he'd stepped into her house.

The dear man was both intrigued and concerned, staunchly determined to
stay by her side, which was exactly what she didn't want, but she

couldn't help that now. Later, she would have to find a way to get rid
of Benny because, much as she needed him, it was not fair to drag him
into this mess, not fair to put his life in jeopardy the way hers was.

Right now, however, she had to see where Eric's battered corpse had
lain, for she hoped a better understanding of the circumstances
surrounding the body's disappearance would allay her worst fears. She
needed all her strength for the tour of the morgue.

They left the office and went down where the dead waited.

The broad, tile-floored, pale gray corridor ended at a heavy metal door.
A white-uniformed attendant sat at a desk in an alcove to the right,
this side of the door. When he saw Kordell approaching with Rachael and
Benny, he got up and fished a set of bright jangling keys from the
pocket of his uniform jacket.

"This is the only interior entrance to the morgue," Kordell said. "The
door is always locked. Isn't that right, Walt?"

"Absolutely," the attendant said. "You did want to go in, Dr. Kordell?"



"Yes . "
When Walt slid the key into the lock, Rachael saw a tiny spark of static
electricity.

Kordell said, "There's an attendant-Walt or someone elsen duty at this
desk twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. No one can get in
without his assistance.

And he keeps a registry of all visitors."

The wide door was unlocked, and Walt was holding it open for them.

They went inside, where the cool air smelled of antiseptics and of
something unidentifiable that was less pungent and less clean. The door
closed behind them with a faint creak of hinges that seemed to echo
through Rachael's bones. The lock engaged automatically with a hollow
thunk.

Two sets of double doors, both open, led to big rooms on both sides of
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the morgue corridor. A fourth windowless metal portal, like that
through which they had just entered, lay at the far end of the chilly
hallway.

"Now please let me show you the only exterior entrance, where the morgue
wagons and the morticians' vehicles pull up," Kordell said, leading the
way toward the distant barrier.

Rachael followed him, though just being in this repository of the dead,
where Eric had so r'recently lain, made her knees weak and broke her out
in a sweat along the back of her neck and all over her scalp.

"Wait a second," Benny said. He turned to the door through which they
had come, pushed down on the bar handle, and opened it, startling Walt,
who was just returning to his desk on the other side. Letting the heavy
door fall shut again, Benny looked at Kordell and said, "Although it's
always locked from the outside, it's always open from the inside?"

"That's right, of course," Kordell said. "It'd be too much trouble to
have to summon the attendant to be let out as well as in. Besides, we
can't risk having someone accidentally locked in here during an
emergency. Fire or earthquake, for example."

Their footsteps echoed eerily off the highly polished tile floor as they
continued along the corridor toward the exterior service door at the far
end. When they passed the two large rooms, Rachael saw several people

in the chamber on the left, standing and moving and talking softly in a
glare of crisp, cold fluorescent light. Morgue workers wearing hospital
whites. A fat man in beige slacks and a beigeyellowred-green madras
sports jacket. Two men in dark suits looked up as Rachael walked by.



She also saw three dead bodies, still, shrouded shapes lying on
stainless-steel gurneys.

At the end of the hall, Everett Kordell pushed open the wide metal door.
He stepped outside and beckoned them.

Rachael and Benny followed. She expected to find an alleyway beyond,
but though they had left the building, they were not actually outside.

The exteflor morgue door opened onto one of the underground levels of an
adjacent mulflstory parking garage. It was the same garage in which
she'd parked her 560 SL just a short while ago, though she'd left it a
few levels above this one.

The gray concrete floor, the blank walls, and the thick pillars holding
up the gray concrete ceiling made the subterranean garage seem like an
immense, starkly modemisflc, Western version of a pharaoh's tomb. The
sodium-vapor ceiling lights, widely spaced, provided a jaundice-yellow
illumination that Rachael found fitting for a place that served as an
antechamber to the hall of the dead.

The area around the morgue entrance was a no-parking zone. But a score
of cars were scattered farther out in the vast room, half in the
crepuscular bile-yellow light and half in purple-black shadows that had
the velvet texture of a casket lining.
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Looking at the cars, she had the extraordinary feeling that something
was hiding among them, watching.

Watching her in particular.

Benny saw her shiver, and he put his arm around her shoulders.

Everett Kordell closed the heavy morgue door, then tried to open it, but
the bar handle could not be depressed.

"You see? It locks automatically. Ambulances, morgue wagons, and
hearses drive down that ramp from the street and stop here. The only
way to get in is to push this button." He pushed a white button in the
wall beside the door. "And speak into this intercom."

He brought his mouth close to a wire speaker set flush in the concrete.
"Walt? This is Dr. Kordell at the outer door. Will you buzz us back
in, please?"

Walt's voice came from the speaker. "Right away, sir.

A buzzer sounded, and Kordell was able to open the door again.

"I assume the attendant doesn't just open for anyone who asks to be let
in, " Benny said.



"Of course not," Kordell said, standing in the open doorway. "If he's
sure he recognizes the voice and if he knows the person, he buzzes him
through. If he doesn't recognize the voice, or if it's someone new from
a private mortuary, or if there's any reason to be suspicious, the
attendant walks through the corridor that we just walked, all the way
from the front desk, and he inspects whoever's seeking admittance."

Rachael had lost all interest in these details and was concerned only
about the gloom-mantled garage around them, which provided a hundred
excellent hiding places.

Benny said, "At that point the attendant, not expecting violence, could
be overpowered, and the intruder could force his way inside."

"Possibly," Kordell said, his thin face drawing into a sharp scowl.
"But that's never happened."

"The attendants on duty today swear that they logged in everyone who
came and went-and allowed only authorized personnel to enter?"

"They swear," Kordell said.

"And you trust them all?"

"Implicitly. Everyone who works here is aware that the bodies in our
custody are the remains of other people's loved ones, and we know we
have a solemncven sacred-responsibility to protect those remains while
we're in charge of them. I think that's evident in the security
arrangements I've just shown you."
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"Then," Benny said, "someone either had to pick the lock-" "It's
virtually unpickable."

"Or someone slipped into the morgue while the outer door was open for
legitimate visitors, hid out, waited until he was the only living person
inside, then spirited Dr. Leben's body away.

"Evidently yes. But it's so unlikely that-" Rachael said, "Could we go
back inside, please?"

"Certainly," Kordell said at once, eager to please. He stepped out of
her way.

She returned to the morgue corridor, where the cold air carried a faint
foul smell beneath the heavy scent of pine disinfectant.

UNANSWERED QUESTIONS
In the holding room where the cadavers awaited autopsy, the air was even
colder than in the morgue's corridor.



Glimmering strangely in all metal surfaces, the stark fluorescent light
imparted a wintry sheen to the stainless-steel gurneys and to the bright
stainless-steel handles and hinges on the cabinets along the walls. The
glossy white enamel finish of the chests and cabinets, though surely no
thicker than an eighth of an inch, had a curiously deepeven
bottomless—-appearance similar to the mysterious, lustrous depth of a
landscape of moonwashed snow.

She tried not to look at the shrouded bodies and refused to think about
what might lie in some of the enormous cabinet drawers.

The fat man in the madras jacket was Ronald Tescanet, an attorney
representing the city's interests. Me had been called away from dinner
to be on hand when Rachael spoke with the police and, afterward, to
discuss the disappearance of her husband's body. His voice was too
mellifluous, almost greasy, and he was so effusively sympathetic that
his condolences poured forth like warm oil from a bottle. While the
police questioned Rachael, Tescanet paced in silence behind them,
frequently smoothing his thick black hair with his plump white hands,
each of which was brightened by two gold and diamond rings.

As she had suspected, the two men in dark suits were plainclothes
police. They showed Rachael their ID cards and badges. Refreshingly,
they did not burden her with unctuous sympathy.

The younger of the two, beetle-browed and burly, was Detective
Hagerstrom. He said nothing at all, leaving the questioning entirely to
his partner. He stood unmoving, like a rooted oak, in contrast to the
attorney's ceaseless roaming. He watched with small brown eyes that

gave Rachael the impression of stupidity at first, but after a while, on
reconsideration, she realized that he possessed a higher than average
intelligence which he kept carefully veiled.

She worried that somehow Hagerstrom, by virtue of a cop's almost magical
sixth sense, would pierce her deception and see the knowledge that she
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was concealing. As inconspicuously as possible, she avoided meeting his
gaze.

The older cop, Detective Julio Verdad, was a small man whose complexion
was the shade of cinnamon and whose black eyes had a vague trace of
purple like the skins of ripe plums. He was a sharp dresser, a
welltailored blue suit, dark but summerweight, a white shirt that might
have been silk, with French cuffs held together by gold and pearl cuff
links, a burgundy necktie with a gold tie chain instead of a clip or
tack, dark burgundy Bally loafers.

Although Verdad spoke in clipped sentences and was almost curt, his



voice was unfailingly quiet and gentle.

The contrast between his lulling tone and his brisk manner was
disconcerting. "You've seen their security, Mrs. Leben."

"Yes."

"And are satisfied?"

"I suppose."

To Benny, Verdad said, "You are?"

"Ben Shadway. An old friend of Mrs. Leben's."
"0ld school friend?"

"No."

"A friend from work?"

"No. Just a friend."

The plum-dark eyes gleamed. "I see." To Rachael, Verdad said, "I have
a few questions."

"About what?"
Instead of answering at once, Verdad said, "Like to sit down, Mrs.
Leben?"

Everett Kordell said, "Yes, of course, a chair," and both he and the fat
attorney, Ronald Tescanet, hurried to draw one away from a corner desk.

Seeing that no one else intended to sit, concerned about being placed in
a position of inferiority with the others peering down at her, Rachael
said, "No, thank you. 1'll stand. I can't see why this should take

very long. I'm certainly in no mood to linger here. What is it you

want to ask me, anyway?"

Verdad said, "An unusual crime."

"Body snatching," she said, pretending to be both baffled and sickened
by what had happened. The first emotion had to be feigned, the second
was more or less genuine.
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"Who might have done it?" Verdad asked.

"I've no idea."

"You know no one with a reason?"

"Someone with a motive for stealing Eric's body? No, of course not, she
said.

"He had enemies?"

"In addition to being a genius in his field, he was a successful
businessman. Geniuses often unwittingly arouse jealousy on the part of
colleagues. And, inevitably, some people envied his wealth. And some
felt he'd... wronged them on his climb up the ladder."

"Had he wronged people?"
"Yes. A few. He was a driven man. But I strongly doubt that any of



his enemies are the type to take satisfaction from a revenge as
pointless and macabre as this."

"He was not just driven," Verdad said.

"Oh?"

"He was ruthless."

"Why do you say that?"

"I've read about him," Verdad said. "Ruthless."

"All right, yes, perhaps. And difficult. I won't deny it'
"Ruthlessness makes passionate enemies.

"You mean so passionate that body snatching would make sense?"
"Perhaps. I'll need the names of his enemies, people who might have
reason to hold a grudge."

"You can get that information from the people he worked with at
Geneplan," she said.

"His company? But you're his wife."
"I knew very little about his business. He didn't want me to know. He
had very strong opinions about...

my proper place. Besides, for the past year I've been separated from
him."

Verdad looked surprised, but somehow Rachael sensed that he had already
done some background work and knew what she was telling him.

"Divorcing?" he asked.
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"Yes."

"Bitter?"

"On his part, yes.

"So this explains it."

"Explains whatW' she asked.

"Your utter lack of grief."

She had begun to suspect that Verdad was twice as dangerous as the
silent, motionless, watchful Hagerstrom.

Now she was sure of it.

"Dr. Lehen treated her abominably," Benny said in her defense.

"I see," Verdad said.

"She had no reason to grieve for him," Benny said.

"I see.

Benny said, "You're acting as if this is a murder case, for God's sake."
"Am I?" Verdad said.

"You're treating her as if she's a suspect."

"Do you think so?" Verdad asked quietly.

"Dr. Leben was killed in a freak accident," Benny said, "and if anyone



was at fault, it was Leben himself."

"So we understand."

"There were at least a dozen witnesses."

"Are you Mrs. Leben's attorney?" Verdad inquired.

"No, I told you" "Yes, the old friend," Verdad said, making his point
subtly.

"If you were an attorney, Mr. Shadway," Ronald Tescanet said, stepping
forward so quickly that his jowls trembled, "you'd understand why the
police have no choice but to pursue this unpleasant line of questioning.

They must, of course, consider the possibility that Dr. Leben's body was
stolen to prevent an autopsy. To hide something."

"How melodramatic," Benny said scornfully.

"But conceivable. Which would mean that his death was not as
cut-and-dried as it appeared to be," Tescanet said.

34

"Exactly," Verdad said.

"Nonsense, " Benny said.

Rachael appreciated Benny's determination to protect her honor. He was
unfailingly sweet and supportive. But she was willing to let Verdad and
Hagerstrorn regard her as a possible murderess or at least an accomplice
to murder. She was incapable of killing anyone, and Eric's death was
entirely accidental, and in time that would be clear to the most
suspicious homicide detective. But while Hagerstrom and Verdad were
busy satisfying themselves on those points, they would not be free to
pursue other avenues of inquiry closer to the terrible truth. They were
in the process of dragging their own red hernng across the trail, and
she would not take offense at their misdirected suspicion as long as it
kept them baying after the wrong scent.

She said, "Lieutenant Verdad, surely the most logical explanation is
that, in spite of Dr. Kordell's assertions, the body has simply been
misplaced." Both the stork-thin medical examiner and Ronald Tescanet
protested. She quietly but firmly cut them off. "Or maybe it was kids
playing an elaborate joke. College kids. An initiation rite of some
sort. They've been known to do worse.

"I think I already know the answer to this question," Benny said. "But
is it possible that Eric Leben was not dead after all? Could his
condition have been misjudged?

Is it possible that he walked out of here in a daze?"
"No, no, no!" Tescanet said, blanching and suddenly sweating in spite
of the cold air.

"Impossible," Kordell said simultaneously. "I saw him.



Massive head injuries. No vital signs whatsoever."

But this off-the-wall theory seemed to intrigue Verdad.

He said, "Didn't Dr. Leben receive medical attention immediately after
the accident?"

"Paramedics," Kordell said.

"Highly trained, reliable men," Tescanet said, mopping his doughy face
with a handkerchief. He had to be doing rapid mental arithmetic right
now, calculating the difference between the financial settlement that
might be necessitated by a morgue screwup and the far more major
judgment that might be won against the city for the incompetence of its
paramedics. "They would never, regardless of circumstances, never
mistakenly pronounce a man dead when he wasn't."

"One-there was no heartbeat whatsoever," Kordell said, counting the
proofs of death on fingers so long and supple that they would have
served him equally well if he had been a concert pianist instead of a
pathologist.

"The paramedics had a perfectly flat line on the small EKG unit in their
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van. Twno respiration. Threesteadily falling body temperature."
"Unquestionably dead," Tescanet murmured.

Lieutenant Verdad now regarded the attorney and the chief medical
examiner with the same flat expression and hawkish eyes that he had
turned on Rachael. He probably didn't think Tescanet and Kordellr the
paramedicswere covering up malpractice or malfeasance. But his nature
and experience ensured his willingness to suspect anyone of anything at
any time, given even the poorest reason for suspicion.

Scowling at Tescanet's interruption, Everett Kordell continued,
"Fourhere was absolutely no perceptible electrical activity in the
brain. We have an EEG machine here in the morgue. We frequently use it
in accident cases as a final test. That's a safety procedure I've
instituted since taking this position. Dr. Leben was attached to the

EEG the moment he was brought in, and we could find no perceptible brain
waves. I was present.

I saw the graph. Brain death. If there is any single, universally
accepted standard for declaring a man dead, it's when the attending
physician encounters a condition of full and irreversible cardiac arrest
coupled with brain death. The pupils of Dr. Leben's eyes wouldn't

dilate in bright light. And no respiration. With all due respect, Mrs.
Leben, your husband was as dead as any man I've ever seen, and I will
stake my reputation on that."

Rachael had no doubt that Eric had been dead. She had seen his
sightless, unblinking eyes as he lay on the blood-spattered pavement.

She had seen, too well, the deep concavity running from behind his ear



all the way to the curve of his brow, the crushed and splintered bone.

However, she was thankful that Benny had unwittingly confused things and
had given the detectives yet another false trail to pursue.

She said, "I'm sure he was dead. I've no doubt of it.
I saw him at the scene of the accident, and I know there could have been
no mistaken diagnosis."

Kordell and Tescanet looked immeasurably relieved.

With a shrug, Verdad said, "Then we discard the hypothesis."

But Rachael knew that, once the possibility of misdiagnosis had been
planted in the cops' minds, they would expend time and energy in the
exploration of it, which was all that mattered. Delay. That was the
name of the game. Delay, stall, confuse the issue. She needed time to
confirm her own worst suspicions, time to decide what must be done to
protect herself from various sources of danger.

Lieutenant Verdad led Rachael past the three draped bodies and stopped
with her at an empty gurney that was bedecked with rumpled shrouds. On
it lay a thick paper tag trailing two strands of plastic-coated wire.

The tag was crumpled.
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"That's all we've got to go on, I'm afraid. The cart that the corpse
once occupied and the ID tag that was once tied to its foot." Only
inches from Rachael, the detective looked hard at her, his intense dark
eyes as flat and unreadable as his face. "Now, why do you suppose a

body snatcher, whatever his motivation, would take the time to untie the
tag from the dead man's toeT' "I don't have the slightest idea," she
said.

"The thief would be worried about getting caught.

He'd be in a hurry. Untying the tag would take precious seconds."

"It's crazy," she said shakily.

"Yes, crazy," Verdad said.

"But then the whole thing's crazy."

"Yes."

She stared down at the wrinkled and vaguely stained shroud, thinking of
how it had wrapped her husband's cold and naked cadaver, and she
shuddered uncontrollably.

"Enough of this," Benny said, putting his arm around her for warmth and
support. "I'm getting you the hell out of this place.

Everett Kordell and Ronald Tescanet accompanied Rachael and Benny to the
elevator in the parking garage, continuing to make a case for the
morgue's and the city's complete lack of culpability in the body's
disappearance.



They were not convinced by her repeated assurances that she did not
intend to sue anyone. There were so many things for her to think and
worry about that she had neither the energy nor the inclination to
persuade them that her intentions were benign. She just wanted to be
rid of them so she could get on with the urgent tasks that awaited her.

When the elevator doors closed, finally separating her and Benny from
the lean pathologist and the corpulent attorn, e, y, Benny said, "If it
was me, I think I would sue them.

"Lawsuits, countersuits, deposiflons, legal strategy meetings,
couflrnomsboring, boring, boring," Rachael said. She opened her purse
as the elevator rose.

"Verdad is a cool son of a bitch, isn't he?" Benny said.
"Just doing his Jjob, I guess." Rachael took the thirty-two pistol out
of her purse.

Benny, watching the light move on the board of numbers above the 1lift's
doors, did not immediately see the gun. "Yeah, well, he could do his
job with a little more compassion and a little less machinelike
efficiency."
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They had risen one and a half floors from the basement. On the
indicator panel, the 2 was about to light.

Her Mercedes was one level farther up.

Benny had wanted to bring his car, but Rachael had insisted on driving
her own. As long as she was behind the wheel, her hands were occupied
and her attention was partly on the road, so she couldn't become
morbidly preoccupied with the frightening situation in which she found
herself. If she had nothing to do but brood about recent developments,
she would very likely lose the tenuous self-control she now possessed.

She had to remain busy in order to hold terror at arm's length and stave
off panic.

They reached the second floor and kept going up.

She said, "Benny, step away from the door."

"Huh?" He looked down from the lightboard, blinked in surprise when he
saw the pistol. "Hey, where the hell did you get that?"

"Brought it from home."

"Why? "

"Please step back. Quickly now, Benny," she said shakily, aiming at the
doors.



Still blinking, confused, he got out of the way.

"What, 's going on? You're not going to shoot anybody."

Her thunderous heartbeat was so loud that it muffled his voice and made
it sound as if he were speaking to her from a distance.

They arrived at the third floor.
The indicator board went ping! The 3 elevator stopped with a slight
bounce.

"Rachael, answer me. What is this?"
She did not respond. She had gotten the gun after leaving Eric. A
woman alone ought to have a gun...

especially after walking out on a man like him. As the doors rolled
open, she tried to remember what her pistol instructor had said, Don't
jerk the trigger, squeeze it slowly, or you'll pull the muzzle off
target and miss.

But no one was waiting for them, at least not in front of the elevator.
The gray concrete floor, walls, pillars, and ceiling looked like those
in the basement from which they'd begun their ascent. The silence was
the same, too, sepulchral and somehow threatening. The air was less
dank and far warmer than it had been three levels below, though it was
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every bit as still. A few of the ceiling lights were burned out or
broken, so a greater number of shadows populated the huge room than had
darkened the basement, and they seemed deeper as well, better suited for
the complete concealment of an attacker, though perhaps her imagination
painted them blacker than they really were.

Following her out of the elevator, Benny said, "Rachael, who are you
afraid of?"

"Later. Right now let's just get the hell out of here."

"But-" "Later."

Their footsteps echoed and reechoed hollowly off the concrete, and she

felt as if they were walking not through an ordinary parking garage in

Santa Ana but through the chambers of an alien temple, under the eye of
an unimaginably strange deity.

At that late hour, her red 560 SL was one of only three cars parked on
the entire floor. It stood alone, gleaming, a hundred feet from the
elevator. She walked directly toward it, circled it warily. No one
crouched on the far side. Through the windows, she could see that no
one was inside, either. She opened the door, got in quickly.

As soon as Benny climbed in and closed his door, she hit the master lock
switch, started the engine, threw the car in gear, popped the emergency



brake, and drove too fast toward the exit ramp.

As she drove, she engaged the safeties on her pistol and, with one nand,
returned it to her purse.

When they reached the street, Benny said, "Okay, now tell me what this
cloak-and-dagger stuff is all about."

She hesitated, wishing she had not brougw him this far into it. She
should have come to the morgue alone.

She'd been weak, needed to lean on him, but now if she didn't break her
dependency on him, if she drew him further into it, she would without
doubt be putting his life in jeopardy. She had no right to endanger
him.

"Rachael?"

She stopped at a red traffic light at the intersection of Main Street
and Fourth, where a hot summer wind blew a few scraps of litter into the
center of the crossroads and spun them around for a moment before
sweeping them away.

"Rachael?" Benny persisted.

A shabbily dressed derelict stood at the corner, only a few feet away.
He was filthy, unshaven, and drunk.

His nose was gnarled and hideous, half eaten away by melanoma. In his
left hand he held a wine bottle imperfectly concealed in a papr bag.
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In his grubby right paw he gripped a broken alarm clock-no glass
covering the face of it, the minute hand missing-as if he thought he
possessed a great treasure. He stooped down, peered in at her. His
eyes were fevered, blasted.

Ignoring the derelict, Beiiiiy said, "Don't withdraw from me, Rachael.
What's wrong? Tell me. I can help."

"I don't want to get you involved," she said.

"I'm already involved."

"No. Right now you don't know anything. And I really think that's
best."

"You promised-" lighted. The The traffic light changed, and she tramped
the accelerator so suddenly that Benny was thrown against his seat belt
and cut off in mid-sentence.

Behind them, the drunk with the clock shouted, "I'm Father Time!"
Rachael said, "Listen, Benny, I'll take you back to my plabe so you can
get your car.



Like hell."

"Please let me handle this myself."

"Handle what? What's going on?"

"Benny, don't interrogate me. Just please don't do that.

I've got a lot to think about, a lot to do...

"Sounds like you're going somewhere else tonight."

"It doesn't concern you," she said.

"Where are you going?"

"There're things I've got to.. . check out. Never mind."

Getting angry now, he said, "You going to shoot someone?"

"Of course not."

"Then why're you packing a gun?"

She didn't answer.

He said, "You got a permit for a concealed weapon?"

She shook her head. "A permit, but just for home use.

He glanced behind to see if anyone was near them, then leaned over from
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his seat, grabbed the steering wheel, and jerked it hard to the right.
The car whipped around with a screech of tires, and she hit the brakes,
and they slid sideways six or eight yards, and when she tried to
straighten the wheel he grabbed it again, and she shouted at him to stop
it, and he let go of the wheel, which spun through her hands for a
moment, but then she was firmly in control once more, pulled to the
curb, stopped, looked at him, said, "What are youcrazy?"

"Just angry."

"Let it be," she said, staring out at the street.

"I want to help you."

"You can't."

"Try me. Where do you have to go?"

She sighed. "Just to Eric's place."

"His house? In Villa Park? Why?"

"l can't tell you."

"After his house, where?"

"Geneplan. His office."

"Why?"

"I can't tell you that, either."”

"Why not?"

"Benny, it's dangerous. It could get violent."

"So what the fuck am I-porcelain? Crystal? Shit, woman, do you think
I'm going to fly into a million goddamn pieces at the tap of a goddamn
finger?"

She looked at him. The amber glow of the streetlamp came through only
her half of the windshield, leaving him in darkness, but his eyes shone
in the shadows. She said, "My God, you're furious. I've never heard

you use that kind of language before."

He said, "Rachael, do we have something or not? I think we have
something. Special, I mean."

"Yes."



"You really think so?"

"You know I do."

"Then you can't freeze me out of this. You can't keep me from helping
you, when you need help. Not if we're to go on from here.
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She looked at him, feeling very tender toward him, wanting more than
anything to bring him into her confidence, to have him as her ally, but
involving him would be a rotten thing to do. He was right now thinking
what kind of trouble she might be in, his mind churning furiously,
listing possibilities, but nothing he could imagine would be half as
dangerous as the truth.

If he knew the truth, he might not be so eager to help, but she dared
not tell him.

He said, "I mean, you know I'm a pretty old-fashioned guy. Not very
with it by most standards. Staid in some ways. Hell, half the guys in
California real estate wear white cords and pastel blazers when they go
to work on a summer day like this, but I don't feel comfortable in less
than a three-piece suit and wing tips. I may be the last guy in a
real-estate office who even knows what a goddamn vest is. So when
someone like me sees the woman he cares about in trouble, he has to
help, it's the only thing he can do, the plain old-fashioned thing, the
right thing, and if she won't let him help, then that's pretty much a
slap in the face, an affront to all his values, a rejection of what he
is, and no matter how much he likes her, he's got to walk, it's as
simple as that."

She said, "I never heard you make a speech before."

"I never had to before."”

Both touched and frustrated by his ultimatum, Rachael closed her eyes
and leaned back in the seat, unable to decide what to do. She kept her
hands on the steering wheel, gripping it tightly, for if she let go,
Benny would be sure to see how badly her hands were shaking.

He said, "Who are you afraid of, Rachael?"

She didn't answer.

He said, "You know what happened to his body, don't you?"

"Maybe."

"You know who took it."

"Maybe."

"And you're afraid of them. Who are they, Rachael?

For God's sake, who would do something like thatand why?"

She opened her eyes, put the car in gear, and pulled away from the curb.
"Okay, you can come along with me.

"To Eric's house, the office? What're we looking for?"

"That," she said, "I'm not prepared to tell you."

He was silent for a moment. Then he said, "Okay. All right. One step
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at a time. I can live with that."

She drove north on Main Street to Katella Avenue, east on Katella to the



expensive community of Villa Park, into the hills toward her dead
husband's estate. In the upper reaches of Villa Park, the big houses,
many priced well over a million dollars, were less than half visible
beyond screens of shrubbery and the gathered cloaks of night.

Eric's house, looming beyond a row of enormous Indian laurels, seemed
darker than any other, a cold place even on a June night, the many
windows like sheets of some strange obsidian that would not permit the
passage of light in either direction.

The long driveway, made of rust-red Mexican paving tiles, curved past
Eric Leben's enormous Spanish-modern house before finally turning out of
sight to the garages in back. Rachael parked in front.

Although Ben Shadway delighted in authenflc Spanish buildings with their
multiplicity of arches and angles and deep-set leaded windows, he was no
fan of Spanish modern. The stark lines, smooth surfaces, big

plate-glass windows, and total lack of ornamentation might seem stylish
and satisfyingly clean to some, but he found such architecture boring,
without character, and perilously close to the cheap-looking stucco
boxes of so many southern California neighborhoods.

Nevertheless, as he got out of the car and followed Rachael down a dark
Mexican-tile walkway, across an unlighted veranda where yellowflowering
succulents and bloom-laden white azaleas glowed palely in enormous clay
pots, to the front door of the house, Ben was impressed by the place.

It was massiveertainly ten thousand square feet of living space-set on
expansive, elaborately landscaped grounds. From the property, there was
a view of most of Orange County to the west, a vast carpet of light
stretching fifteen miles to the pitch-black ocean, in daylight, in clear
weather, one could probably see all the way to Catalina. In spite of

the spareness of the architecture, the Leben house reeked of wealth. To
Ben, the crickets singing in the bushes even sounded different from
those that chirruped in more modest neighborhoods, less shrill and more
melodious, as if their minuscule brains encompassed awareness of-and
respect for-their surroundings.

Ben had known that Eric Leben was a very rich man, but somehow that
knowledge had had no impact until now. Suddenly he sensed what it meant
to be worth tens of millions of dollars. Leben's wealth pressed on Ben,
like a very real weight.

Until he was nineteen, Ben Shadway had never given much thought to
money. His parents were neither rich enough to be preoccupied with
investments nor poor enough to worry about paying next month's bills,
nor had they much ambition, so wealthr lack of it-had not been a topic
of conversation in the Shadway household. However, by the time Ben
completed two years of military service, his primary interest was money,
making it, investing it, accumulating ever-larger piles.



He did not love money for its own sake. He did not even care all that
much for the finer things that money could buy, imported sports cars,
pleasure boats, Rolex watches, and two-thousand-dollar suits held no
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great appeal for him. He was happier with his meticulously restored
1956 Thunderbird than Rachael was with her new Mercedes, and he bought
his suits off the rack at Harris & Frank. Some men loved money for the
power it gave them, but Ben was no more interested in exercising power
over others than he was in learning Swahili.

To him, money was primarily a time machine that would eventually allow
him to do a lot of traveling back through the years to a more appealing
age-the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, which held so much interest for him.

Thus far, he had worked long hours with a few days off. But he intended
to build the company into one of the top real-estate powerhouses in
Orange County within the next five years, then sell out and take a
capital gain large enough to support him comfortably for most-if not the
restf his life. Thereafter, he could devote himself almost entirely to
swing music, old movies, the hard-boiled detective fiction he loved, and
his miniature trains.

Although the Great Depression extended through more than a third of the
period to which Ben was attracted, it seemed to him like a far better
time than the present.

During the twenties, thirties, and forties, there had been no
terrorists, no end-of-the-world atomic threat, no street crime to speak
of, no frustrating fifty-five-mile-per-hour speed limit, no polyester or
lite beer. Television, the moron box that is the curse of modern life,
was not a major social force by the end of the forties.

Currently, the world seemed a cesspool of easy sex, pornography,
illiterate fiction, witless and graceless music. The second, third, and
fourth decades of the century were so fresh and innocent by comparison
with the present that Ben's nostalgia sometimes deepened into a
melancholy longing, into a profound desire to have been born before his
own time.

Now, as the respectful crickets offered trilling songs to the otherwise
peaceful silence of the Leben estate, as a warm wind scented with star

jasmine blew across the sea-facing hills and through the long veranda,

Ben could almost believe that he had, in fact, been transported back in
time to a more genteel, less hectic age. Only the architecture spoiled

the halcyon illusion.

And Rachael's pistol.
That spoiled things, too.



She was an extraordinarily easygoing woman, quick to laugh and slow to
anger, too self-confident to be easily frightened. Only a very real and
very serious threat could compel her to arm herself.

Before getting out of the car, she had withdrawn the gun from her purse
and had clicked off the safeties. She warned Ben to be alert and
cautious, though she refused to say exactly what it was that he should
be alert to and cautious of. Her dread was almost palpable, yet she
declined to share her worry and thus relieve her mind, she jealously
guarded her secret as she had done all evening.
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He suppressed his impatience with her-not because he had the forbearance
of a saint but simply because he had no choice but to let her proceed
with her revelations at her own pace.

At the door of the house, she fumbled with her keys, trying to find the
lock and keyhole in the gloom. When she had walked out a year ago,
she'd kept her house key because she'd thought she would need to return
later to collect some of her belongings, a task that had become
unnecessary when Eric had everything packed and sent to her along with,
she said, an infuriatingly smug note expressing his certainty that she
would soon realize how foolish she had been and seek reconciliation.

The cold, hard scrape of key metal on lock metal gave rise to an
unfortunate image in Ben's mind, a pair of murderously sharp and
gleaming knives being stropped against each other.

He noticed a burglar-alarm box with indicator lights by the door, but
the system was evidently not engaged because none of the bulbs on the
panel was lit.

While Rachael continued to poke at the lock with the key, Ben said,
"Maybe he had the locks changed after you moved out."

"I doubt it. He was so confident that I'd move back in with him sooner
or later. Eric was a very confident man."

She found the keyhole. The key worked. She opened the door, nervously
reached inside, snapped on the lights in the foyer, and went into the
house with the pistol held out in front of her.

Ben followed, feeling as if the male and female roles had been wrongly
reversed, feeling as if he ought to have the gun, feeling a bit foolish
when you came right down to it.

The house was perfectly still.
"I think we're alone," Rachael said.
"Who did you expect -to find?" he asked.



She did not answer.
Although she had just expressed the opinion that they were alone, she
advanced with her pistol ready.

They went slowly from room to room, turning on every light, and each new
revelation of the interior made the house more imposing. The rooms were
large, highceilinged, white-walled, airy, with Mexican-tile floors and
lots of big windows, some had massive fireplaces of either stone or
ceramic tile, a few boasted oak cabinets of superb craftsmanship. A
party for two hundred guests would not have strained the capacity of the
living room and adjacent library.

The furniture was as starkly modern and functional as the rather
forbidding architecture. The upholstered white sofas and chairs were
utterly free of ornamentation.
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Coffee tables, end tables, and all the occasional tables were also quite
plain, finished in mirror-bright high-gloss enamel, some black and some
white.

The only color and drama were provided by an eclectic group of
paintings, antiques, and objets d' art. The bland decor was intended to
serve as an unobtrusive backdrop against which to display those items of
surpassing quality and value, each of which was artfully illuminated by
indirect lighting or tightly focused overhead mini spots.

Over one fireplace was a tile panel of birds by William de Morgan, which
had been done (Rachael said) for Czar Nicholas I. Here, a blazing
Jackson Pollock canvas.

There, a Roman torso carved from marble, dating to the first century
B. C. The ancient was intermixed with the new in wildly unconventional
but striking arrangements.

Here, a nineteenth-century Kirman panel recording the lives of the
greatest shahs of Persia. Here, a bold Mark Rothko canvas featuringonly
broad bands of color. There, a pair of Lalique crystal-deer consoles,
each holding an exquisite Ming vase. The effect was both breathtaking
and jarring-and altogether more like a museum than a real home.

Although he had known Rachael was married to a wealthy man, and although
he had known that she had become a very wealthy widow as of this
morning, Ben had given no thought to what her wealth might mean to their
relationship. Now her new status impinged upon him like an elbow in his
side, making him uncomfortable.

Rich. Rachael was very damn rich. For the first time, that thought had
meaning for him.



He realized he'd need to sit down and think about it at length, and he
would need to talk with her forthrightly about the influence of so much
money, about the changes for better and worse that it might cause
between them.

However, this was neither the time nor the place to pursue the matter,
and he decided to put it out of his mind for the moment. That was not

easy. A fortune in tens of millions was a powerful magnet relentlessly
drawing the mind regardless of how many other urgent matters required

attention.

"You lived here six years?" he asked disbelievingly as they moved
through the cool sterile rooms, past the precisely arranged displays.

"Yes," she said, relaxing slightly as they roamed deeper into the house
without encountering a threat of any kind.

"Six long years."

As they inspected the white vaulted chambers, the place began to seem
less like a house and more like a great mass of ice in which some
primeval catastrophe had embedded scores of gorgeous artifacts from
another, earlier civilization.
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He said, "It seems. . . forbidding."

"Eric didn't care about having a real home-a cozy, livable home, I mean.
He never was much aware of his surroundings anyway. He lived in the
future, not the present. All he wanted of his house was that it serve
as a monument to his success, and that's what you see here."

"I'd expect to see your touch-your sensual styleeverywhere, somewhere,
but it's nowhere in sight."

"Eric allowed no changes in decor," she said.

"And you could live with that?"

"I did, yes."

"I can't picture you being happy in such a chilly place."

"Oh, it wasn't that bad. Really, it wasn't. There are many amazingly
beautiful things here. Any one of them can occupy hours of study...

contemplation... and provide great pleasure, even spiritual pleasure."
He always marveled at how Rachael routinely found the positive aspect of
even difficult circumstances. She wrung every drop of enjoyment and
delight from a situation and did her best to ignore the unpleasant
aspects.

Her present-focused, pleasure-oriented personality was an effective
armor against the vicissitudes of life.



At the rear of the ground floor, in the billiards room that looked out
upon the swimming pool, the largest object on display was an intricately
carved, claw-footed, late-nineteenth-century billiards table that
boasted teak rails inlaid with semiprecious stones.

"Eric never played," Rachael said. "Never held a cue stick in his
hands. All he cared about was that the table is one of a kind and that
it cost more than thirty thousand dollars. The overhead lights aren't
positioned to facilitate play, they're aimed to present the table to ts
best advantage."

"The more I see of this place, the better I understand him," Ben said,
"but the less able I am to grasp why you ever married him."

"I was young, unsure of myself perhaps looking for the father figure
that'd always been missing in my life.

He was so calm. He had such tremendous self-assurance.

In him, I saw a man of power, a man who could carve out a niche for
himself, a ledge on the mountainside where I could find stability,
safety. At the time, I thought that was all I wanted."

Implicit in those words was the admission that her childhood and
adolescence had been difficult at best, confirming a suspicion Ben had
harbored for months.
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She seldom spoke of her parents or of her school years, and Ben believed
that those formative experiences had been so negative as to leave her
with a loathing for the past, a distrust of the uncertain future, and a
defensive ability to focus intently upon whatever great or meager joys
the moment offered.

He wanted to pursue that subject now, but before he could say anything,
the mood abruptly changed. A sense of imminent danger had hung heavy in
the air upon their entrance, then had faded as they progressed from one
deserted white room to another with the growing conviction that no
intruder lurked within the house. Rachael had stopped pointing the
pistol ahead of her and had been holding it at her side with the muzzle
aimed at the floor.

But now the threatening atmosphere clouded the air again when she
spotted three distinct fingerprints and a portion of a palmprint on one
arm of a sofa, etched into the snowy fabric in a burgundy-dark substance
which, on closer inspection, looked as if it might be blood.

She crouched beside the sofa, peering closely at the prints, and Ben saw
her shiver. In a tremulous whisper she said, "Been here, damn it.



I was afraid of this. Oh, God.

Something's happened here." She touched one finger to the ugly stain,
instantly snatched her hand away, and shuddered. "Damp. My God, it's
damp.

"Who's been here?" Ben asked. "What's happened?"

She stared at the tip of her finger, the one with which she had touched
the stain, and her face was distorted with horror. Slowly she raised

her eyes and looked at Ben, who had stooped beside her, and for a moment
he thought her terror had reached such a peak that she was prepared, at
last, to tell him everything and seek his help. But after a moment he
could see the resolve and self-control flooding back into her gaze and
into her lovely face.

She said, "Come on. Let's check out the rest of the house. And for
God's sake, be careful."”

He followed her as she resumed her search. Again she held the pistol in
front of her.

In the huge kitchen, which was nearly as well equipped as that of a
major restaurant, they found broken glass scattered across the floor.

One pane had been smashed out of the French door that opened onto the
patio.

"An alarm system's no good if you don't use it," Ben said. "Why would
Eric go off and leave a house like this unprotected?"

She didn't answer.

He said, "And doesn't a man like him have servants in residence?"
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"Yes. A nice live-in couple with an apartment over the garage.

"Where are they? Wouldn't they have heard a breakinT' "They're off
Monday and Tuesday," she said. "They often drive up to Santa Barbara to
spend the time with their daughter's family."

"Forced entry," Ben said, lightly kicking a shard of glass across the
tile floor. "Okay, now hadn't we better call the police?"

She merely said, "Let's look upstairs." As the sofa had been stained
with blood, so her voice was stained with anxiety. But worse, there was
a bleakness about her, a grim and sombrous air, that made it easy to
believe she might never laugh again.

The thought of Rachael without laughter was unbearable.



They climbed the stairs with caution, entered the upstairs hall, and
checked out the second-floor rooms with the wariness they might have
shown if unraveling a mile of tangled rope with the knowledge that a
poisonous serpent lay concealed in the snarled line.

At first nothing was out of order, and they discovered nothing
untoward-until they entered the master bedroom, where al} was chaos.

The contents of the walk-in closetshirts, slacks, sweaters, shoes,
suits, n. es and more-lay in a torn and tangled mess. Sheets, a white
quilted spread, and feather-leaking pillows were strewn across the
floor.

The mattress had been heaved off the springs, which had been knocked
halfway off the frame. Two black ceramic lamps were smashed, the shades
ripped and then apparently stomped. Enormously valuable paintings had
been wrenched from the walls and slashed to ribbons, damaged beyond
repair. Of a pair of graceful Klismosstyle chairs, one was upended, and
the other had been hammered against a wall until it had gouged out big
chunks of plaster and was itself reduced to splintered rubble.

Ben felt the skin on his arms puckering with gooseflesh, and an icy
current quivered along the back of his neck.

Initially he thought that the destruction had been perpetrated by
someone engaged upon a methodical search for something of value, but on
taking a second look, he realized that such was not the case. The

guilty party had unquestionably been in a blind rage, violently trashing
the bedroom with malevolent glee or in a frenzy of hatred.

The intruder had been someone possessed of considerable strength and
little sanity. Someone strange.

Someone infinitely dangerous.

With a recklessness evidently born of fear, Rachael plunged into the
adjacent bathroom, one of only two places in the house that they had not
yet searched, but the intruder was not there, either. She stepped back
into the bedroom and surveyed the ruins, shaky and pale.
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"Breaking and entering, now vandalism," Ben said.

"You want me to call the cops, or should you do it?"

She did not reply but entered the last of the unsearched places, the
enorruous walk-in closet, returning a moment later, scowling. "The wall
safe's been opened and emptied."

"Burglary too. Now we've got to call the cops, Rachael."

"No," she said. The bleakness that had hung about her like a gray and
sodden cloak now became a specific presence in her gaze, a dull sheen in
those usually bright green eyes.



Ben was more alarmed by that dullness than he had been by her fear, for
it implied fading hope. Rachael, his Rachael, had never seemed capable
of despair, and he couldn't bear to see her in the grip of that emotion.

"No cops," she said.

"Why not?" Ben said.

"If I bring the cops into it, I'll be killed for sure."

He blinked. "What? Killed? By the police? What on earth do you
mean?"

"No, not by the cops."

"Then who? Why?"

Nervously chewing on the thumbnail of her left hand, she said, "I should
never have brought you here."

"You're stuck with me. Rachael, really now, isn't it time you told me
more?"

Ignoring his plea, she said, "Let's check the garage, see if one of the
cars 1s missing," and she dashed from the room, leaving him no choice
but to hurry after her with feeble protests.

A white Rolls-Royce. A Jaguar sedan the same deep green as Rachael's
eyes. Then two empty stalls. And in the last space, a dusty,
well-used, ten-year-old Ford with a broken radio antenna.

Rachael said, "There should be a black Mercedes 560

SL." Her voice echoed off the walls of the long garage.

"Eric drove it to our meeting with the lawyers this morning. After the
accident... after Eric was killed, Herb Tuleman-the attorney-said he'd
have the car driven back here and left in the garage. Herb is reliable.
He always does what he says. I'm sure it was returned. And now it's
gone."

"Car theft," Ben said. "How long does the list of crimes have to get
before you'll agree to calling the cops?"
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She walked to the last stall, where the battered Ford was parked in the
harsh bluish glare of a fluorescent ceiling strip. "And this one
doesn't belong here at all.

It's not Eric's."

"It's probably what the burglar arrived in," Ben said.

"Decided to swap it for the Mercedes."

With obvious reluctance, with the pistol raised, she opened one of the
Ford's front doors, which squeaked, and looked inside. "Nothing."



He said, "What did you expect?"

She opened one of the rear doors and peered into the back seat.

Again there was nothing to be found.

"Rachael, this silent sphim act is irritating as hell."

She returned to the driver's door, which she had opened first. She
opened it again, looked in past the wheel, saw the keys in the ignition,
and removed them.

"Rachael, damn it."

Her face was not simply troubled. Her grim expression looked as if it
had been carved in flesh that was really stone and would remain upon her
visage from now until the end of time.

He followed her to the trunk. "What are you looking for now?"

At the back of the Ford, fumbling with the keys, she said, "The intruder
wouldn't have left this here if it could be traced to him. A burglar
wouldn't leave such an easy clue. No way. So maybe he came here in a
stolen car that couldn t be traced to him."

Ben said, "You're probably right. But you're not going to find the
registration slip in the trunk. Let's try the glove compartment."

Slipping a key into the trunk lock, she said, "I'm not looking for the
registration slip."

"Then what?"

Turning the key, she said, "I don't really know.

Except..."

The lock clicked. The trunk 1lid popped up an inch.

She opened it all the way.

Inside, blood was puddled thinly on the floor of the trunk.
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Rachael made a faint mournful sound.

Ben looked closer and saw that a woman's blue high-heeled shoe was on
its side in one corner of the shallow compartment. In another corner
lay a woman's eyeglasses, the bridge of which was broken, one lens
missing and the other lens cracked.

"Oh, God," Rachael said, "he not only stole the car.

He killed the woman who was driving it. Killed her and stuffed the body
in here until he had a chance to dispose of it. And now where will it
end? Where will it end?

Who will stop him?"

Badly shocked by what they'd found, Ben was nevertheless aware that when
Rachael said "him," she was talking about someone other than an
unidentified burglar.



Her fear was more specific than that.

Two snowflake moths swooped around the overhead fluorescent light,
batting against the cool bulbs, as if in a frustrated suicidal urge to
find the flame. Their shadows, greatly enlarged, darted back and forth
across the walls, over the Ford, across the back of the hand that
Rachael held to her face.

The metallic odor of blood rose out of the open trunk of the car. Ben
took a step backward to avoid the noxious scent.

He said, "How did you know?"
"Know what?" Rachael asked, eyes still closed, head still bowed,
coppery red-brown hair falling forward and half concealing her face.

"You knew what you might find in the trunk. How?"

"No. I didn't know. I was half afraid I'd find..

something. Something else. But not this."

"Then what did you expect?"

"Maybe something worse."

"Like what?"

"Don't ask."

"I have asked."

The soft bodies of the moths tapped against the firefilled tubes of
glass above. Tap-tap-tick-tap.

Rachael opened her eyes, shook her head, started walking away from the
battered Ford. "Let's get out of here."
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He grabbed her by the arm. "We have to call the cops now. And you'll
have to tell them whatever it is you know about what's going on here.

So you might as well tell me first."

"No police," she said, either unwilling or unable to look at him.

"I was ready to go along with you on that. Until now.

"No police," she insisted.

"But someone's been killed!"

"There's no body."

"CItrist, isn't the blood enough?"

She turned to him and finally met his eyes. Benny, please, please,
don't argue with me. There's no time to argue. If that poor woman's
body were in the trunk, it might be different, and we might be able to
call the cops, because with a body they'd have something to work on and
they'd move a lot faster.

But without a body to focus on, they'll ask a lot of questions, endless
questions, and they won't believe the answers I could give them, so
they'll waste a lot of time. But there's none to waste because soon
there're going to be people looking for me... dangerous people."

"Who?"



"If they aren't already looking for me. I don't think they could've
learned that Eric's body is missing, not yet, but if they have he, and
about it, they'll be coming here. We've got to go.

"Who?" he demanded exasperatedly. "Who are they?
What are they alter? What do they want? For God's sake, Rachael, let
me in on it."

She shook her head. "Our agreement was that you could come with me but
that I wasn't going to answer questions."

"I made no such promises."

"Benny, damn it, my life is on the line."

She was serious, she really meant it, she was desper lately afraid for
her life, and that was sufficient to break Ben's resolve and make him
cooperate. Plaintively he said, "But the police could provide
protection."

"Not from the people who may be coming after me."

"You make it sound as if you're being pursued by demons."

"At least."
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She quickly embraced him, kissed him lightly on the mouth.

She felt good in his arms. He was badly shaken by the thought of a
future without her.

Rachael said, "You're terrific. For wanting to stand by me. But go
home now. Get out of it. Let me handle things myself."

"Not very damn likely."

"Then don't interfere. Now let's go."

Pulling away from him, she headed back across the five-car garage toward
the door that led into the house.

A moth dropped from the light and fluttered against his face, as if his
feelings for Rachael were, at the moment, brighter than the fluorescent
bulbs. He batted it away.

He slammed the 1id on the Ford's trunk, leaving the wet blood to congeal
and the gruesome smell to thicken.

He followed Rachael.

At the far end of the garage, near the door that led into the house
through the laundry room, she stopped, staring down at something on the
floor. When Ben caught up with her, he saw some clothes that had been
discarded in the corner, which neither he nor she had noticed when they
had entered the garage.



There were a pair of soft white vinyl shoes with white rubber soles and
heels, wide white laces. A pair of baggy pale green cotton pants with a
drawstring waist. And a loose short-sleeve shirt that matched the
pants.

Looking up from the clothes, he saw that Rachael's face was no longer
merely pale and waxen. She appeared to have been dusted with ashes.

Gray. Seared.

Ben looked down at the suit of clothes again. He realized it was an
outfit of the sort surgeons wore when they went into an operating
theater, what they called hospital whites. Hospital whites had once
actually been white, but these days they were usually this soft shade of
green. However, not only surgeons wore them. Many other hospital
employees preferred the same basic uniform.

Furthermore, he had seen the assistant pathologists and attendants
dressed in exactly the same kind of clothes at the morgue, only a short
while ago.

Rachael drew a deep hissing breath through clenched teeth, shook
herself, and went into the house.

Ben hesitated, staring intently at the discarded pair of shoes and
rumpled clothes. Riveted by the soft green hue. Half mesmerized by the
random patterns of gentle folds and creases in the material. His mind
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spinning. His heart pounding. Breathlessly considering the
implications.

When at last he broke the spell and hurried after Rachael, Ben
discovered that sweat had popped out all over his face.

Rachael drove much too fast to the Geneplan building in Newport Beach.
She handled the car with considerable skill, but Ben was glad to have a
seat belt.

Having ridden with her before, he knew she enjoyed driving even more
than she enjoyed most other things in life, she was exhilarated by
speed, delighted by the SL's maneuverability. But tonight she was in
too much of a hurry to take any pleasure from her driving skill, and
although she was not exactly reckless, she took some turns at such high
speed and changed lanes so suddenly that she could not be accused of
timidity.

He said, "Are you in some kind of trouble that rules out turning to the
police? Is that it?"



"Do you mean-am I afraid the cops would get something on me?"

"Are you?"

"No," she said without hesitation, in a tone that seemed devoid of
deception.

"Cause if somehow you've gotten in deep with the wrong kind of people,
it's never too late to turn back."

"Nothing like that."

"Good. I'm glad to hear it."

The backsplash of dim light from the dashboard meters and gauges was
just bright enough to softly illuminate her face but not bright enough
to reveal the tension in her or the unhealthy grayness that fear had
brought to her complexion. She looked now as Ben always thought of her
when they were separated, breathtaking.

In different circumstances, with a different destination, the moment
would have been like something from a perfect dream or from one of those
great old movies. After all, what could be more thrilling or

exquisitely erotic than being with a gorgeous oman in a sleek sports
car, barreling through the night toward some romantic destination, where
they could forsake the snug contours of bucket seats for cool sheets,
the excitement of highspeed travel having primed them for fiercely
passionate lovemaking.

She said, "I've done nothing wrong, Benny."

"I didn't really think you had."

"You implied..."
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"I had to ask."

"Do I look like a villain to you?"

"You look like an angel."

"There's no danger I'll land in jail. The worst that can happen to me
is that I'll wind up a victim."

"Damned if I'll let that happen."

"You're really very sweet," she said. She glanced away from the road
and managed a thin smile. "Very sweel The smile was confined to her
lips and did not chase the fear from the rest of her face, did not even
touch her troubled eyes. And no matter how sweet she thought he was,
she was still not prepared to share any of her secrets with him.

They reached Geneplan at eleven-thirty.

Dr. Eric Leben' 5 corporate headquarters was a four story, glasswalled
building in an expensive business park off Jamboree Road in Newport
Beach, stylishly irregular in design with six sides that were not all of
equal length, and with a modernistic polished marble and glass porte
cochere. Ben usually despised such architecture, but he grudgingly had
to admit that the Geneplan headgquarters had a certain appealing



boldness. The parking lot was divided into sections by long planters
Oveiflowing with vine geraniums heavily laden with wine-red and white
blooms. The building was surrounded by an impressive amount of green
space as well, with artfully arranged palm trees. Even at this late
hour, the trees, grounds, and building were 1lit by cunningly placed
spotlights that imparted a sense of drama and importance to the place.

Rachael pulled her M& cedes around to the rear of the building, where a
short driveway sloped down to a large bronze-tinted door that evidently
rolled up to admit delivery trucks to an interior loading bay on the
basement level. She drove to the bottom and parked at the door, below
ground level, with concrete walls rising on both sides. She said, "If
anyone gets the idea I might come to Geneplan, and if they drive by
looking for my car, they won't spot it down here."

Getting out of the car, Ben noticed how much cooler and more pleasant
the night was in Newport Beach, closer to the sea, than it had been in
either Santa Ana or Villa Park. They were much too far from the oceana
couple of miles-to hear the waves or to smell the salt and seaweed, but
the Pacific air nevertheless had an effect.

A smaller, man-size door was set in the wall beside the larger entrance
and also opened into the basement level. It had two locks.

Living with Eric, Rachael had run errands to and from Geneplan when he
hadn't the time himself and when, for whatever reason, he did not trust
a subordinate with the task, so she'd once possessed keys. But the day
she walked out on him, she put the keys on a small table in the foyer of
the Villa Park house. Tonight, she had found them exactly where she'd
left them a year ago, on the table beside a tall nineteenth-century
Japanese cloisonne' vase, dust-filmed. Evidently Eric had instructed
the maid not to move the keys even an inch. He must have intended that
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their undisturbed presence should be a subtle humiliation for Rachael
when she came crawling back to him. Happily, she had denied him that
sick satisfaction.

Clearly, Eric Leben had been a supremely arrogant bastard, and Ben was
glad that he had never met the man.

Now Rachael opened the steel door, stepped into the building, and
switched on the lights in the small underground shipping bay. An alarm
box was set in the concrete wall. She tapped a series of numbers on its
keyboard. The pair of glowing red lights winked out, and a green bulb
1lit up, indicating that the system was deactivated.

Ben followed her to the end of the chamber, which was sealed off from
the rest of the subterranean level for security reasons. At the next
door there was another alarm box for another system independent of that
which had guarded the exterior door. Ben watched her switch it off with



another number code.

She said, "The first one is based on Eric's birthday, this one on mine.
There're more ahead.”

They proceeded by the beam of the flashlight that Rachael had brought
from the house in Villa Park, for she did not want to turn on any lights
that might be spotted from outside.

"But you've a perfect right to be here," Ben said.

"You're his widow, and you've almost certainly inherited everything."
"Yes, but if the wrong people drive by and see lights on, they'll figure
it's me, and they'll come in to get me.

He wished to God she'd tell him who these "wrong people" were, but he
knew better than to ask. Rachael was moving fast, eager to put her

hands on whatever had drawn her to this place, then get out. She would
have no more patience for his questions here than she'd had in the house
in Vvilla Park.

As he accompanied her through the rest of the basement to the elevator,
up to the second floor, Ben was increasingly intrigued by the
extraordinary security system in operation after normal business hours.

There was a third alarm to be penetrated before