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The Tower of Evil





1: Homeless Driver


Walter Byerly drove to his volunteer “day job” in his “perfectly good” Chevy Nova. The car, not too dented and rusty, was his sop to thrift, or so he thought, also his revolt against stylistic whims.
At work he hopped into a late model Ford minivan, light blue in color and emblazoned with the words CARE WHEELS, INC., to begin chauffeuring homeless folk around town. On occasion, and with great reluctance, Byerly would admit the van was a lot more fun to drive, even if it lacked the charm and integrity of his clunker.
He nestled the van against the curb in front of the Salvation Army building on Chapala St. below Haley. A group of homeless gathered, waiting for breakfast at The Sally, as it was called.
This was the seedy part of Santa Barbara, the closest thing it had to a skid row. But even here there was a sort of tainted beauty, like a dowager with memories of glory days, needing only a little fixing up to once again attend the ball.
Byerly loved this time of day in Santa Barbara, when the morning mist began to burn off, casting the whole place in expectancy, awaiting the glorious sun and sky. Coming from the Midwest, with its ozone problem, he hadn’t realized just how deep a blue the sky really is till he came to California.
The rear door slid open. “G’mornin’, Doc.” Byerly turned to the voice of Henry Clay, a former student of his. A skiing accident had taken away half his IQ and all his good sense. He now lived on the street.
“I wish you wouldn’t call me that, Henry.”
“Why not? I ‘member when you was teachin’ at UCSB.”
“And I definitely wish you hadn’t told everyone that.. I keep getting asked-”
“Hey, Doc, will you take a look at this thing on my hand?”
He turned to the voice at the driver’s window. “Sorry, I’m not that kind of doc. You want to see Nadine, the public health nurse. She’ll be here in an hour or so.” He turned back to Henry Clay. “See what I mean?” He doubted he did. “You want to go to the mental health clinic?”
“Yeah, I got an appointment with the doc.”
Apparently everyone was a doc.
A fellow he had not seen before approached him on the passenger side. He had a heavy, matted beard, dreadlocks and looked filthy. “Where do you go?”
“I run folks out to the public health and VA clinics. Social Services, better known as Welfare, is out there, too.”
He seemed to register that, nodding his head, then he turned away.
“I guess I’m not going where he is.”
“Why do you do this, Doc, being a college perfesser and all?”
“I’m a retired professor, Henry, and I do this because it’s fun. Driving you folks is far more educational than anything I used to teach. Besides, I do so enjoy shocking my stuffy friends. “ ‘What do you do?’ they ask. ‘I’m a homeless driver,’ I say.” He chuckled. “Now I know how AIDS people feel.”courthouse
He remained there awhile, watching the sidewalk action. People had ability to laugh and have fun even under the most hopeless-or homeless- conditions.
“Hey, Doc, you’ll never guess what I saw the other day.”
He glanced at Henry in the rear view mirror. He was puny and disheveled, always trying to please, like a runt of the litter at chow time. “Oh, I might. Let’s see, was it here in Santa Barbara?”
“Yep, right downtown, on the street beside the library.”
“That’s too many clues, Henry. You’re making it too easy. Beside the library on Anacapa Street?” The public library was a favorite hangout for the domicile deprived.
“Yep, right across the street from the courthouse.”
Henry was enjoying this game. “Let me see. Something you saw?” Byerly squirmed in his seat so as to look back at Henry. “I don’t know-a kidnapping, you saw a kidnapping.”
Henry was crestfallen. “You saw it, too?”
“No, Henry, honest, I was just guessing. You really saw a kidnapping at one of the busiest corners in town? That’s amazing, tell me about it.”
Henry was pleased by the praise. “I see this girl standin’ there at the bus stop, but I knew she wasn’t waitin’ for no bus, ‘cause the No. 20 and the No. 1 came and she didn’t get on. She was lost, I’m sure she was lost.”
“How old was this girl.”
“She was, oh, I don’t know ages, Doc, old enough not to get lost, she was, you know…” He made a gesture with his hands.
“I get the picture, Henry. She was a woman, not a girl.”
“That’s what I said.”
“Of course you did. What happened to this lost woman?”
A black car drives up, one of them big ones with a driver, I forget what they’s called.”
“A limousine?”
“Yeah, that’s is. This guy gets out and-”
“The driver?”
“Naw, the other guy in front. He was a mean lookin’ dude, shaved head, with one of them pencil beards framing his mouth and chin, big guy, wore dark glasses, looked like one of them Ninja fellows.”
Byerly was sorry he’d interrupted. Henry had lost his train of thought. “So what did this Ninja guy do when he got out of the limousine?”
“He goes up to the girl, says something to her, then she says something back. I couldn’t hear what. Then the guy grabs the girl by the elbow, drags her toward the car. She didn’t want to go, I could tell, but he has his way with her, as they say.” Henry snickered. “Then the car drives off.”
“That’s interesting Henry, but she probably had a date with him.”
“At nine in the mornin’?”
You may have a point there. What did the girl look like?”
“Look? I don’t look at no girls, I get in trouble when I do.”
“Everyone should be as wise as you, Henry. I don’t suppose you got a license number on the limo.”
“I did, but I forget it, didn’t have no pencil. But there was one of them stickers on the rear bumper, you know, vote for so and so.”
“Vote for whom?”
“I can’t 'member nothin’ like that, Doc. He’s that dude who’s always bitchin’ at folks for either not going to church or havin’ too much fun.”
“You can only mean Justin Wright.” Byerly laughed. “You have just encapsulated his entire presidential campaign, my friend. When did this kidnapping take place?”
“Oh, geez, I dunno.”
“Try to think, Henry, it might be important.”
A sharp squeal made Byerly look back at the sidewalk. A couple nuzzled each other. Nothing unusual in that, except she was blonde, better looking and better dressed than most. Repugnance and desperation showed on her face as a limp haired creature, young enough to be her son, grappled her.
“It was last Tuesday, Doc.”
“A week ago. Are you sure?”
“I never forget a kidnappin’, Doc.” He thought that very funny.
“Stop it!” The blonde pushed at straggly hair and tried to get away, but he pulled her back to him roughly. She pushed again, but she was clearly losing the struggle.
Byerly stuck his head out the window. “Hey, Romeo, leave her alone.”
The pushing and grabbing and squealing continued, but nobody helped her. He understood, you took care of yourself on the street, but this woman was overmatched. He got out of the van. “The lady says no, friend.”
“Shut your lousy mouth, you old geezer.”
“Look, I’m just trying-”
Straggly hair’s arm came out and shoved him backwards against the building, almost off his feet. This brought a communal gasp from the homeless. At once fists pummeled the man.
“You okay, Doc?”
“Did he hurt you?”
“I’m okay, thanks.” He waved away the hands seeking to help him and turned to the woman. “Get in the van, I’ll take you away from here.”
He started the motor and drove off. In the rearview mirror he saw the security guard hired by The Sally break up the altercation.
“Thanks a lot, mister.”
Again in the mirror he saw she was perhaps in her mid to late forties, blonde, permed, with a round, sweet face. “Did he hurt you?”
“I’m okay.” A soft, high-pitched voice gave her a childlike quality.
“Was he a friend of yours?”
“I never saw him before. He just approached me and started to…” She sighed. “I guess he was inebriated.”
“Its been known to happen. Do you know him, Henry?”
“I seen him but I don’t know his name.”
“Thank you for intervening, but you could’ve been hurt.”
“Wasn’t too smart of me. Fortunately, I had help.”
“Why did those men defend you?”
“Cause he’s a good guy,” Henry said, “he’s one of us.”
“Thank you, Henry, that’s high praise. I provide a service they all need, speaking of which, where can I take you?”
She sighed. “Social services, I guess, maybe they can tell me what to do.” Depression clung to her like wet tissue.
Byerly made a couple of other stops, but he picked up no other passengers before heading for the northbound ramp of the 101 Freeway. “You’re new on the street, aren’t you?”
“How can you tell?”
“Vocabulary, clothes, demeanor.”
“My first day, not a very auspicious beginning.”
“Most of the street people are okay, but it’s a dangerous place for a woman, especially one used to-well, gentler climes. How did you get here?”
“I’ve nowhere else to go. My husband left all the money in a trust fund for my son.”
“Your boy is letting his mother live on the street?” He turned his head sharply to look at her. “Nice kid.”
“My son is only 19 and doesn’t realize what goes on in the real world.”
“He could give you a roof while he finds out.”
“Josh is busy, attending some kind of auto show in Denver.”
Byerly could only shake his head.
A few moments later he turned on the car radio to hear the news.



2: Mystery Note


Traffic was a bit heavy this morning, so DeeDee Byerly only crept along Coast Village Road in her Beamer Z4. She knew it was ridiculous to drive such a sports car, but it was her rebellion against advancing years, along with high heels and red hair. Finally she passed her flower shop and stopped for a light.
To think she almost chose a location in downtown Santa Barbara! Wouldn’t have done half as well as here. Coast Village Road served the fat wallets of Montecito and also the hotels, restaurants and vacation condos along Cabrillo Blvd. and the beachfront. Kept her active and made retirement nicer for Walter and her. And helped her afford this car.
She made a right turn, then another into the parking lot behind her shop, pulling into the spot next to the delivery van marked DeeDee’s FLOWERS. Red Roses encircled the words. She unlocked the rear door of the shop and began opening up.
The only trouble with the location was size. The space was too small for the amount of business she did. The coolers, work area and storage were wholly inadequate. Everybody and everything was in somebody’s way. Nerves rubbed raw sometimes and good humor became a premium.
Today especially. At mid-morning she lamented, “What possessed me to open a flower shop? A travel agency would’ve been smarter.” Trimming flowers always did that to her, in this case white glads, three dozen of them, to go into funeral baskets.
“I’ll do that for you.”
She looked at Gabriella, her newest employee. Such lovely eyes, large, brown and soft. “Thank you, thank you.” She rubbed her aching hands. “Whatever you do in life, dear, don’t get arthritis in your thumbs. You use them for everything.”
“I’m sorry, DeeDee.”
“Pay me no mind, child. I could be worse off, like leukemia or leprosy.”
Where, oh where, was Karen La Rocca? She was her senior employee, and her absence caused this morning’s chaos.
“Does anyone know what’s bothering Karen? This is the second time she’s been late this week, and when she’s here she’s so distracted. The other day she sent a funeral wreath to a wedding. The bride burst into tears. She thought her ex-boyfriend sent it.”
Sharon, another of her girls, said, “A wreath would’ve been appropriate at my wedding. “
“Maybe we should offer them as specials.”
The phone rang. “This is DeeDee… Who did you say you were?… Of course I remember Jan Wedgerton, how are you?” She didn’t know her, she didn’t think. “Someone forgot to order flowers for your banquet? What a shame… You came to the right place… How many tables?… Of course we can handle it.”
She hung up and said, “Sorry, girls, she wants arrangements for 12 tables and a dais-by tomorrow night.” That earned a collective groan.
“Why did you take it, DeeDee, when you know how busy we are?”
Gretchen was not being accusatory. She merely had an inquiring mind, as a person attending Santa Barbara City College should. A question deserved an answer.
“I suspect none of you sweet young things can possibly understand why, but I’ll try to explain. You’ve all heard of the Great Depression and the hard times of the 1930s.” She made a fluttery gesture with her hands. “Of course, I don’t remember that long ago, either.” Another flutter. “Actually I was told about it-years later.” That earned a laugh. “My daddy had a store and there were often no orders and no money. So, it’s foreign to my nature to turn away money. You might say it’s bad for business.” Another laugh. “Darlings, we’ll find some way to fill the order. Meanwhile I doubled my price. You can all expect an extra twenty in your paycheck.”
Karen La Rocca came in about eleven, looking harried and guilty. She revealed her origins, lovely dark hair, olive complexion, an eye-popping figure and sultry brown eyes. There was an aura of toughness-maybe just worldliness-to her. But DeeDee figured it was the garland tattooed on Karen’s upper arm that made her think so. Tattooed women were seen as often as nose rings in her day.
“Let’s go into my office,” she said and closed the door. “I know I have no right to butt into your life, Karen, but I have a business to run. When your affairs interfere with that, I-”
“I’m sorry, I know I’ve let you down.” Her eyes filled with tears.
DeeDee patted her hand. “And I’m sorry to be such a scold. I just wish… Karen, something is bothering you. I’d like to help if I can.”
Karen blew into a tissue and reached into her purse, extracting a piece of notepaper. DeeDee accepted it and read:
Please don’t tell anyone you have Jamie.
He’s in great danger.
I’ll be back for him as soon as I can.
“Where did you get this?”
“It was in Jamie’s bag.”
“Who is Jamie?”
“He’s a friend of my son.”
She knew Karen had a son, but he was awfully young. “How old is Jamie?”
“I’m not sure, but he and Tommy are about the same age, going on three. They met in Alameda Park, you know, the one with the play castle.” DeeDee nodded. “They got along famously from the start. Tommy begged to go back to the park to see his friend.”
Telling a cohesive story was not Karen’s forte. “How did you get this note?”
“Last Tuesday morning I took the day off, remember?” DeeDee nodded again. “JoAnn, that’s Jamie’s mother, showed up at my door. Could I babysit him for a couple of hours while she went on a job interview? I said sure, Tommy would be thrilled.”
“And she never came back for him?”
Karen gaped at her. “How did you know?”
“The note, obviously. You found it in his bag?”
“Jamie had an accident and needed a change. There was a picture of JoAnn, too.”
“So fascinating! She knew she wasn’t coming back and wanted her son to remember her.” She paced across the office. “How romantic! It’s like an old novel by one of the Bronte’s.”
“What am I going to do, DeeDee? I like Jamie, he’s a good boy, but I can’t keep him. Tommy’s nursery school let him bring a friend this week, but I know they’ll want to be paid and I can’t afford it.”
“Walter and I can help there.”
“Then there’s Marco, my boyfriend. He’s okay with Tommy, but he doesn’t want me to have another kid. I’d hate to lose Marco, DeeDee. I’ve been hiding Jamie from him all week, as it is.”
Where do young women come up with these guys? But she said, “One problem at a time, Karen.” She thought a moment. “We ought to be able to locate this JoAnn. What’s her last name?’
Karen grimaced, showing teeth. “That’s just it, I don’t know. I only met her in the park that once. We only exchanged first names.”
“You must have talked about something.“
“Sure, little boys and potty training.” Karen sighed. “I got the impression she was new to Santa Barbara.”
“You must have told her your last name. She knew where you lived.”
“That’s because my place fronts the park. I pointed it out to her. She also pointed, but further up Garden Street.” Karen moaned. “DeeDee, I went for blocks all around, dragging Jamie, showing her picture. Nothing. It’s like the woman doesn’t exist.”
DeeDee kept shaking her head. “She could be the tooth fairy, I suppose. Let me see her picture.”
The black and white photo was of a thoroughly undistinguished-looking woman, perhaps in her late 20s. “What color is her hair?”
Karen hesitated. “Light brown, looks natural.”
“Eyes?”
“Blue-green, light anyway, I didn’t pay much attention.”
“Does the boy look like her?”
“Not much, I guess, he’s a towhead, blue eyes.” She shrugged. “I just assumed he was her son, didn’t question it.”
“Of course he is.” She turned back to Karen. “May I keep this?” Karen agreed. “I’ll ask Walter to make some discreet inquiries. I’m sure he’ll come up with something. Meanwhile, will you please, please, please try to forget all this and help me with these flowers? I’m going nuts.”
Karen headed for the door. “I’ll go to work at once.”
Walter entered her office soon afterward. “Excuse me, ma’am.” He attempted a southern drawl. “Could you tell me where I might find a shop called Doreen’s Flowers?”
She had to laugh. “I believe you want DeeDee’s Flowers, kind sir.”
“Have I ever told you how much I hate that name?” His normal voice now.
“Incessantly.” She sighed. “I guess you want the set-up line. Okay, I was born Doreen Dodd, everybody calls me DeeDee, I’ve always been called DeeDee, what’s wrong with DeeDee?”
“Only B-girls in sleazy dives are called DeeDee. It’s a certified fact.”
“Last time it was drooling debutantes.”
“Them, too.”
“My favorite was fizzy headed flappers.”
He grinned at her. “You’re the same old carrot top I married. I don’t know how you do it.”
“It’s called Golden Surprise and comes in a bottle.” She grimaced. “If you’re noticing my hair, the roots must be showing. We’re so busy here I can’t even get to the hairdresser.”
His inspection lowered. “I like your outfit.”
She wore a pants suit, orange in color, sort of clingy. “Thank you, sir.”
“You look like a Popsicle.”
“Ready to melt?”
“Don’t I wish.”
He bent to kiss her, not easy since he was a foot taller. “You’ll shock my girls,” she whispered, then turned her cheek. “I thought I gave you a rain check this morning.”
“Skies are clear today.”
“I have it on reliable authority that rain showers, quite heavy at times, are forecast for tonight.”
“Weather in California can be so changeable.”
“Not to worry.” She patted his cheek. “What are you doing here at this hour? I thought you had a doctor’s appointment.”
“That’s tomorrow. My urologist wants to put me on Viagra.”
“That you don’t need, and I still don’t know why you’re here. The homeless have all found housing?”
“Don’t I wish. Actually I heard some news on the radio. Don’t you know a woman named Gould?”
“I know a Lorna Gould.”
“Does she have a son Harry?”
“Lorna brags about him constantly.”
Walter grimaced. “Not any more she doesn’t-unless there are two Harry Goulds in town. One of them, a young lawyer, shot himself in his office above La Arcada.”
She gasped. “Harry a suicide? Lord, Walter, Lorna will be beside herself. I’d better go to her.”
“I thought you might want to, that’s why I stopped by.”
“I’m glad you did but for another reason.” She told him about Jamie. “Would you look into it, try to find this JoAnn? I told Karen you would.”
“Look into what? Doreen, the woman just went off for a few days. She’ll be back for the kid.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Okay, try this. She heisted the kid somewhere, probably from a supermarket, got cold feet, and dumped him on Karen. The only thing to do is phone Children’s Services and have it over with.”
“What about the note? It says Jamie’s in danger.”
“Nonsense. The note cinches it. This JoAnn-if that’s her real name, which I doubt-doesn’t want to go to the slammer for kidnapping. She does what anyone would do, concoct the danger bit so a couple of naives like you and Karen will hold on to the kid long enough for her to disappear without a trace.”
“You’re being your insufferable best, Walter.”
“I can do better. How long has the woman been gone, a week? That’s long enough. Time the kid was returned to his lawful parents. They’re probably beside themselves.”
She gaped at him. “God, how awful if you’re right.”
“This is a job for the police, Doreen. You know someone on the force, don’t you? Some girl who used to work for you?”
“Sure, Lupe Hernandez, looks Latina but was raised Anglo. She’s lost between cultures and doesn’t know where she belongs. Lupe’s had a terrible start in life. She was-”
“Oh yes, she’s the shoplifter who took-”
“Don’t be silly. She just helped herself to-“
“After which the shoplifted took the shoplifter under her wing, gave her a job, paid for college, loaned her the down payment on her house-”
“All of which she repaid. Lupe’s doing wonderfully. She just made detective.”
“Detective? My, the caliber of your friends is improving.”



3: Appearances Deceive


Lupe Hernandez sat in an outdoor cafe under the palm trees lining Cabrillo Blvd., breathing in the sea air, absorbing the vista of wide beach, blue water and distant mountains. Stearns Wharf stretched toward the Channel Islands on the horizon. Bronze dolphins frolicked in the fountain sculpted by Bud Bottoms. She had grown up here, but she never ceased to appreciate what a beautiful place it was.
A waiter approached, said, “?Esta lista para ordenar, senorita?”
She sighed and shook her head. It always happened when she least expected it. There was no escape. She saw his poised pencil and understood he wanted to take her order, but she had no idea what he actually said or how to reply. Her brown skin made her an expatriate in her own land. She didn’t belong anywhere.
“I don’t speak Spanish.”
“I was sure you were Latina.”
No, I’m not! She wanted to scream it at him. It takes more than a name and skin color. She gritted her teeth, struggling for civility. It wasn’t the waiter’s fault. She sighed. Her unknown father was Hispanic, thus her dark skin, but her mother was Anglo. So what did that make Lupe Hernandez? The blonde mother-greatly idealized for a long time, but barely remembered now-abandoned the dark-skinned baby, leaving her to uncaring Anglo relatives, then a succession of foster homes, all Anglo. By the time Children’s Services realized her mother was never going to be rehabilitated, it was too late for adoption-or to know where she belonged.
“I look it, but I don’t speak it.” And she didn’t think it or act it. To be taken constantly for something she was not and didn’t want to be was the curse of her life.
“Do you want to order?”
The waiter was clearly Hispanic but with fair skin. Some people have all the luck. “I’m waiting for a friend, just coffee meanwhile.”
“And I’ll have iced tea.”
She turned to see Walter Byerly. Tall, white-haired and gangly, he reminded her of Jimmy Stewart, only he was even more laid back. He wore tennis whites.
“Hope I’m not late. We had to play a tie breaker.”
“Did you win?”
“Finally, 15–13, on a drop volley.”
“You were evenly matched.”
He sat opposite her. “Evenly bad, you mean.”
“Don’t pull that phony self-deprecation on me. I happen to know you’re a shark among the senior players. I’ll bet the guy you beat was 20 years younger.”
“Ten anyway.” He looked at her, blue eyes bright, a slight smile on his lips. “I hear you’ve made detective. How’s it going?”
She grimaced. “Don’t ask. How’s DeeDee?”
“Doreen’s inimitable.”
“Remind me to look up that word.”
“I’m to say hi from her.” He accepted his iced tea, then sugared and stirred. “You certainly must qualify as the most beautiful detective in Santa Barbara.”
“You’re not serious!”
“Smooth ebony hair, luminous brown eyes, exotic complexion the color of dark honey, tall, slender, wears clothes like a model. It works for me.”
She looked down at her coffee, shook her head. She wanted to hear those words so badly. Then why did she deny them when she did? “Let’s talk about something else.”
“Okay, let’s try again. How’s the detective business?”
She sighed, shook her head. “Nobody takes me seriously. I get all the scut assignments. At the moment I’m relegated to juvenile, for which I feel particularly unqualified.” She made a face. “For some reason I don’t relate to kids very well.”
“You were an outsider yourself. Who’re you working with?”
“I’m assigned to Sgt. Brogan.” She made a gesture of futility, couldn’t help it.
“Good ol’ Buster Brogan, hasn’t solved a case since they took away his rubber hose.”
“To Sgt. Brogan, women in law enforcement are about as useful as Supreme Court justices.”
He laughed. “Very apt, I like it. Are you being harassed?”
“Oh, everyone knows better than to paw me or make open comments, but it’s always there, behind almost every comment. I’m the department bimbo.”
“You’ll be fine, Lupe. I have that from a reliable source.”
“Who’s that?”
“Doreen.”
“My number one fan.”
“Number one after me.” He grinned. “Just keep up the fight-he said wisely.”
“Advice I’m about to take.” She fished her notepad out of her purse. “That was a strange list of things you asked me about this morning. I haven’t come up with much so far. The only blond, blue-eyed, recently missing three-year-old boy came with a five-year-old sister.”
“Could be, I suppose.”
“Thought to be a father abduction.” She saw his grimace. “It would be helpful if you had a name other than Jamie.”
“All I can tell you is that a woman claiming to be his mother left him-oh hell, I might as well say it-abandoned him with someone we know.”
“Abandoned?”
“That’s what it looks like.” He sighed. “We’ll find out where he belongs.”
“I’m sure you will.” She glanced at her notepad. “Next, you wanted to know if there’s a report of a kidnapping or abduction near the library, Tuesday a week ago. The answer is no, not a word on file.”
“You’re full of helpful information.”
“I did better with the homeless lady at the Salvation Army. A name helps a lot.”
“Nadine, the public health nurse, came up with Addie Kinkaid.”
“Addie for Adelaide, if you can believe that. She’s the erstwhile, maybe I should say estranged daughter-in-law, at least former daughter-in-law of Karl Kinkaid.” She thought Walter would be impressed, but he just looked blank. “You never heard of him?”
“Should I?”
“I guess not. He's something of a mystery man, big bucks, big mover and shaker, thought to be a little shady, maybe more than a little. Actually, nobody knows much about him.”
“Where’s he live?”
“I’m surprised you don’t know. He owns an estate in Montecito, built like a castle, complete with towers, balustrades, maybe even a moat.”
“Doreen specializes in moat people. I’ll ask her. What’s his daughter-in-law doing at The Sally?”
“Can’t help you there.”
“I’ll talk to her, if I ever see her again.” He swallowed from his iced tea.
“When you phoned I thought you wanted to know about the suicide.”
“Harry Gould? He’s the son of a friend of Doreen’s.”
Lupe laughed. “Now why doesn’t that surprise me? DeeDee knows everyone.”
“Almost. So what happened?”
“Harry Gould was found this morning by his secretary, sprawled over his desk, shot through the right temple, a Saturday night special in his hand. Has to be a suicide.”
“Suicides can be faked.”
“They can also be for real. I hear there was a note on the computer printout.”
“Anything else?”
“Not that I know of, it’s not my case.”
“And why not?”
“I’m in juvenile, remember?”
“What a waste of a smart young woman. When did this murder occur?”
“Suicide, Walt. Apparently last evening, the exact time is uncertain.”
“And it happened right downtown in La Arcada? That’s one of my favorite spots in Santa Barbara, flowers, fountains and sculpture, straight out of Europe. That’s no place for a murder, too crowded for one thing.”
“That’s why it’s believed a suicide. It happened in Gould’s office on the third floor. Nobody in his right mind would choose the arcade as a murder site, too hard to get out of without somebody eyeballing you.”
“Maybe. What do you know about this guy?”
“Name and occupation is about it.” She hesitated, smiled. “You’re intrigued. I can hear your gears turning.”
“Merely idling.”



4: A Grieving Mother


Deedee didn’t know the San Roque area very well and slowed her Beamer often to read street signs and house numbers. San Rogue was built on upper State Street, mostly in the ’50s and ’60s, a suburb then, now practically downtown.
Yes, this was the house. She parked and headed up the walk. The front door opened before she was halfway to it, and she heard, “Oh-h, DeeDee, I just knew you’d come.”
“I only just learned, Lorna, I’m so sorry.” Lorna Gould was somewhat heavy, and DeeDee felt a little smothered by her embrace. But she made no effort to escape. “Dear, dear Lorna, what an awful thing to happen, I simply can’t believe it.”
She heard the woman’s sobs and felt her spastic breathing against her own chest. But she let her be. Tears were the best thing for her. In time she led Lorna to a sofa in her living room and sat her down, pulling tissues out of the box for her. Bottles sat on a table in the corner. She poured brandy into a snifter and brought it to her friend. Lorna Gould was only in her early 50s, yet at the moment she looked old enough for Medicare.
“I wanted…to see you…so much, DeeDee. I–I just knew-you’d…understand.”
DeeDee waited out another wail and spate of tears. “It must be so hard to lose an adult child. I can’t imagine losing one of mine.” Lorna Gould kept nodding her head as she blew into a tissue, then another. “You’ve raised them safely, they’ve survived the illnesses and accidents. You think they‘ll be okay now…you can stop worrying.” Suddenly her own eyes filled with tears, quite unbidden. “I think it would be easier to accept…when a child…is younger.”
“No parent should outlive her child, it isn’t right, it’s unnatural.”
DeeDee used a tissue for her own nose, took a moment to compose herself. She was supposed to be the comforter, not the comforted, after all. “Try not to dwell on it, Lorna, it won’t help. What happened? The radio never gives details.”
“That’s just it, I don’t know-o-ow anything really.” Lorna had a nasal voice, especially with her tears. “The police came and said Harry apparently shot himself. That’s impossible! Harry doesn’t even own a gun!
“Did you tell the police that?”
“Of course, but they practically scoffed at me.“ She waved her hand to demonstrate how the police had dismissed her. “What do I know, I’m just a mother.”
“They didn’t believe you?”
“They didn’t say so, not in so many words, but that’s what they meant. Couldn’t my son have purchased a gun without my knowing it? Of course he could, but why would he? He had no enemies, no use for a pistol, let alone-what did they call it? — a weekend gun or something.”
“It’s called a Saturday night special, Lorna. It’s a cheap handgun, easily available from stores and catalogs.”
Lorna dismissed that information with another wave. “Harry loathed violence, ever since his father committed suicide ten, no twelve years ago. Harry even belonged to some group urging gun control. He opposed the death penalty.”
Lorna got up, stalked across the room, poured into the snifter again. At least she had stopped crying. “You tell me, DeeDee, does Harry sound like someone who’d buy some cheap Saturday night gun, put it to his temple and pull the trigger?”
“I must say he does not.”
“The police say he left a note, something to the effect he was sorry, but he couldn’t take it any more. This was the only way out.” Lorna looked at her. “Harry only passed the bar last year. He had just hung out his shingle. He’d gotten his first important client. He was so happy and excited-not despondent and suicidal.”
“You’ve certainly convinced me, Lorna. Did you tell all this to the police?”
“Some of it, but I was in too much shock to think. But believe me, I will. I intend to give them a piece of my mind.” She picked up the bottle again. “Would you like some, DeeDee?”
“No thank you.” She thought about cautioning her friend about getting plastered. Why not, if it helped her?
“I just thought of another thing, DeeDee. An old college chum was in town visiting him. He was very excited about that.”
“And would hardly take his own life. Where did Harry go to school?”
“UCSB, then Stanford Law.”
“Did he have a family?”
“Of course, he had-oh, you mean that kind of family. No, Harry never married-he was only twenty-seven, for crissake. I don’t think he even dated anyone seriously. He was all into the law and getting himself established.”
“Where did he live?”
“Here with me, naturally.” Her expression turned defensive, her voice shrill. “I know, it’s supposed to be a bad sign when a young man continues to live at home. But he wasn’t a mama’s boy. It was simply convenient for him. He paid what rent he could and helped with the expenses. He came and went as he pleased. There were days when I hardly saw him.”
“Stop, Lorna.” DeeDee smiled at her. “You don’t have to convince me. I think it’s wonderful that you and Harry had such a close relationship.”
"Oh, DeeDee, you’re so understanding, such a comfort to me.”
“Have you someone to stay with you?”
“My sister is driving up from LA. She should be here soon.” Lorna smiled. “I’m better now, thanks to you, DeeDee.”
“I didn’t do anything.”
“Yes, you did. You were a sympathetic ear.”
“Not sympathetic, believing.”
Lorna crossed the room and hugged her. “That’s what makes you so special. I’ll be okay, really, you needn’t stay if you have something to do.”
DeeDee glanced at her watch. “I did promise to baby-sit for one of my employees.”
“Then by all means keep your promise.”



5: A Valuable Kid


Walter Byerly parked his car beside Doreen’s, then strolled out the driveway to the mailbox. Doreen always left this task for him, because she knew he liked to ponder their good fortune to live on beautiful Monarch Lane.
Named for the butterfly which nested in nearby trees in the spring, the street was a cul-de-sac off Butterfly Beach with a dozen or so homes, each distinctive in style and color. Their place was only a story and a half, a cottage really. Supposedly painted Federal blue, but somebody got the mix wrong. He called it secessionist teal. They bought it a decade ago, when real estate prices were depressed. Now in a booming market it could go for a million dollars.
“No mail today, not a syllable.”
Byerly looked across the road at his neighbor. Never could remember his name. “The purveyors of junk mail are surely derelict.”
“Don’t you dare tell them.” The neighbor hesitated. “Say, Byerly, isn’t that bougainvillea of yours getting a bit out of hand?”
He turned to look back. The magenta-colored vine covered the whole side of the house facing the street. He had to keep a tunnel cut through her so they could use the kitchen entrance. “I call her Big Bertha. If you don’t see me for a few days, you’ll know she ate me.”
No laughter. His neighbor was a bit on the literal side.
“I’ve always wondered, Byerly, is that the front or the back door to your house?”
“I’ve never figured it out. There’s another door to the right, down the drive, but nobody ever uses it. We always go in and out through the kitchen. Big Bertha wouldn’t have it any other way, she gets lonesome.” He chuckled. “Stop in sometime, I’ll show you around.”
Byerly walked back up the drive, checking out his landscaping. In truth he was amazed. Apparently one could stick anything in the ground in California and have it grow. That poinsettia was a Christmas gift years ago. Now Carmen was a high as his head.
He wasn’t sure how he got started naming plants. Probably a sign of approaching dementia, but they sure thrived on it. The verdant hibiscus with the yellow blossoms was Flossie, the rambling morning glory on the fence was Gladys. Gus, the huge live oak, towered overhead. The grass was Hector. Thirsty all the time and terribly vain about his crewcut. “You look fine, Hector, don’t rush it.” He sometimes thought of hiring a gardener, or someone to help him, but he wouldn’t till he was forced to. Mowing and pruning kept him out of trouble.
Byerly passed through the tunnel in Bertha and at once heard happy squeals and laughter. He found Doreen in the kitchen with two male toddlers. She wore sneaks, jeans, a baggy sweatshirt, and looked frazzled.
“I used to be a good grandmother. I’d sit Billy and Robin for hours, no trouble at all.” She made a gesture of futility. “I’ve had these two less than an hour and I’m worn out, can’t keep up.”
“How old were our grandsons when you worked these wonders?”
“This age. Billy was three and Robin four.”
“And how many years ago was that? The last time I saw those young men they were high school linebackers.”
“Oh God, was it that long ago?”
“Uh-uh, and now you know why the young have children.” Both boys stopped what they were doing and stared at him as though he was an extra from the movie Aliens. One lad had dark hair, the other blond. “Who are your young friends?”
“This is Tommy, Karen’s boy.” She pointed to the dark-haired one. “And this is-”
“Jamie, yes. Hi, men.” He extended a hand to shake two tiny ones. “May I ask how you men happen to be here?”
“I told Karen I’d-rather we’d-babysit so she could go out to dinner and patch up things with her boyfriend.” She sighed. “I can’t keep up with them, and I don’t know what to do. I bought some toys, but they only lasted minutes. You have to help me, Walter.”
He grinned at her. ”Very well, Star Fleet to the rescue.”
“Star Fleet?”
“I don’t think kids are into the Lone Ranger or Jack Armstrong these days.” He turned to them. “What say, men, let’s head for the beach?” At once he earned delighted squeals and the clatter of four little feet heading for the door.
“The beach, why didn’t I think of that?”
“Got to burn off their excess energy, then they’ll play quietly.”
She stared at him. “When did you become such an authority?”
“I remember vividly. I was lying awake one night, when this person, an apparition really, came to me and-”
She pushed him toward the door. “I saw the same guy and he told me never to babysit more than one child at a time.”
He walked along Butterfly Beach holding Doreen’s hand while the boys made a game of trying to avoid the incoming surf, squealing when the chilly water caught their bare feet. Suddenly he stopped, reached skyward with both hands, did a full circle on the sand, letting the wonder of it all soak into him. “God, I wish I could paint.”
“What would you paint?”
He made a sweeping gesture. “All this, you and me, at least two old folks, playing on the beach with two little boys-an orange beach with a tangerine sun sparkling across dusky water.” He raised his arm again. “There would be a turquoise sky and…look, Doreen, look, it’s happening.”
“Yes, the purple mountains majesty.”
“Only happens for a few minutes at dusk. How could I ever capture it?”
“You’d think of something, love. What else would you paint?”
“Oh, the white stucco buildings and the red-tiled roofs, all nestled among the lush green foliage. I’d want to paint the riotous colors of the flowers, oh, just everything, Doreen.”
“It would be a beautiful painting, darling.”
He nodded. “I keep thinking about the essence of this place we’ve chosen. What is it that makes it special?”
“Why do I have a feeling you know the answer?”
“An idea, maybe.” They strolled along. He picked up a handful of sand, let it sift through his fingers, bending a bit in the breeze as it fell. ”By living amid beauty you become beautiful-at least a better person. When all you see in Franchise City are muffler shops, junk food emporiums and a neon forest, something wilts within you. Money becomes everything.”
“All I know is I’ve never been so happy as here. Thank you for insisting we move.”
He turned her toward him, kissed her. “We’d better catch up to the boys.” They resumed their stroll.
“I’d forgotten the worry and effort that goes into being a mother. I only remember the good stuff.”
“You always did make it harder than it was. When I babysat the kids and their pals, I figured my job was to keep them from being hit by a car. Don’t play in the street. I said yes to everything else. We got along fine, no problems.”
“And how often and for how long did you work this indulgence?” They stopped to watch the boys. Doreen picked up a heart-shaped stone. “I went to see Lorna Gould this afternoon. She’s distraught.”
“How do you know her?”
“I don’t know, I just do. She’s a friend.”
“What kind of friend? Is she someone you clutch to your bosom, shake hands with or nod at uncertainly?”
“Really, Walter, does it matter? I went to see her and she was glad to see me.” Doreen dropped her stone on the sand as not worth keeping. She turned to face him. ”The police got it wrong. Harry Gould was no suicide, he was murdered.”
“Sweetheart, love of my life, he was found face down, hole in his right temple, gun in his right hand, with a suicide note nearby.”
“He just passes the bar, hangs out a shingle and gets his first big case, so he decides to blow his brains out with a gun he doesn’t own and is terrified of ever since his father used one on himself years ago.”
Byerly stopped and stared at her. “Put that way, love, you may have a point.“
“A college chum was in town visiting him. It doesn’t make any sense for him to kill himself.”
“Male or female?”
“Lorna doesn’t know, but we ought to be able to find out.”
“He or she will probably come forward to the cops-unless he or she plugged Gould. I’ll mention it to Lupe Hernandez. She’s not on the case, but she’s watching it for us.” They were near the boys now. Jamie, the abandoned one, ran over to them. He didn’t say anything, just stood there, his blue eyes soulful. Doreen knelt and hugged him. He ran back contentedly to help with the sand castle.
“He’s very insecure.” Doreen said.
“He keeps looking at me as an oddity. I don’t think he’s used to having a man around.”
She laughed. “Maybe he thinks you’re his father.”
“My urologist would be so proud.” They sat in the sand. “I have some information for you, only I’m afraid you’d add 2 and 2 and get 22.”
“That’s the right answer sometimes. What have you got?”
He hesitated, mostly for effect. “Last Tuesday morning a young woman was forced into a black limousine, apparently against her will.” He watched her eyes widen. “I knew it, a conclusion has been leapt to.”
“Last Tuesday, that’s when Jamie was…where did this kidnapping happen?”
“If you asked for the source of my information, you wouldn’t be so sure. It comes from Henry Clay, one of my homeless and not noted for his mental agility. He probably saw somebody getting into a cab beside the library.”
“He can tell colors, can’t he? A long black cab?”
“So she likes to ride around in style.”
“What did the woman look like?”
“Don’t even bother to ask. I should report to you, madam, that no one else saw this alleged kidnapping. The police never heard of it.”
“It’s Jamie’s mother. She told Karen she had a job interview, went downtown and-”
“Which gets us not one iota closer to knowing who Jamie is or what’s to become of him. Has anyone had the good sense to call Children’s Services?”
“I’m not going to if I have to keep him myself. And don’t you dare either. This is a mystery for us to solve. The woman left Jamie with Karen La Rocca, a total stranger, simply because she was going to meet-”
“Her doom?”
“Could be. She obviously tried to hide the boy from someone.”
“His real parents?”
“She knew she would meet someone who would stop at nothing to find out where her son was.”
He looked at her and grinned. “Tell me, Nancy, last name Drew, precisely why is that young man over there so valuable?”
She looked at him, eyes wide, mouth slack, then over at the boys. “I have no idea.”
“We’re losing the light, we’d better get back. C’mon, men, supper time.”
Doreen did the shoes, he helped a little, then all four walked back home in deepening twilight. It was his favorite time of day, palms, yuccas, Norfolk pines and other exotic trees silhouetted against a lilac sky. He put his arm around Doreen’s shoulder and felt her nestle against him. “Magical, just magical,” he whispered.
“Strange, though. Not a cloud in the sky and it’s supposed to rain tonight.”
A few steps further along she said, “A chorus from Handel’s Messiah keeps going through my head, ‘Unto Us a Child is Given.’ Do you know it?”
“Sure, but only the bass part. I don’t think you got it quite right. It’s Isaiah, ‘For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given’.”
“Same difference, I feel blessed.”
Was she already too attached? He decided to say nothing.
While Doreen fixed scrambled eggs for the boys, he went upstairs to shower. When he came down both were fast asleep on the couch in the den. “You finally did them in,” he said.
“Wearing out an old woman is hard work.” She looked in the fridge. “My night to cook. What will you settle for?”
“Oh, some rainy day fare.”
“What a love you are. How about a TV dinner?”
“I think our marriage is strong enough to withstand it.”
They sat at the kitchen counter swallowing the less than tasteless food. “Confess, love, did you really know Lorna Gould?”
“Must I confess?” She sighed. “All right, I knew her, more than slightly I think, enough to know she talked all the time about her son. As soon as I heard he was killed, I just had to go to her.”
“Very thoughtful of you, love-and typical.” He forked peas into his mouth, swallowed. “Among this vast circle of friends of yours, do you happen to know one Karl Kinkaid?”
“I know of him, who doesn’t?”
“I pride myself on being one of the select few. What do you know about him other than he is rich, powerful, mysterious and lives in a castle?”
“Lupe tell you that? It’s close to the mark. It seems Mr. Kinkaid owns this big estate in Montecito, but seldom uses it, largely because he’s rarely in town. I think he has something to do with politics-or maybe it’s oil, OPEC and oleomargarine.”
“Thanks a lot, I can do better on the internet. Do you happen to know a Mrs. Kinkaid?”
“I talked to his housekeeper once. She ordered flowers, roses and cymbidiums as I recall, lots of them.”
“The man can’t be altogether bad.”
“Why do you ask about him?” She listened. “If you know the ex-daughter-in-law, why not talk to her?”
“Why didn’t I think of that?”
Karen La Rocca came about 10, all dolled up and looking smashing. With her was a young man introduced as Marco Musante, dark, hirsute and bulging. He had muscles even God had forgotten, and he was proud of every one. Doreen took them into the sleeping children. Both were cooed over, then carried out to the car.
“That went well,” Doreen said. “Apparently Marco no longer minds if Karen keeps an extra child.”
“Tonight, anyway. Karen’s bod in a cocktail dress will do that to a man.”
“No accounting for lust.”
She went upstairs to shower, while he watched the news. It didn’t take long until he heard, “Got any more of that wine?”
“Just a sec. I want to hear this.” He listened a moment and laughed. “That idiot Justin Wright wants all unwed teenage mothers locked up in juvenile detention centers until they get their family values straight. Can you imagine him in the White House?”
When this earned no reaction from her, he turned in his chair and saw her standing there in a red raincoat, matching umbrella raised over her head. She twirled it like a vamp, a devilish grin on her fact.
“Don’t get wet, dear.”
He swallowed. “What do you have on under that raincoat?”
“Yours to find out.”
He slowly rose from his chair.



6: A Forbidding Place


Byerly sat across from Phil Van Zant, wondering if all young doctors really looked alike or did it just seem that way. They all came with a certain smug self-assurance, probably a result of being young, handsome, slender and healthy. Cholesterol never accumulated in their arteries. Or maybe the smugness came from their power to force you to drop certain garments while they probed a seldom-shared orifice.
Phil’s desk was a barrier between them. Couldn’t have that. “Say, Phil-” He refused to call young doctors “doctor.” They didn’t call him “professor,” not that he wanted them to. If he was Walter to a near stranger, Phil was Phil to him. “How’d you get into urology, anyway?”
Phil Van Zant ignored him a moment while he perused a page of computer printout. “I was dating a girl in medical school. She was insatiable, near as I could figure, so I thought I ought to learn all I could about…” He let the sentence trail off.
“Plumbing the depths of manhood?”
“Good way to put it. Actually, it was a choice between urology and proctology.”
“Therefore easy to make.” He was surprised by Phil Van Zant’s wit. He always looked like an undertaker-hardly a mien to inspire confidence.
“How’s your urination, Walt? Is the new medicine working?”
“Pretty well, but I’m glad for indoor plumbing, especially at night.”
“How often do you have to get up?”
“Once always, occasionally twice. I can live with that.”
“That’s good news.”
Byerly eyed him. “Having you look for good news is hardly good news to me. Is there a problem?”
Phil Van Zant glanced at the paper in front of him. “Could be, Walt, your PSA is elevated.”
Fear stabbed at him. The words no man wants to hear: your PSA is elevated. Prostate Specific Antigen. The blood test was a major breakthrough in early detection of prostate cancer. Your PSA is elevated. What the words really meant was a major alteration in his lifestyle. That’s what frightened him.
“How high?” His voice sounded pretty good, considering.
“Enough for us to run some tests and see what we have.” Phil Van Zant actually smiled. “Walt, I hope you’re not going to ask how much time you have left. Elevated PSA can mean lots of things besides cancer. Even if you have cancer there are all kinds, ranging from-”
“You know that, Phil, and I know that. The problem and what scares me is does Doreen know that.”
“Do you want me to talk to her?”
“Heavens no, that will really scare her.”
Van Zant arose and snapped on a rubber glove. “Let’s start with what I believe is sometimes called-”
“A finger wave. I was afraid of that.”
“You shouldn’t be. Ever hear of Norman Schwarzkopf?”
“Who said, if a tough, four-star general can bend over and tell his doctor to take all the time he needs, I should, too-or something like that.”
“The general’s cancer was found early and he’s still with us.”
“Can’t have too many generals.”
“I met that doctor at a convention once. Quite a celebrity.”
“I hope you won’t be.”
A minute later Van Zant stripped off the glove saying, “It’s enlarged, as you know, and there may be a growth. I might as well biopsy some tissue right now.”
“And what does that involve?”
“We go up the rectum and-”
“Ouch!”
“You won’t feel a thing.”
He grimaced. “That’s what they all say. Just as long as Doreen doesn’t know anything until all the results are in. One of us worrying is enough.”
“It may well be nothing, Walt, but it’s best to stay atop these things
“And all this time I thought you liked to get to the bottom of things.”
It did hurt, but not too much really. As he left the office and headed for his Care Wheels van, Byerly told himself to take it in stride. It was a price of advancing years. Not to worry until he had something to worry about. Yes, mind over matter. Worked every time. He stopped on the sidewalk and looked around. Where had he left the van? Mind over matter. Sure. He’d walked right past the damn thing.
He drove to The Sally and began his first run out to the clinics, Addie Kinkaid was not there, but he saw her later in the morning, walking on Chapala Street near the bus terminal. He pulled up beside her, said, “How about a cup of coffee?”
“That would be wonderful.”
He parked in city lot five-75 minutes free parking-and they entered a small eatery in Victoria Court, a charming warren of boutiques and curiosity shops. “Breakfast?”
“No, thanks, coffee will be fine.”
She smiled, but there was no joy in it. This was a deeply unhappy woman, and who could blame her? She was attractive, intelligent, obviously accustomed to better things. “How’s it going-or is that a stupid question?”
“I’m beginning to get the hang of this life.”
“I wish you didn’t have to make the effort, Addie.”
“Her eyes carried a hint of fear. “How did you learn my name?”
“I made a few inquiries. You’re Addie Kinkaid, daughter-in-law of a very wealthy man. Am I right?” She looked startled. He had a sense she was trying to fend off his words. “How did you go from great wealth to The Sally.”
“Why do you want to know?”
“It’s a little strange and I’m intrigued. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”
She hesitated, sighing deeply. “You helped me the other day. I guess I owe you.” Another sigh. “It was only yesterday, wasn’t it? The days are long, living on the street. There’s nothing to do.”
“You don’t owe me, Addie.”
She looked at him. “I don’t know your name.“
“Walter, Walter Byerly.”
She looked away from him. “It’s a familiar story, Mr. Byerly-pretty girl, handsome guy, fraternity party, booze, spread legs, pregnancy.” Her lips firmed into a hard line. Bitterness entered her voice. “I should add ruined lives to that list. I was stronger-willed in those days, I guess. I refused to have an abortion. When Josh was born, I wouldn’t let the Kinkaids have anything to do with him, unless or until Junior Kinkaid married me. To my surprise he did.”
She sipped her coffee. “The divorce took about as long as the marriage ceremony. Here I was, Mrs. Karl Evans Kinkaid, Jr., supposedly married into all this money. Ha! What a laugh! I hardly ever saw any Kinkaid, let alone much of the money.”
She looked at him now. “I know I shouldn’t be so bitter, but I can’t help it.” She shook her head. “I know now how truly diabolical they were. I’d get a check every month from some lawyer in New York. It was enough to live on and provide some comfort for Josh, but not enough to give me true independence. It was enough so I didn’t have to work and develop a career, yet not enough for me to put anything aside for my future. I’m in The Sally precisely because of those damnable checks. Do you understand?”
“I think so.”
“The worse part of it is that I never really raised my son. Even as a boy he had financial independence. He could go to these god awful lawyers, or maybe his father if he was sober, even his grandfather, sometimes just phone them, and get whatever money he wanted for whatever purpose-a toy at first, then booze, drugs and women.”
“It ruined him?”
She shook her head. “That’s too strong a word. I still have hopes. Josh just doesn’t understand what money is.”
“What happened to your husband?”
Another deep sigh. “He drank himself into a looney bin, virtually became a vegetable, then died a few weeks ago. That’s when I discovered I didn’t get a penny. It all went to my son. I had nothing, including a way to earn a living.” She shrugged. “Here I am, talking to you.”
“Hard to believe, Addie. Is there nothing you can do?”
“Nothing, I’m told, unless Josh wants to provide for me.”
“He will, I’m sure of it. Is there anything I can do to help now?”
“Yeah, give me a job and a roof over my head.” He opened his mouth to speak, but she said, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t take it out on you. Actually, there is something you could do-drive me out to the Kinkaid place.”
“Sure, but what for? I thought-”
“A friend of mine, at least someone I know, works out there in the kitchen. She phones me every so often with information about Josh and the Kinkaids. I thought if I could see her she might know where Josh is so I can get word to him.”
“I thought he was in Denver.”
“That was some time ago. He travels with the auto show.”
“Can’t you phone this woman?”
“She told me never to phone, but wait for her to contact me. She doesn’t know where to reach me, which is-”
“Another reason for you to go there.” He arose. “Let’s go.”
Byerly knew roughly how to reach the address she gave him, Pepper Tree Drive, north of Montecito in the foothills of the Santa Ynez mountains. He drove east, then north with Addie Kinkaid in the seat beside him.
“Is there no hope your son’s grandfather might help you?”
“None at all. I only ever saw him once or twice. I don’t think he knows I exist. He doesn’t give a damn for his grandson, either. Josh tells me he’s all wrapped up in his famous, much younger wife.”
“Who’s that?”
“You know her, everybody does, Joy Fielding.“
Walter grimaced. Celebs were Doreen’s thing, not his.
“You know, Dr. Joy, the advice guru?”
That still didn’t mean anything, but he’d learned never to admit his ignorance. Made him feel like a fool. “Oh her, now I know who you mean.” He’d ask Doreen.
“The marriage is not supposed to be commonly known. She says her husband doesn’t like notoriety. I guess it’s like the marriage Dolly Parton has.”
Dolly who? “They live in Santa Barbara?”
“Not really. The Kinkaids have no shortage of places to live. I doubt if they’re in Santa Barbara more than a couple weeks a year.”
Byerly had driven 15 or 20 minutes, making a wrong turn only once. They were in hilly, woodsy country, the road’s curvy and narrow.
“Lord, it’s beautiful out here,” Addie said.
He glanced at her, saw the same gee-whiz expression tourists often had. “It does make one want to sing a chorus or two of Mountain Greenery. Of course I’m no Mel Torme.”
“The leaves are such a deep green, and the foliage is so lush, almost tropical, yet the temperature isn’t much over 70.”
“Cool tropics. That’s a pretty good description of Santa Barbara.”
He finally found Pepper Tree Lane, north of Mountain Road, off of Cold Spring Canyon Drive.
“We sure are in the boonies. Whatever else might be said for him, Kinkaid surely likes his isolation.“
She laughed. “I’m sure that’s true.”
“Just going for a loaf of bread or a quart of milk is a safari. And if the family car broke down and Kinkaid had to walk to work, he might never be heard from again.”
“I doubt if there is a family car or that it would break down. Try a fleet of limos.”
“Or that he goes to work.”
Byerly slowed the van almost to a stop to negotiate a switchback turn. “Do people actually live out here? The only signs of human habitation are wrought iron gates. Maybe they’re keeping out the mountain lions.”
“Oh God, I forgot about the gate! We’ll never get in.”
“We’ve come this far.” He read numbers on mailboxes. “Getting close.”
“There it is, 1392.”
“Would you believe that! The gate’s open. What luck.” He braked to a stop, then looked ahead. “Might as well see how the super rich live.”
The Kinkaid driveway wound uphill, but not too sharply, then began to widen. Around a bend he stopped and stared through the windshield. There it was, as wide as a football field and almost as deep, a castle by God, build of dark stone with a huge single tower in the center. No windows were visible, only an immense mansard roof covering the front.
“Positively forbidding,” he muttered. “Enough to make Daphne du Maurier forget Manderley.”
“I shudder every time I look at it.”
The ground fell away and the woods diminished as he drove on, revealing the entire front. Beneath the mansard roof, the house was mock Tudor style with Elizabethan windows of leaded glass. A perfect hideaway for Henry and Anne Boleyn.
There was a second gate. Talk about major league security. Only it was also open. “We must be expected,” he said. Gravel rattled under his tires. No sneaking up on the Kinkaids unheard. To the right were stables and beyond them a pool and tennis courts. Not too shabby. Now he was in a circular drive approaching the house.
”Stop! Oh God, somebody’s home.”
There was a black limousine in the drive. A man in a black suit got out and raised a hand for him to stop.
“Please turn around, let’s get out of here.”
He rolled down his window as the man approached. “It’s too late now, Addie, it’ll be all right.” He remembered the Care Wheels logo on his van. “Is this the Munsters estate?”
“You got the wrong place. You’d better leave.”
The fellow looked dour with absolutely no sense of humor. He kept looking past him at Addie. “Are you sure?”
“Positive. Leave.”
“Do you know where the Munsters live?”
“No, goodbye.”
“Who’s place is this?”
“None of your damn business. Now, are you leaving or do I make you?”
“Sorry, my mistake.”
He turned the wheel and accelerated out of there. In his rearview mirror he saw the chauffeur looking after him, hands on hips.
“Do you think he recognized me?”
“Do you know him?”
“No.”
“Does that limousine mean the Kinkaids are in residence?”
“I’m sure of it.”



7: Time-Share Secretary


The opaque glass door to the outer office bore the words LAW OFFICES. Strange. Lorna said Harry Gould was so proud to have his own practice, yet he hadn’t printed his name on the door.
DeeDee opened the generic door on a small waiting room, empty except for a remarkably attractive girl working at a console. Her nameplate read Hyacinth Owens. If it had read Delilah, temples might have fallen.
“Hi, I’m DeeDee Byerly. Are you Mr. Gould’s secretary?”
The young woman seemed flustered. “Well, yes, I guess I am.”
DeeDee smiled her best and handed her a dozen red roses wrapped in green tissue. “These are for you, then, with my condolences. Harry’s death was such a tragic loss.”
Hyacinth Owens might have been Herod receiving the head from Salome, another redhead. “I–I don’t…know what…to say.”
For a moment DeeDee thought the girl wasn’t going to accept. That would be a first. She’d used flowers to gain entry into seemingly impossible places.
“Who are they from?”
“From me. I’m a friend of Harry’s mother, Lorna Gould. I thought how upsetting his death must be for you, so I brought flowers to make you feel better.”
Now the girl reached out with both hands for the flowers. “Thank you so much, it’s very thoughtful of you.”
Hyacinth had a breathy, whispery voice, forcing a person to pay close attention to hear her-a most feminine quality. Men must die for her. “You’re so lovely, my dear.” And she was, with glossy black hair, cafe au lait complexion and truly luscious lips. What she did for a sweater was truly awesome, doubly so. Maybe Harry did more than dictate to his secretary.
“I like your make-up. It looks positively-well, professional.” Doreen gave her top-of-the-line smile again. “I love your name, Hyacinth. It’s my favorite flower-and a perfect name for you.”
“Well, thank you.”
Hyacinth Owens was being won over. No surprise in that. “Have you been Harry’s secretary very long?”
She looked flustered again. “That’s just it, Mrs.-”
“Call me DeeDee, everyone does.”
"Okay, DeeDee. I’m Harry’s secretary…and I’m not, just as this is Mr. Gould's office…and it’s not. This is a cooperative law office. Five lawyers, each with his and, in one case, her own clients, share space here. They also share expenses, telephone, computers, office equipment-and clerical help. It saves them money, quite a bit I understand.”
“How very interesting. You’re a sort of time-share secretary, like hotel rooms at a resort.”
Hyacinth laughed, brightening an already pyrotechnic face. “Another girl and I, yes.”
“You did some work for Harry?”
“Oh yes, quite a bit.”
“You knew his clients?”
“Some of them. Lola also works here, but she’s off today.”
DeeDee glanced around the office. “Have you a vase for the flowers? We really should put them in water.”
“Oh, of course.”
She hoped Hyacinth would leave the room, giving her a moment to look at papers on her desk. But the time-share girl only went to a filing cabinet on the adjoining wall and extracted a vase from a bottom drawer.
“Did Harry have a lot of clients?”
Hyacinth began arranging the roses in the vase. “To be honest, Mrs.-ah, DeeDee, not really. He was just getting started, but he was a fine lawyer and he would-”
“I have no doubt. May I see his office?”
“The police have sealed it off pending, you know-”
She sighed. “Oh dear, Lorna will be so disappointed. I promised her I’d pick up Harry’s appointment book for her. She wants it as a keepsake. You do understand.”
“I do, I do, but there’s a problem.” Hyacinth looked distressed. “His calendar and appointment book are missing. I assume the police took them as evidence.”
“That explains it, I’m sure.”
“But there’s a backup on the computer. I could make a printout for you.”
“You are a love.”
The secretary sat at the console and pushed some buttons. Nothing came on the screen. She pushed more buttons. Still no display.
“How strange. Mr. Gould’s files aren’t here. Maybe he moved them. I’ll check FIND.”
DeeDee watched her call up a display, then type in GOULD. A few seconds later the computer reported, UNABLE TO FIND GOULD. Hyacinth tried other key words.
‘I don’t understand it. Mr. Gould’s files are missing! Everything about him has been erased!”
“Are you sure? When did you last use them?”
“Let me see. Not yesterday, that’s when we found…him. The day before, yes, I’m sure I typed a letter for him.”
“Is the computer working? Maybe it crashed.”
Hyacinth punched some keys. The console lit up. “The files of the other lawyers are here. Harry’s is the only one missing.” Then she smiled. “Not to worry. Everything is kept on a backup disk.” She opened a metal box on her desk. “Each lawyer has his own disk. It protects each one’s privacy.”
“I’m sure.”
Her slender fingers stopped, then flipped through the discs again. “Why it’s gone! What could have happened to it? I always keep it here in this file.”
“It’s not your fault, my dear, the police surely have it.”
Now Hyacinth smiled. “Of course, that must be it.”
DeeDee could barely contain her excitement. Harry Gould had been murdered by whoever erased his files. “Is Harry’s suicide note on the computer?”
“No, he apparently wrote it, then erased it.”
“How did the police-”
“It was left on the printer.”
She nodded. There was much to think about-and tell Walter. “Thank you, Hyacinth, you’re so sweet and you’ve been so much help.
“DeeDee, if you’re going to see Mrs. Gould, will you ask her what I am to do with Mr. Gould’s messages?”
“He’s still getting messages?”
“Just one. It came in this morning by e-mail. I don’t know how to reply. It seems personal.”
A moment later DeeDee read:
Did Sophia contact you? I’m trying to reach her.
There was an e-mail address and phone number, 614 area code. Boston. The name on the message was CYN. Maybe sort for Cynthia. Clearly Harry Gould and Cyn, even Sophia, were acquainted.
“Do you know either Sophia or this Cyn?”
Hyacinth shrugged lovely shoulders. “I’m afraid not. That’s why I think it must be personal.”
“I’m sure you’re right. Lorna will know what to do.”



8: Super Sleuthing


He heard the phone ring and was momentarily confused. Which one, house or cell? He chose the wireless and heard, “Where are you?” Doreen sounded agitated.
“I’m where I should be, darling. The question is where are you? You’re not minding the store and you’re not in your car.”
“I’ve such exciting news. Where are you?”
“At home, indulging in a cholesterol sandwich. Want some?”
“God forbid. Open a can of soup for me. I’ll be there as-”
She hung up before saying when, but he knew it would be soon.
Doreen’s vegetarian vegetable soup, to his mind an awesome redundancy, simmered on the stove when she burst into the house.
“I knew it, didn’t I tell you, Harry Gould was murdered.”
“I can only answer you did, you did, and how do you know?”
She shook her head. “What are you saying? Oh, I get it. Stop being amusing, Walter, this is important. Harry Gould’s computer files have been trashed-obviously by whoever killed him.”
He bit off a mouth full of his thick ham and cheese on rye, tried to mumble through it, then pointed to the stove, finally getting out, “0Your soup’s ready.”
“I don’t care about soup. Why are you being so insufferable, Walter?”
He chewed a moment, then swallowed. “Because you’re not making a speck of sense. Why don’t you start with who, what, when, so I can ask why-instead of beating the facts out of you with a stick.”
Now she smiled. “You’ve never beaten me, love, would I like it?”
“When next it rains, we’ll find out. I really do want to hear what you have to tell me, Doreen.”
“I went to Harry Gould’s office. Don’t ask me why, I just thought I might learn something. I used flowers to get in.”
“And you learned the hard drive on Harry’s computer was erased.”
She glared at him. “So you did understand?”
“Only when you told me where. Everything is gone, not just a file or two?”
“It’s a blank screen, Walter. Hyacinth, that’s Harry’s secretary, well part-time or time-share secretary-”
“What have spring bulbs got to do with it?”
“That’s her name-and I refuse to be Gracie Allen to your George Burns.”
“Thank God, they’re both dead. It wasn’t a mistake, someone deliberately erased the files?”
“The killer did-so there would be no trail leading to him. He even stole the back-up disc.”
“You’d better stop boiling that soup or-”
“Oh God!” She ran to it, grabbed a hot pad and lifted it off the burner. “It’ll take forever to cool.”
“You may have something, Doreen. Let’s talk to Lupe about it.”
“There’s more. Gould’s appointment book is missing. Hyacinth assumes the police have it. If they don’t that’s more evidence of an intruder.”
“Good work.”
She curtsied. “Thank you, kind sir, but there’s still more.” She reached in her purse and handed him a paper. “I should phone that number and find out who Sophia and Cyn are, don’t you think?”
“Eat your soup first.” He worried about her getting enough to eat. A bird could starve on her calories sometimes. “And while you dine on that liquid grass, I have my own super sleuthing to report.” He told her about Addie Kinkaid and how she’d come to be on the street.
Doreen reacted with exasperation. “I’m sure she’s a nice woman, I regret she’s been treated so shabbily, and I’m sorry she’s living on the street, but what has that to do with Harry Gould’s murder and the lost mother of a three-year-old named Jamie?” She made an exaggerated “whew” sound and panted after her long speech.
He ignored her. “Addie asked me to drive her out to the Kinkaid estate, so I did.” He made an expansive gesture. “Damndest looking place I ever saw, huge, sort of oppressive looking, dominated by this huge tower, kind of creepy, like a set for an old Vincent Price movie.”
“A tower of evil. How fascinating!”
“It’s way up in the boonies, populated by trees and igneous rocks, guarded by not one but two iron gates and-”
“Stop it this instant, Walter Byerly, it’s not funny.” Then she squinted at him. “I know when I’m being put on. If I’m not going to be Gracie Allen, I’m not about to be Ma Kettle either.”
“Ma Kettle?”
“Wasn’t she always getting worked up over nothing?”
“Do you really think of me as Percy Kilbride?”
“I will if you don’t stop teasing me.”
“Very well.” Now he spoke rapidly, as she had. “The driveway contained a black limo, the sticker on the back bumper read, JUSTIN WRIGHT FOR PRESIDENT, the chauffeur who most definitely didn’t want us there fit the description given by Henry Clay, and, yes, he does look like a Ninja Turtle.” He laughed. “You really should enter a gaping contest, dear.”
“Karl Kinkaid abducted a woman?”
“At best someone using his limo, and that’s far from certain. Maybe his chauffeur is in love.”
“And maybe Karl Kinkaid has something to do with a little boy named Jamie.”
“As you know, adored one, I couldn’t possibly be a bigger fan of your famous intuition, but this time don’t you think-”
“Well, it could be, couldn’t it? At least it’s something to think about.”
“Want something more?”
“If this is going to be the long version, I’ll eat my soup.”
“Addie told me who Kincaid’s wife is. Supposed to be a celeb, only I never heard of her and didn’t want to admit it.”
“No reason you should. You have me for these things. Who is the good woman?”
“Somebody named Joy Fielding. Addie said she’s some kind of advice guru.”
“You sure you’re not putting me on?” Now she laughed. “Of course you’re not. Darling, your lack of interest in celebrities is so remarkable it ought to be written up in a medical journal.”
“I knew Percy Kilbride, didn’t I?”
“But nobody since. Joy Fielding is Dr. Joy. She has an advice column, radio and TV shows. She’s an author, lecturer, the most famous blonde since Barbie-and just as plastic with about as many brains.” She laughed. “Now she really is someone who should be named DeeDee.”
He roared. “Only jiggling Jezebels named Joy are-”
“Still don’t know who she is? Okay, more clues. Dr. Joy is four square for family, family, family. She rails against premarital sex, abortions, divorce, homosexuality, liberals in general and women’s libbers in particular. Dr. Joy is a regular scold-and people eat her up.”
“Now I know who you mean. I may tune out phony celebs, but I do follow politics. You’re talking about that darling of the Christian Right.”
“Self-appointed.”
“She backs every half-baked nut there is. Hell, she makes Charles Manson and the Boston Strangler look like caregivers, the KKK and Adolf Hitler seem enlightened. She’d happily return to the Spanish Inquisition and Ivan the Terrible.”
He had Doreen doubled over with laughter, which pleased him greatly. Finally, she could say, “You exaggerate, but not by much.”
“So she’s Mrs. Kinkaid. That accounts for the bumper sticker. Justin Wright is her kind of guy-and maybe the next President, unless the country comes to its senses.”
“He is good-looking and glib.”
“So was Attila the Hun.”
Again she laughed. Doreen was such a good audience. He opened his cell phone. “Who are you calling?”
“Lupe, I’d better fill her in.” She shook her head. “Why not?”
“Just don’t tell her about Jamie. She’d be duty bound to call Children’s Services and-”
“Very well. Meanwhile, see if you can get anybody at that Boston number.”
“What will I say to her?”
“Tell her you think Sophia has been kidnapped by King Midas and turned into a gold statue.”
“These are young people, my love. They think King Midas is a rock singer.”
“Rocks sing?”



9: An Old Pol Helps


Try as she would, Lupe couldn’t quite shake her sense of dread whenever she approached Sgt. Brogan. She had been a cop four years, commended twice, made detective, at least as a probationary, but none of that mattered. Det. Sgt. Brogan was “the man,” a relic of her days on the street, her B.D. period, Before DeeDee. Maybe she’d get over it one of these days.
“I have some information on the Gould shooting, sergeant.” She hoped her voice sounded matter-of-fact.
Buster Brogan was in his 50s, gray and excessively wrinkled around the eyes. When he leaned back in his chair, as now, causing his sizable belly to protrude, he looked every inch a model for the Lord Buddha. “What have you got?” He smiled and motioned to the chair beside his desk.
She sensed his cordiality had more to do with her being female than a fellow detective. She sat but did not cross her legs. “Gould’s mother doesn’t think her son would kill himself. He was-”
“Have you spoken to Mrs. Gould?”
“Well, not directly.” She hesitated. “A friend told me.”
“What friend?”
He had no right to ask. She was entitled to her own sources “If you must know, her name is DeeDee Byerly. She owns a flower shop, her husband, Walter Byerly…”
His laughter stung her.
“You’re kidding, Hernandez. You’re listening to some dame in a flower shop? What’s your hairdresser and manicurist say?”
Oh why had she ever brought this up? “Forget it, sergeant, it’s your case.”
“You got that right. It so happens, Hernandez, that I spoke to the Gould woman at length. I sympathize with her, but when you have more experience you’ll realize that families, mothers especially, try any form of denial to avoid accepting suicide.” His smile was positively avuncular. He might have been Walter Cronkite addressing a sixth grade class at parochial school. “There are no fingerprints, Hernandez, no witnesses, no evidence of any kind to suggest Gould did anything other than take his own life.”
Did he have to humiliate her this way? Her anger flared, changing her flight into fight. “Did you perform a paraffin test on Gould to see if he fired the gun?”
“I saw no need for it.”
She stared at him. The test was routine in such cases. “Did you know somebody erased Gould’s computer files?”
Buster Brogan blinked.
“Whoever did it took the back-up disc and his appointment calendar. Both are missing.”
“I see.”
She had stood up to him. Her worry, fear, panic vanished. Buster Brogan was a trapped bear, desperate for a way out. She wasn’t about to give it to him. “Did you know it’s possible to recover material erased from the hard disc?”
Clearly he hadn’t known, but he dismissed his new knowledge with a bravura wave. “Why do that? It’s an extra expense, and this is an obvious suicide, after all.”
“Are you sure, sergeant? Someone went to a lot of trouble to eliminate any link between himself and Gould. Have you traced the gun to Gould?”
“Nor to anyone else. These cheap guns make the rounds. As for the erased files, that just about cinches it as a suicide.”
He had figured out his reply. “It does?”
“Sure. The guy’s distraught. He’s a nerd with few friends and no social life. Still lives with his Mama. Moreover, he’s a flop as an attorney, no clients and little hope of any. He decides to end it all.” Brogan made an expansive gesture. “Along with his own life, he wants to take away any evidence of his miserably failed existence, so he pushes the delete button.” Brogan made an exaggerated motion with his forefinger. “Nothing is left except the printout of the suicide note. Make sense to you, Hernandez?”
Unbelievable! The fool would go to any lengths not to be wrong. “Not at all, sergeant. I think you’re making a mistake.”
“Won’t be the first time.” Walter Cronkite revisited. “You go back to your pals, them Bye-Byes or whoever, and tell them I appreciate their help. I’ll look into their allegations.”
“Then the case is still open?”
“For the moment, so folks like them Bye-Byes can keep up their peerless detective work in hopes of making monkeys out of real cops.”
He shoveled sarcasm. God! The man inhabited a cave. “I’m sure that’s not what they’re doing.”
He looked at her hard. “Loyalties, Hernandez, loyalties. If you want to get ahead in this line of work, I suggest you decide whether you work for the Santa Barbara Police or them Bye-Byes. In a word, say bye-bye to the Bye-Byes. And ain’t that a howl?” He repeated the phrase.
Now he picked up a piece of paper from his desk. “Meanwhile, I have something useful for you to do. A mother reported her child missing. Here’s his description, three years old, blond, blue-eyed, believed to be in the Santa Barbara area.”
She accepted the paper. “Why are you giving this to me?”
“You’re in juvenile, you should have some connections, you know, an extra kid where he ain’t supposed to be.”
She shook her head. “Sounds impossible, what’s his name?”
“I don’t know.”
“What was he wearing, when was he last seen?” She saw Brogan shake his head. “Who’s the mother, who made this report?”
“I can’t tell you that, Hernandez. Do the best you can. If you find out anything, report back to me.”
After lunch, Byerly sat at his desk and opened his bible, as Doreen called it. The bible started out as an address book to keep track of girls in college. Over the years it expanded to include co-workers, ex-students, friends, acquaintances, anyone who knew or might know something useful or was just plain interesting. He added clippings, business cards, old scribbled-on napkins, notes and mementos until now the loose-leaf book was several inches thick and quite dog-eared. He sometimes thought of willing it to the Smithsonian when he croaked.
He turned pages, looking at names, reading forgotten information. Would you look at that, Danny Mendoza. Hadn’t thought of him in years. Maybe he should give him a call. He reached for the phone, then mentally slapped his hand. Walt, baby, you’re looking for someone qualified as an old pol, a nice ward healer or pork barreler.
There. He read. Yes, definitely an old pol. Sid Rankin was hyper, thoroughly Type A, balding, overweight, adrift in cigar smoke-a candidate for an early grave. Only one way to find out.
To his surprise Sid Rankin answered on the first ring. “Well, if it isn’t the perfesser hisself, long time no see, what’ve you been up to?” He affected a New York accent. Sid was born in Wisconsin.
Byerly hated small talk, always had. “Oh, same-o, same-o, Sid. How about you?” He listened. “As a matter of fact that’s why I called. I need some Washington insider information. As I remember-” Actually he had clippings. “-you used to write speeches for Reagan, then you worked for Clinton in his first campaign. Landslide George has no use for you. That makes you both political and non-partisan.”
“What it makes me is a maverick who has a hard time finding work. What do you want to know, perfesser?”
“Does Justin Wright stand a chance?”
“Scare you, does he? Me, too. ‘Course he does. After Reagan and Clinton I quit writing off candidates as having no chance. Wright has the looks and the lip, which sometimes is all it takes. He was an adequate Congressman and now has a pretty good record as governor of a major state, at least he hasn’t messed up too bad. He’s got the flag, family and Jesus behind him. He might win, the nomination anyway.”
“You’re right, it’s scary. What do you know about Karl Kinkaid?”
“Not much, other than he’s a major backer of Justin Wright.”
“That’s all you can tell me?”
“That’s a measure of how mysterious the guy is. You’d think the press would do a hatchet job on him, but no.”
“Maybe he owns the press.”
“Or there’s nothing to expose. What’s Kinkaid done?”
“I’m not sure anything. Is Joy Fielding his wife?”
“Not many people know that. Hey, now that I think of it, she’s the one hot to trot for Wright. Maybe hubby just indulges his beloved. She’s got the bod, he has the bucks.”
He was disappointed. Rankin had offered nothing he didn’t already know, but he couldn’t think of anything else to ask.
“You’re slipping, perfesser.”
“That’s for sure, but on what particular slide now?”
“You haven’t mentioned the big, unsubstantiated rumor about Wright.”
“I’ll bite. What’s the big, unsubstantiated rumor about Wright?”
Rankin laughed. “You haven’t changed, perfesser, same old dry humor. There’s a nasty rumor that Wright secretly fathered a bastard kid. If so, it-”
“Would destroy his holier-than-thou family values campaign.”
“Not to mention Wright himself.”
“Is it true?”
“A lot of effort is going into trying to prove it. The Moore people-”
Byerly laughed. “Winston Winthrop Moore, otherwise known as Win-Win Moore. He just can’t be for real.”
“The guy has a birth certificate, but it could be phony, I suppose. Anyway, the Moore people reportedly are offering big bucks to anyone who produces the W-R-I-G-H-T stuff.” He guffawed. ”Sorry, couldn’t resist that.”
“And if there is such a child, the Wright people would do almost anything to keep him hidden.” Why did he say him?
“Never thought of that, but I’m sure you’re right.”
“Who’s supposed to be the fallen woman?”
“All anyone knows for sure is that three, maybe four years ago, when Wright was in Congress, he was pals with a fox named Amanda something or other, oh yeah, Sykes, I think. She worked in his DC office for a while, then disappeared. Nobody can find her, and believe me, an effort has been made, still is. If you happen to run into Ms. Sykes, you can do yourself a lot of good by calling the right people.”
“I’ll start knocking on doors immediately.”
“Say, why do you want to know about Kinkaid and Wright?”
“When I know myself, you’ll be the first to find out.“
“Oh no you don’t. I want a little quid pro quo.”
“A quid is old English money and greed is unseemly. Bye, Sid.”
DeeDee looked around the shop again. Everything put away. Time to go home. Maybe she should try that Boston number one more time. All she’d gotten was a machine. She pushed the re-dial button.
An actual person. Imagine. “Is Cyn there?”
“This is she.”
“That’s an unusual name. I didn’t know if it was male or female.”
“It’s really Cynthia-Cynthia Wu. Who’s calling?”
No trace of an accent. She imagined Cyn Wu as a tiny, black-haired girl, the sort of progeny Olan might have had if she’d come to America. “You don’t know me, but my name is DeeDee Byerly.”
The voice laughed. “We’re both into unusual names, aren’t we?”
“So it would seem.” She laughed, too. Olan would have been proud of her. “I should have said Doreen Byerly. I’m calling from Santa Barbara, California, in answer to your e-mail message to Harry Gould.”
“Thank God! I’ve been so worried. Is Sophia there? Can I speak to her?”
“How do you know Sophia?”
“I’m her roomie. Why are you calling? Do you know Sophia?”
“I’m sorry, I should have explained. I’m a friend of Harry’s. Your message came and I decided to reply. You don’t know Harry?”
“Only the name. I gather you don’t know Sophia.”
“I don’t think so. What’s her last name?
“Linden, Sophia Linden.”
“Was she a friend of Harry’s?”
A wary silence filled the line. “I’m not sure what I should say. Is Harry there? May I speak to him?”
DeeDee hesitated. “I’m sorry, Cynthia, Harry Gould is dead.”
“Dead! He can’t be. Sophia said he was young, her age.”
“I’m afraid he was shot.”
“But how, why?”
“The police think it was suicide, but those of us close to him believe he was murdered.” She heard Cyn Wu gasp. “I’ve phoned in hopes you might shed some light on his last hours.”
“Are you with the police?”
“His mother asked me to look into his death. She’s very upset, especially with the police calling it a suicide. She’s Catholic and-”
“How awful for her!”
“That’s why I’m trying to help her. Can you tell me what Sophia’s connection to Harry was?”
“I’m not sure. She was surprised to hear from him, I know.”
“If she flew all the way from Boston to Santa Barbara to see him, there must have been something between them.” DeeDee laughed. “Or am I being hopelessly romantic?”
“She didn’t say so, but my guess is Sophia hoped to get some money from him.”
“I don’t think Harry had much money.”
“But he sent airline tickets. Sophia couldn’t have gone otherwise.”
“Harry was a lawyer. Perhaps he represented someone who provided the air fare.”
“Oh God, this is so awful! I’m so worried about Sophia. I warned her not to go, but she insisted.” An anguished sound came. “Have you seen her? Do you know where she is?”
DeeDee tried to keep her voice calm. “As I said, I don’t know Sophia. I’m sure-”
“She stayed at some place called the Upham Hotel.”
“It’s very nice.” And far from cheap!
”She phoned me from there when she arrived. Now they say she’s checked out. DeeDee, I–I’m so worried about her. If this Harry Gould was killed, maybe-”
“I’m sure not, Cynthia. Try not to think about it.” Easily said. “Why would anyone want to harm Sophia?”
“I don’t know, but she was always…well, careful, sort of looking over her shoulder all the time. Sophia didn’t trust very many people. That’s why I was surprised she went to California.”
“Do you have any idea why she was so scared?”
Cyn Wu hesitated. “I think it had something to do with her son. She’d never say who the father was. She didn’t want people to know.”
“Sophia has a son!”
“Yes, a three-year-old, great kid. I kept telling her to get financial support for him and make her life easier. Maybe that’s why she went to California. I hope so.”
“Where’s the boy now?”
“Sophia took him with her. No way would she let him out of her sight. I always thought she was too protective of him.”
DeeDee felt she couldn’t breath. “What’s he look like?”
“He’s a real towhead, just a sweetheart. His name is Jamie.”



10: A Charming Speculation


“You’re cute in an apron. What’s cooking?”
Byerly turned, saw Lupe Hernandez at the kitchen door, and motioned her inside. “I’m deep into poor man’s stroganoff, better known as SOS. That stands for-”
“I know what it stands for.”
“Then you won’t be staying for dinner.”
She laughed. “Thanks for the invitation. I’ll take some of that wine, too.”
He poured, added to his own glass, then busied himself at the stove, adding seasonings to the onions, mushrooms and hamburger he was sauteing. “What brings you to Monarch Lane?”
“I offered Buster Brogan your information about the Gould case.”
“And you are no longer a member of the police force.”
“Almost. I should decide where my loyalties lie and not listen to you and DeeDee. By the way, you are now known as the Bye-Byes, at least to Buster Brogan.”
“We’ve been called worse.” He heard a car door slam. “That’ll be Doreen. Hold up, she’ll want to hear this.”
Her voice entered the kitchen first. “Darling, wait till you hear what I’ve just learned.” Then she saw Lupe and hugged her. “How wonderful to see you.”
“What’s your news?” he asked.
“It’ll keep, I want to fuss over this creature. I love your hair this way, pulled back into a chignon. You look like Nefertiti on one of her better days. With your deep-set eyes, you’re so-o…dramatic, that’s the word.” She turned to him. “She’s too lovely, Walter. I don’t think I should leave you alone with her.”
“Good work, but enough, already. Detective Hernandez is here on official business. She reported our info on the Gould murder to Sgt. Brogan and was warned not to associate with the Bye-Byes, as we are now known. I sorta like it, don’t you?”
Doreen dismissed that with a flip of her hand. “The erased files didn’t impress him?”
“It only proves the suicide.”
“That’s ridiculous! Is the man a Neanderthal?”
“Buster believes conclusions are to be reached, not leapt to.” Lupe sighed. “That would be easier for me to believe, if he’d run a paraffin test on Gould.”
“He didn’t?” Byerly almost dropped his spoon. ”What’s wrong with him?”
“It looks to me like he has another agenda.”
She shrugged. “Maybe, I can only hope you’re wrong.”
Byerly poured wine for Doreen, then tended to his stroganoff, dumping a bag of noodles into boiling water. “I wasn’t serious about dinner, Lupe, you’re more than welcome. Be about ten minutes.”
“You may not want me after I tell you the real reason I came." She sipped her wine. "Sgt. Brogan gave me an assignment. I’m to find a missing boy, blond, blue-eyed, about three years old. Sounds like the missing child you asked me about, doesn’t it?”
“And what did Brogan tell you about this child?”
“Not one syllable more than you did. Walter, what’s going on?”
He glanced at Doreen, saw wariness in her eyes. “We have to tell her. We’re on the same deserted island.” He saw her reluctant nod. “The child is safe, in good hands, being cared for, just where his mother left him. We didn’t tell you-”
“We were afraid you’d feel duty bound to contact Children’s Services and we don’t want that, at least not yet.”
“Who is this child?”
“He answers to the name Jamie. Other than that, we don’t know and at age three he can hardly tell us.”
“I think I know,” Doreen said. “I talked to-” She glanced at Lupe. “Maybe we should start at the beginning.”
“I think you’d better, I’m lost.”
Doreen told of Jamie’s abandonment, but did not reveal where he was, nor did Lupe ask. Smart girl, Lupe. Better she not know. “There’s a definite link between Harry Gould’s murder and Jamie’s abandonment.”
He looked at her sharply. “There is?”
“It’s what I’m dying to tell you. Jamie’s last name is Linden, Jamie Linden. His mother’s name is not JoAnn-she made that up-but Sophia Linden.”
“Doreen, my clever one, where did you learn this?”
“From Cyn Wu, the girl in Boston, Sophia’s roommate. Harry Gould contacted Sophia. I don’t know how they knew each other or why she trusted him, but she accepted the air fare he sent for her and Jamie, flew out here and stayed at the Upham Hotel.”
“Why did she come?” Lupe asked.
“Sophia had Jamie out of wedlock. Cyn Wu doesn’t know the father, apparently nobody does. She’s had a hard time. Cyn Wu thinks she came out here in hopes of obtaining financial support.
“Is Gould the father?” he asked.
“I don’t think so. If she came out here with Jamie, Gould would have met her at the airport, at least known about Jamie. There was no need for her to hide him with a total stranger.”
“She came out here to meet someone else.”
“And got herself abducted by our friends in the castle.”
Lupe Hernandez held up both hands. “Whoa! Not so fast. Walt, is this the library abduction you asked me about?”
“I think so. I drove out to the Karl Kinkaid place. Sitting in the driveway was a limousine and chauffeur as described by Henry Clay.”
“And who is Henry Clay?”
“My homeless informant.” Lupe’s expression was the sort a person makes while sticking a big toe in a tub of hot water. ”I know it’s not much. You’re hardly going for a search warrant and an arrest.”
“You’re right there. What possible connection can there be between Karl Kinkaid, a local jillionaire, and an abandoned tyke?”
Doreen’s voice brightened. “Maybe Kinkaid is Jamie’s father. She came out here to-”
“Try again. I took your advice, darling, and delved into the bible. I ended up with Sid Rankin in D.C.-I don’t think you know him-and came up with an utterly charming speculation. For starters, Sophia Linden may not be the correct name, either. Jamie’s mother is more likely Amanda Sykes.”
“Good heavens, Walter!”
“It’s something checkable, maybe by you, Lupe.”
“If I only knew what you’re talking about.”
“Yes, darling, must you be so mysterious?”
He grinned. “Gotta have some fun. Okay, Sid Rankin says the hot political rumor this season is that Justin Wright fathered a child out of wedlock with one Amanda Sykes. She and the child have both disappeared. Wright’s political opponents, the press and apparently God Himself are looking for her.”
“And the Wright people want to keep him hidden.”
“My exact words to Sid Rankin.”
“Or test for DNA to prove he’s not the father.”
“Wright himself could save that expense.” He looked at Lupe. “What’s bothering you?”
“What was that term you used?”
“Charming speculation. That’s what it is.”
“No mistake there.”
“Except for one thing,” Doreen said. “Who asked the police to find a missing little boy? It just has to be someone who knows Jamie is in Santa Barbara and not very many people do. Cyn Wu wouldn’t tell, and Gould is dead. That leaves whoever hired Gould in the first place.”
“We ought to be able to trace that.”
Doreen shook her head. “We can’t. The erase button on Gould’s PC was punched and the backup disk stolen, remember? We’re dealing with a smart and careful person.”
He paced the kitchen. “Okay, let’s say it was Kinkaid for the moment. He discovered Gould knew Amanda Sykes sometime in the past.”
“College maybe.”
“He hired Gould to contact her and he-”
“Entices her out here on a promise of financial support for Jamie. A meeting is arranged-”
“But at the last moment, Sophia or Amanda, worried about what might happen to Jamie, gets cold feet-”
“Leaves him with the only person she knows in town-”
“Whom no one would think of or be able to trace-”
“Then goes to meet Kinkaid on schedule-”
“And is forced into the limousine-”
“And has been held ever since-”
“And will be until she tells where her son is.”
Lupe laughed. “Is this how you two operate?”
“Sometimes.” Doreen smiled. “We make a pretty good team-”
“For a couple of old folks.”
“Speak for yourself, darling.” She patted his cheek. “This JoAnn-Sophia-Amanda, whoever she really is, just has to be an interesting person. As far as we know, she’s never revealed who Jamie’s father is.”
“Maybe he doesn’t know.”
“Exactly, dear. She doesn’t want him to know and has endured hardship to keep him from knowing.”
“And if it is Wright, she has to know the damage she’d do him and wants no part of it-certainly all the hullabaloo it would bring.”
“She wants a normal life for herself and her son,” Doreen said, “not money, not 15 minutes of fame. Quite a remarkable young woman, I’d say.”
He watched Lupe shaking her head and laughed. “We’d better let you throw your cold water before you freeze. What is it?”
“I keep remembering your term charming speculation. That’s all it is, you know. You have no evidence-”
“Speculation is not a bad word, despite the efforts of critics to make it so. To speculate is to reflect, ponder, think. Without speculation we’d all be living in caves. Doreen and I are simply trying to solve a mystery-why a mother, obviously caring about her son, left him with a nearly total stranger.”
“Walter thought at first the mother might have kidnapped the boy, which is why he approached you.”
He served his SOS at the counter. “Fruit and cottage cheese okay for a salad?”
“Whatever’s easiest,” Doreen said.
“You are now learning, my dear Lupe, the origins of a happy marriage, the words whatever’s easiest.”
All three ate in silence for a moment. He was starved. Doreen broke it, “Lupe, you have no idea who asked the police to locate Jamie?”
“Someone surely knows, but not me.”
“Would Kinkaid have the clout?”
“Not officially, but…” She shrugged.
“It has to be the Wright people,” he said. “If Win-Win Moore knew Jamie was in Santa Barbara or, God forbid, the press, we’d be awash in TV trucks. Could still happen, I suppose. Kinkaid could trot out a tearful ‘mother’ to beg for the return of her darling little boy.”
“No, Walter. Kinkaid or whoever doesn’t have a photo of Jamie-needed for the tearful mother bit-or even much of a description.”
“They must know something about him”
“My guess is they tried to get Harry Gould to reveal where Jamie was. He had no idea, of course.” Doreen grimaced. “Under threats, maybe at gunpoint, hoping to save his life, he told them what he knew about Jamie-blond, blue-eyed, about three.”
“He may have only seen him once.”
“Oh, Walter, it must have been so awful for poor Harry.” Doreen shook her head, sighed, then looked at Lupe. “What are you going to do with all this information?”
“What information?” She smiled. “My job is to look for a missing child. I have no idea where he is and I’m still looking. The death of Harry Gould is not my case. The Santa Barbara Police have no reports of alleged abductions, nor are they interested in rumors of illegitimate children, however illustrious the parentage.”
“Like I said, only a matter of time, Captain Hernandez.”
“Hear, hear” Doreen raised her glass. “There is one thing you can do, Lupe, help us find this woman. She’s in grave danger, and we don’t have much time.”
After Lupe left, DeeDee helped clean up the kitchen, then went upstairs to change into her nightie, robe and slippers. She returned to the living room, accepted a glass of red wine-it helped her sleep and she needed it tonight-then got out her knitting. She had neglected it lately.
She took her place in an easy chair, matching Walter’s, both facing the unlit fireplace. This room was by far the largest in the house and her favorite, perhaps because it had sunlight most of the day. She’d decorated it in a variety of pastels, her favorite colors, giving it an aura of softness, warmth and familiarity.
“I find knitting very soothing,” she said. “Must have something to do with occupying the hands.”
“I’m sure.” His nose was in the newspaper.
“You might try it.”
“Yes, dear.”
She stuck out her tongue at him. ”Yes dear, yes dear, the words of the truly henpecked husband.”
“What?” At least he put down the paper.
“You were very funny at lunch.”
“I was?”
“I don’t know anyone who makes me laugh as you do.”
“What a nice thing to say, thank you.”
“And you were most insightful with Lupe this evening.”
He looked at her quizzically, “What’re you getting at?”
“Oh nothing.” She worked her needles. “I just wondered why you haven’t mentioned that Tyrannosaurus Rex standing over there by the piano, slobbering all over my best carpet.”
He actually looked across the room.
“He’s a fearsome, husband-taking, widow-making monster, Walter.”
After a long pause he said, “I think he’s more a pussy cat.”
“No, no, pussy cats get mentioned regularly. Only the big, bad things are ignored.” She sniffled. “Only they just get bigger and badder. What did the damn doctor say, Walter? I won’t be cut out of your life at this late stage.”
His sigh was a deep one. “He biopsied my prostate. He’s running tests. Take a few days.”
“For what? The Big C?”
Another sigh. “It could be the little b, as in benign.”
“Tell me every word he said.” She listened, asked some questions, then said, “Thank you, I feel better now.”
“You do?”
“Of course. It’s always better to know. Your day-long silence scared the wits out of me.”
“I've been afraid to tell you.”
“Don’t be silly. Whatever happens we’ll both deal with it when the time comes. “
He arose from his chair and leaned over her. His fingers felt so cool, touching her chin, raising her head to his. “What a magnificent woman you are.”
“It’s about time you noticed.”
As he kissed her she knew she had done the right thing. No matter what, this beloved man must never know the terrible churning in the pit of her stomach.



11: A Warning


Henry Clay hopped into the van. “Can I ride along today, Doc?”
Byerly liked his privacy. Some of his best ideas came while driving. But he knew boredom was chronic among the homeless, particularly for a man like Henry. He may have lost half his wits, but he still had a college education. “Sure, Henry, glad to have you.” Then he smelled him. Should he suggest a bath? No, Henry’s pride might be hurt.
After his second trip to the county clinics, Walter said, “I have to run out to UCSB.”
“Whatever you say, doc.” A few minutes later he said, “Pretty out here, ain’t it, doc?”
“Sure is, Henry.” He raised his voice, imitating a travelogue. “Surrounded by the blue Pacific on three sides, the University of California at Santa Barbara ranks as one of the most scenic institutions of higher learning in the country. Lucky kids!”
He returned to his normal voice. “Of course the university regents have done their best to ruin the place by erecting less than inspiring buildings, however cheap.”
“UCSB has more bicycles than any college in the country.”
“How do you know that, Henry?”
“I dunno.”
He parked and headed for the registrar’s office, Henry Clay in tow. Again he couldn’t refuse him.
“Oh, Professor Byerly, it’s good to see you.”
He had taught a couple of terms and still filled in occasionally. That made him an Adjunct Professor. Sounded so much better than substitute teacher. “And you, too. I wonder if I could see the records of a former student, Harry Gould.”
“The man who shot himself? How awful!”
“Yes.” To both the question and the comment.
“The police were here for the same thing yesterday.”
At least they were still investigating. He studied Gould’s record. Better than average student, pre-law group, international club. Nothing special. Somehow he wasn’t surprised.
“Do you have any record for-” He extracted the photo of Jamie’s mother from his pocket.
“I know her,” Henry Clay said.
“You do?”
“Sure, Mandy Sykes, we called her Cyclone. I had classes with her.”
He studied. “How old are you, Henry?”
Henry blinked and looked away. “I forget.”
“That’s okay, it’s not important.” Henry looked scruffy, but probably not that old. He could have gone to school with Amanda Sykes. “What else can you tell me about her?” Henry had his vacant look. “Was she a good student?”
He shrugged. “Sure, I guess so.”
“Was she pretty?”
“Yeah, sure.”
That qualified as faint praise. Henry was too nice to say she wasn’t. “Did you ever date her?”
“Me? Naw.” Henry blushed. “I never-she was spoken for anyway.”
“She was?”
Henry rubbed the stubble on his chin. His name was…” He stared off into space. “I forget.”
“That’s okay, Henry.” He perused Amanda Sykes’ record. Lots of political science courses and activity in conservative organizations. She left after her junior year.
“His name was Harry, I remember Harry.”
Byerly turned to him. “Harry Gould?”
“That’s it, Harry Gould. Them two was hot and heavy. Everybody figured he was into her pants, but good.”
Back in the van heading downtown, Walter did a quick calculation. If Harry Gould were Jamie’s father, the boy would be five or six, not three-unless he’d seen Amanda after college. No, Amanda wouldn’t be on the run from Harry Gould. Somebody else put the bun in her oven, as the Brits say.
Walter stopped at the clinics. No passengers returning to town. He now headed there himself, driving on city streets, Calle Real, State Street, and the west side along De la Vina Street.
“You were a big help, Henry.”
“I was?” Byerly could see his wide grin in the rear view mirror.
“You knew all about Cyclone and Harry.”
“Sure, I remember them.”
In his outside mirror Walter saw a large black car tailgating him. “The speed limit’s 30, my friend. I’m not about to get a ticket because you’re in a hurry.”
One block below Alamar the street turned one way. He saw the black car pull into the left lane. “Now’s your chance, fellow, go for it.” The black car turned out to be a limousine. “Hey, what’re you doing!” Byerly jerked the wheel to the right to avoid being hit, then braked sharply. He was against the curb, unable to move.
He hollered out the window, “What kind of a driver are you?” A uniformed man got out and walked around the front of the limo toward him.
“Hey, that’s the guy what grabbed the girl.”
“Be still, Henry, I’ll handle this.”
The Ninja’s voice was a gruff as his looks. “Listen, Byerly-”
“You know my name?”
“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay away from the estate-and from that dame, too.”
“You can’t be serious.” He had to laugh. “And if I don’t I suppose you’ll break both my knees.”
“A good idea, smart ass. I hadn’t thought of that.” A huge hand burst through the window and grabbed his shirtfront, pulling him sideways and forward. “An old guy like you, I could make you into a pancake, and I will, if you don’t watch it.”
“Take your hands off me.”
“Or else what?” He grinned, showing pretty good teeth actually. “What’re you going to do about it, old man?”
He hesitated. “I’m going to blow this horn.” He pushed the button on the steering wheel. “And I’m going to keep blowing till you release me and get the hell out of my way.“
The horn was surprisingly loud. A couple of cars slowed to look.
“Mind what I say, you old fart, stay way.” Ninja gave him a final jerk, then went back to the limo and drove off.
“What was that all about?” Henry asked.
Byerly sucked in air and straightened his shirtfront, trying to control his shakes. He turned the van away from the curb and drove off, finally able to say, “In one-star movies that is what is known as a warning, I believe.”
By the time he parked in front of The Sally and sought out Addie Kinkaid, he felt fairly calm. “You’re not very popular in certain quarters,” he said.
Addie laughed at the threats. “I guess they didn’t believe you were looking for the Munsters’ place.”
“You’re not afraid of them?”
“I figure they can’t ruin my life any more than they already have. I’m sorry you were-”
“It worries me that he knew my name.”
“Probably saw Care Wheels written on the truck and-”
“Of course.” He hesitated. “Why does Kinkaid hate you so much? You can’t be much of a threat to him, no money, no claim to any, living on the street.”
“Maybe Kinkaid’s not the one hating me.”
He looked at her, squinting. “Oh, I get it, Dr. Joy’s image might suffer.”
“She’s all for private charity, do away with welfare.”
“And charity does not begin at home.“
“Her home, anyway.”
He headed for the van, and then stopped. “Have you heard from your friend at the castle?” She shook her head. “What’s her name?”
“Maria Angelo.”
“Maybe there’s some way to contact her, tell her where you are?”
“It’s not worth it. That warning wasn’t for nothing.“
Henry Clay still waited for him in the van. “I’m sorry, Henry, I can’t drive you any more today. Maybe some other time.”
“That’s okay, Doc.” He got out of the van and closed the sliding door. “Hey, Doc, thanks a lot.”
“ De nada.” He wasn’t sure of Henry’s Spanish.
”Hey, Doc. I remember now who that girl was, the one the bad guy took at the library.”
“You do?”
“She looked different, that fooled me, but I’m sure now.”
“Well, who was she?”
“Mandy Cyclone.”



12: A Wild Ride


“This is the third time you’ve asked me. No, I don’t mind. No, I don’t feel put out. Yes, I’ll happily pick up the boys at nursery school and babysit for an hour.” She shoved Karen toward the door.
“Thank you, DeeDee, I’ll never-”
“Get your car fixed if you don’t leave.”
A few minutes later DeeDee maneuvered her Z4 over city streets, Coast Village Road, Old Coast Highway, over to Milpas, up to Anapamu. It was an older part of town, not as scenic as the beach area, but lived in. The 101 Freeway would be quicker, but all the high-speed trucks, buses and RVs scared her. She should trade-in this little foolishness on a sensible vehicle, like a Sherman tank.
The nursery school was on East Sola Street, only a couple of blocks from where Karen lived. A nice arrangement for her. She parked in front of a vintage Victorian house and went in. Mothers and toddlers were leaving. Tommy stood near the doorway, looking a little forlorn.
“Hi, Tommy, I’m DeeDee, remember? Your mother asked me to pick you up today.” He recognized her, but did not react, except to take her hand. Did she just walk away with him? Kind of casual wasn’t it. “Where’s Jamie?”
He seemed disconsolate. “Gone.”
“Gone where?”
He shook his head. Oh God! If anything happened to Jamie… She tightened her grip on Tommy’s hand and went inside the building and approached a female adult. She was tweedy, prim, sort of the decline of Miss Jean Brodie. “I’m DeeDee Byerly, here to pick up the boys for Karen.”
“Yes, she phoned earlier. How do you do, I’m Heidi-”
“Where’s Jamie?”
“Karen’s friend, Marco-” Her hands moved as though in flight. “Something or other.”
“Musante, Marco Musante.” She was surprised she could remember his name.
“Yes, that’s it, he came for Jamie-”
“Good God! How could you? What kind of woman are you? Are you running a-”
“You’ll not talk to me that way!”
“I just did.”
“Mr. Musante said Jamie’s real mother had come for him.”
“You fool! His mother left him with Karen for safekeeping.” She clenched her fists, wanting to strike the woman, then she forced down her outrage. She had to think. “What time did he come for Jamie?”
“Not long ago.”
“God damn it woman! Have you no brains? How long ago?”
“Well I never!”
“If you don’t help me, I’ll turn you in for child endangerment. How long ago?”
“Maybe 15 minutes.”
“Was he walking or driving?”
“Driving, a truck, I think, yes, a red pickup, kind of old and beat up.”
“That’s more like it.” She heard Tommy crying. “It’s all your fault. You made me get angry and now Tommy’s upset.” She knelt and hugged him. “Don’t cry, darling, we’ll find Jamie.” To Heidi she said, “Do you know where Marco lives?”
“I’m afraid not.”
She stood up with Tommy in her arms. “Do you know, darling?”
“Vista.”
“Of course, Isla Vista. He said that the other night.” She carried Tommy to her car, strapped him in and took off.
Isla Vista was out beyond UCSB, and Marco had a 15-minute head start. She’d have to take the Freeway. What was the quickest way to reach it from East Sola Street? Her mind raced. Arrellaga Street. No, too many stop signs. Mission Street? Yes, if she took Santa Barbara Street and made some lights.
She made a U-turn on Sola and headed west, turning right on Santa Barbara Street, raced north, mentally cursing pokey drivers, then left on Mission. At State Street she bolted the light on amber, then slammed on her brakes for Chapala, and sat an eternity, drumming her manicured nails on the steering wheel.
She looked down at Tommy. Still crying. “Don’t worry, darling, DeeDee’s a good driver. You’ll be safe.” If only she were sure of that.
The light mercifully changed and she burned rubber, made two more lights and saw the Freeway entrance ahead. At last. She glanced at her watch. Ten minutes to get this far.
This car was supposed to go fast. Now was the time to find out. She accelerated out of the ramp, zoomed into the center lane, cut over to the inside lane. 65, 70, 75, 80. Her hair whipped against her face. She braked, cut behind a motor home, dashed over two lanes, then picked up speed. 85 now. DeeDee Byerly, killed in a high-speed crash on the 101. Yes, oh yes.
She heard laughter, glanced at Tommy. “This is fun, isn’t it?” She had no right, none at all, to endanger the life of this child.
She cut off a trucker. He blasted her with his air horn. DeeDee waved, shouted, “Sorry.” She raced past the exits for Lake Cachuma, El Sueno, Turnpike, Patterson. No sign of a red truck. She had to catch him, just had to. Ahead was the sign for Isla Vista. She slowed for the ramp and screeched to a stop for the light at Los Carneros Rd. No traffic. She ran the light, then did 75 in a 40-mile zone.
At last, just as she approached Isla Vista, she saw a red pickup, stopped for a light. It was several cars ahead, but looked old with faded paint. When it turned left on El Collegio, she saw a man behind the wheel, but no little boy. Oh Lord, it had to be the right truck. By the time she got through the light, the truck was two blocks ahead, turning right. She tried to hurry, but she was stuck in traffic. Oh God, please! There was nothing to do but wait and fume. The cars ahead of her seemed to dally forever at the light. She blared her horn.
At last. When she turned the corner the red pickup was nowhere in sight. Her hopes fell, replaced by desperation.
Isla Vista had once been a beautiful spit of land off the coast, all but surrounded by water. Now it was a bedroom community for the university, a warren of narrow streets, converted houses and apartments, no pride of ownership, irrevocably marred by litter and graffiti. Worse, every inch of curb space was full of vehicles. She turned right, cruised that street, turned right again, then left. Oh God, where was it? She couldn’t lose it now. There. At last. No, it looked new. Another. It was more of a rust color. How many red pickups can there be in a small area?
Finally she entered a cul-de-sac. At the turnaround two red pickups sat next to each other. ‘Oh God, either could be him.”
“Marco.” Tommy pointed at the first vehicle.
“Is that Marco’s truck?”
He nodded and squealed. Apparently he had ridden in the red truck and loved it.
“Do you know where Marco lives?”
He pointed to a nondescript apartment house. She hugged him. “Thank you, my precious, thank you.”
She stopped in the doorway to read mailboxes. Marco Musante lived in 2C. But Tommy had already gone ahead, up the stairs. And a little child shall lead them. Thank you, God.
She rang the doorbell, got no answer, then again, a third time. Maybe it didn’t work. She rapped, then harder, finally pounded with her fist. “He has to be here. I can’t have done this for-” She used both fists.
The door opened. Marco Musante wore a filthy undershirt and jeans. He held a cell phone in his hand. “Mrs. Byerly, what brings you here?”
She looked inside. “Where’s Jamie? What have you done with him?”
Marco just stood there. She pushed past him, saw an unkempt room, pieces of battered furniture, a huge exercise gadget. She peered in a bedroom, then crossed to the kitchen. There sat Jamie with a glass of milk and a package of Oreos.
“Thank God!” She swept him into her arms and carried him back to the doorway. “Come, Tommy, we have to go.”
“Where you takin’ the kid?”
“Somewhere safe-away from you.”
“I ain’t harmin’ the kid. I was just phonin’ his mother to pick him up.”
Fear gripped her. “Who have you told about Jamie?”
“I was just waitin’ for the guy to come on the line when you barged in.”
“You’ve told no one?”
“Look, lady-I mean Mrs. Byerly, there’s a twenty-five grand reward for return of the kid. Karen and I can use that kind of money.”
“Where did you hear this?”
“The guys at the garage was talkin’ about it.”
Garage? “Oh, that’s right, you’re a mechanic. Who’s offering the reward?”
“I dunno. You’re supposed to phone this number if you see the kid.” He pointed. “I’m sure he’s the one, blond, blue eyes.”
“What number?” It meant nothing to her, but it could be checked. She clutched Jamie tighter. “Listen to me, Marco, this little boy was left with Karen precisely because he’s in danger.” His mouth opened, but she wasn’t about to let him speak. “Don’t ask who from, I don’t know. The point is your actions have put him at great risk.”
“But the mother-”
“I guarantee you the people you were to phone don’t represent Jamie’s mother.”
“What about the twenty-five grand?”
“You were getting along fine without it. You don’t need it. Goodbye, Marco.” She started past him through the door, but he stretched out an arm to stop her, It was huge and hairy, tattooed with a snarling wolf. She looked at him levelly. “Do you really think this is worth prison?”
To her relief the arm slowly lowered, and she passed through the door with both boys, then turned back. “One more thing, Marco. If you make any phone calls or tell anyone-anyone at all-about the whereabouts of Jamie, then you can kiss off your romance with Karen. She’ll never have a thing to do with you.”
She drove back to her flower shop, quite slowly now, her hands shaking as she gripped the wheel. She sighed. At least she’d found Jamie. He was safe-for the moment.
Karen La Rocca bounced in an hour or so later, her car repaired. DeeDee took her aside, explained.
“I’m sure Marco didn’t mean anything, DeeDee. All he thought about was returning Jamie to his mother.”
And the $25,000. “I’m sure that’s true, Karen, but we can’t take chances. Do you have somewhere you can go with Jamie, both boys, somewhere Marco doesn’t know, where you’d be safe?”
Karen patted her hair. “I’ve never mentioned my brother to Marco.” She sighed. “Gino wouldn’t approve of Marco.”
A wise brother. “Where does he live?”
“Fresno.” She looked uncertain. “I guess Gino and Norma would take us in for a few days.”
“Go now, please, and don’t tell anyone where you are.”
Karen hesitated. “But Marco will-”
“Phone him if you must, but please, please, I beg you, don’t tell him where you are.”
“But what about the store?”
“It’ll be hell, but we’ll manage. We have no choice.” She knelt, hugged both boys at once. “I’ll miss you guys.” Now she looked up. Karen clearly did not want to go into hiding. “You have misgivings, don’t you?”
“No, no, it’s okay-I guess.”
“I’ll keep you on salary while you’re gone.” That brightened her. DeeDee went to the cash drawer. “Here, let me give you some money to tide you over.” Two hundred lit her up.



13: Se Habla Espanol


Doreen hadn’t sobbed like this since her father died. He could feel her whole body shaking. He said nothing, just held her-relieved she was still there for him to hold.
Finally coherent words came. “I was so…frightened, Walter, so…terribly scared. I–I could've been killed…Tommy, too.”
“You’re a good driver, darling, better than you think.”
“No, no, I’m not, in and out…of traffic, racing…” He felt her shudder all over like a wet dog. “I’m never…going to drive…again. I–I'm getting rid of…that silly little car.”
He laughed. “Good thing you had it. You’d never have caught up to Jamie otherwise. That’s all that matters.” He reached behind her to the kitchen counter. “Here, love, drink some cognac. It’ll do you good.”
It worked, or something did, for soon her breathing became more ordered. “Sorry, I do so hate ninnies.”
“Only understandable. You had a bad fright.” She blew her nose, snatched a second tissue from the box. “I have to ask, Doreen, why are we doing this? This is cops’ stuff. Let the Buster Brogan’s of this world handle it.”
“But they aren’t. I found out poor Harry wasn’t a suicide, that somebody stole all his records, that Jamie belongs to another woman. Not even Lupe would’ve discovered all that. I think I’m doing splendidly, Walter.”
He laughed. “What are you going to do, open DeeDee’s Detective Agency?”
“Not a bad idea. We could be partners. You learned about the kidnapping and who Jamie really is.”
He waved that aside. “Any gumshoe can stumble on something once in awhile. While you’re detecting, you might ask what’s to keep your well-muscled Isla Vista friend from still calling up-”
“I told him he’d never sleep with Karen again if he told anyone.” She smiled. “Those aren’t the exact words I used, but that’s what I meant.”
“Probably an idle threat, given the way those two ogle each other.”
“Karen’s taking both boys to her brother’s in Fresno. She promised not to tell Marco where they are.”
“And what’s to keep him from calling up Kinkaid or whoever and telling him about your involvement? That has to be worth a few bucks.”
Her eyes widened. “I don’t think he will,” she said softly.
“Will you admit my worry has some justification?”
She rested her head on his chest. “I worry about you, too, you know.” She couldn’t bring herself to say cancer. “There’s risk for both of us in chasing after-bad guys.”
He thought about the threat from the Ninja, but said nothing.
“We agreed we didn’t want to be old stick-in-the-muds. That’s why I opened the shop and you drive the homeless around. Keeps us young.” She smiled up at him. “Isn’t playing detective sort of fun?”
“So is bungee jumping, I’m told.”
“We’ll have to try that. Darling, let’s not worry-”
“Tomorrow will take care of itself. Well said, my dear.” He kissed her. “Let me tell you my news.”
She listened. “Do you think this Henry is right about Amanda Sykes?”
“Tough call,” he said. “Ever since his skiing accident, Henry’s mind is in and out. He can remember something vividly, then a moment later not know it at all.” He stroked his chin, felt whiskers. “I’m inclined to believe him. The two are of an age. They could have gone to school together.” He stopped. “Damn, why didn’t I check Henry’s records while I was there. That would have settled it.”
“You can’t think of everything, dear. The fact Henry knew a nickname for her, especially one like Cyclone for Sykes-”
“That is sort of convincing, isn’t it?”
She sipped her brandy. “Let’s assume Jamie’s mother is Amanda Sykes.”
“Who once had a romance with then-Congressman Justin Wright.”
“Where’s Amanda Sykes now? Out at the Kinkaid castle? If she is, how do we get in there to rescue her?”
“Whoa, dobbin, you move too fast.”
“You should’ve seen me on the freeway.”
“Thank God I didn’t. I may, hopefully, soon answer at least one of your questions.”
“I’m all ears.”
“And such pretty ones.” He kissed her. “I stopped at your competition and bought a bouquet of flowers.”
“Oh?”
“I had it sent out to the castle, but I didn’t want it to look like it came from me. “
She kissed him back. “Who’s the lucky girl?”
“Her name is Maria Angelo, a cook or something out there, and a friend of Addie Kinkaid. I wrote a note giving her my cell number. Addie is rather hard to reach.”
“Sounds like a good idea.”
“We’ll hope so. I didn’t want the message intercepted by one of the Ninja, so I wrote in Spanish-and you know how good my Spanish is.”
“You should have come to DeeDee’s Flowers. Se habla Espanol. What did you think you were saying in your note?"
“That Addie was in trouble and needed her.”
“She probably thinks you wanted a date.”
“Then she’ll definitely call. You didn’t happen to get that number Marco was calling when you so rudely-”
“I did of course.”
He had just jotted it down when his cell phone rang. “I couldn’t be so lucky, could I?” Spanish, his understanding nil, assaulted his ear. All he got were the names Maria and Addie. “Habla mas despacio, por favor.” If that slowed her down, he couldn’t detect it.
“Let me try.” Doreen took the phone from him.
He stood there feeling helpless, listening to Doreen’s si, si’s and yo comprendo’s. She even threw in an es verdad or two.
“What do you want me to tell her?”
“That Addie Kinkaid lost her home and is living at the Salvation Army temporarily. Also-” Doreen’s streak of Spanish silenced him.
“What else do you want to know?”
“I didn’t know your Spanish was so good.”
“I’m good at lots of things.” Her grin was wicked.
“Ask her if she knows where Josh is. Addie wants to reach him.”
He realized he might understand some of it, if he made the effort. But Doreen was doing her thing, so he gave up and quickly became bored. He fixed himself a highball then remembered the call he intended to make. He used the house phone. Lupe answered on the second ring. He told her about the rumor on the street. “There’s a number to call if you see the boy. I’d like to know whose it is, but I’d have to ID myself and that’s not too hot an idea.”
“What is it?” Then, “I’ll give it a shot first thing in the morning.”
Doreen ended her call and stood there, looking smug.
“Do I get to learn anything?”
“That drink looks good. May I have one?”
“You’ve had a cognac.”
“I’m in training for lushdom. Maria is most upset about Addie. I told her she was okay and you were keeping an eye on her.”
“Thank you, I forgot to add that.”
“She says Josh, whom she calls nino, is not a bad boy. He probably has no idea his mother is on the street. It is not his fault, etc. etc.”
“Where is the rotten kid, does she know?”
“Maria suffers inordinately that she does not know. The last she heard he was in Denver at an auto show.”
“Which I already knew. It’s something anyway. I’ll get on it. You spoke an awful lot of words to learn so little.”
“You should improve your Spanish. It’s a flowery language.”
“Why, when I have you.”
“One other thing. I asked if there was a woman staying there, young, perhaps in her 20s, light brown hair.”
“And?”
“Maria works in the kitchen and has nothing to do with house guests.”
“Too bad, would’ve been nice.”
“She thought perhaps Josh would know.”
“If we only knew where Josh was.”
He warmed leftover stew in the microwave while Doreen tossed a salad. They were just starting to eat when there was a rap at the kitchen door. He answered. It was Karen, clutching a small, male hand. He looked like Oliver Twist about to ask for “more.”
“What’s happened?” Doreen asked. “Aren’t you and Jamie going to Fresno?”
Karen looked at her hands, her feet, into space, anywhere but at Doreen.
“I guess I know the answer to that,” Doreen said softly.
“I can’t…do this no more, DeeDee, it’s too much…responsibility, I’m scared.”
“But Jamie’s mother-”
“I don’t hardly know her. She had no right. I did my share. It’s time for…”
“I see.” Doreen firmed her lips.
“Me and Marco and Tommy got a life to live, too.”
Doreen went to Jamie, picked him up. “It’s quite all right, Karen. I’ll see that Jamie is cared for.”
Guilt was a scar on Karen’s face. “I’m sorry, it’s just-”
“It’s all right, Karen.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Take care of him myself, of course.” Now she laughed. “Don’t look so surprised. I haven’t forgotten how to be a mother. It’s like a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. I haven’t made one in years, but I still know how.”
“I guess you don’t want me working for you no more.”
“Don’t be absurd. I’ll expect you first thing in the morning.”
“She looked away. “No, I won’t be able to…be around you.”
“I need you, Karen.”:
“I’ll stay till you find somebody.” Karen turned toward the door, then stopped. “Almost forgot, here’s your $200.”
“Thank you. There’s one thing you can do for me, Karen. If you should hear from Jamie’s mother tell her where he is. But please don’t tell anyone else, especially-”
“Marco, I know. I won’t.”
Doreen watched her leave, then, still holding Jamie, looked at Walter. ”Should I have asked you first?”
“You know better than that, it’s just-”
“It won’t be hard to trace him here, I know. We’ll just have to be careful, won’t we?”
He took the boy from her, held him aloft. “Young man, would you like some of Grandpa Byerly’s famous stew? It’s served in the finest kitchens of Europe, not to forget Asia and Antarctica. Do you know where that is?”
“Of course he does.”
“Smart kid we got here.” He sat him on a stool. ”Or would you prefer Grandma Doreen’s unforgettable peanut butter and jelly sandwich?”
“Jelly.”
“I shouldn’t have given you the choice.”
Later he said to her softly. “While we’re not worrying about possible dangers, shall we also not worry about becoming too attached to a certain little boy and losing him?”
She looked at him soulfully. “I’ll be good, I promise.”
“And when you’re good you’re very, very good.”



14: Detective Lupe Grills


“Eat your cereal.”
Jamie’s tower of Fruit Loops climbed past two inches. “Why?” he said. An orange loop was nestled atop a red one.
“So you’ll grow up big and strong.”
“Why?”
Byerly laughed. “Maybe you should go back to grandmother school.”
“I haven’t forgotten a thing, and I’m having so much fun.”
“With all those whys the kid will grow up to be a research scientist.”
“It’s just the age, love, have you forgotten?”
A brown loop was added to the stack, then another red one. “Look, DeeDee.”
“I am, I am, it’s an-”
“Engineering marvel,” he said. “The kid’s an architect.”
The tower grew another loop. Both the boy and Doreen clapped and squealed, then it collapsed amid groans. She scooped the fallen cereal into a bowl, poured milk and said, “Now you’ll just have to eat the naughty Fruit Loops.” At last Jamie picked up his spoon.
“You taking him to the shop?”
“Nothing else to do.”
“I’m not driving for Care Wheels today. I could-”
“I really want him. Besides, the girls at the shop think he’s adorable.”
“He takes after you. Maybe I’ll stop around later, take him off your hands for awhile.”
When they were gone he perused the bible, but no names in Denver leaped out at him. Maria Angelo said Josh Kinkaid was with an auto show in Denver. Auto. Only one person for that. He picked up the phone, then thought better of it.
A few minutes later he turned off the 101 on to Hope Avenue, and one of the neater bits of planning in Santa Barbara. Most of the auto dealers were gathered in the one area, making shopping easier and reducing sprawl. He pulled into the BMW dealership, Cutter Motors. Did the name have anything to do with price?
“When are you getting rid of this junker?” Ed Eastman asked. He was tall, blond, fortyish, not too glib or dishonest. He probably would not sell a used car to his grandmother.
“It’s hardly broken in yet.”
“Sure, sure, how’s DeeDee?”
“She’s fine, the car you sold her, too.” He was tempted to tell him about her hair-raising ride, but Eastman probably drove like that all the time. “What’s an auto show?”
He laughed. “I’ve never known anyone who knew or cared less about cars. An auto show is an exhibit of new and experimental cars, usually held in a civic center or convention hall. Big crowds show up. Not everyone is like you, Walt.”
“Is there one in Denver?”
“Could be, I don’t know. Why?”
“You sound like a certain kid I know. I’m trying to locate someone. He’s supposed to be at auto show in Denver.”
“May I know who?”
“Josh Kinkaid.”
“Oh, I know him, a real car nut, used to hang around here till we asked him to leave. He could easily be associated with a car show, let me check.”
Walter watched him go to work on his phone. “You’re texting?”
“It’s the only way nowadays.”
Byerly nodded. Just have to modernize. But what about the personal touch, something known as the human voice?
”Here we go.” He read a moment. “The auto show is no longer in Denver. It’s gone to Minneapolis. Want me to try there?”
“Sure.” He was a trifle amazed.
“Josh Kinkaid is there. He’s being paged.”
Already! “I’d like to speak to him by phone, if possible.” In a short time he had Josh Kinkaid on his cell phone. “You don’t know me, but I’m a friend of your mother’s.”
”Mums? Is she okay?”
He sounded like Alfie without the British accent. At least he was concerned about her. “Not really.” He told him.
"That’s awful! Why is she doing that?”
“Your father left all his money to you. She hasn’t a penny.”
“God! What can I do?”
The young man was either retarded or terminally naive. Either way a cage was probably wise, for his own protection. “The solution to most of Addie’s problems is known as M-O-N-E-Y. She needs it, at least a credit card, for hotel, food, the rest.”
“Money, sure, I’ll send some. Where?”
“Send it to me. That would be easiest.” He gave the address. “She’d like to see you, Josh, at least know where you are, talk to you.”
“I’d like to talk to Mums, too” He was silent a moment. “Tell you what, Mr. Byerly, this show’s about over. Why don’t I fly out to Santa Barbara, check up on Mums, okay?”
“I think you’ll be glad you did.”
Within the hour Byerly moved Addie Kinkaid from the Salvation Army into a modest motel. After tears and profuse thanks, she said, “I told you he was a good boy.”
With about as much sense as Jamie.
“Have a seat, Detective Hernandez, this phone call will only take a moment.”
Putting a name and address to the number Marco Musante had phoned was easy, but Lupe hadn’t expected to get in to see Victor Dragon for only an expression of interest. Victor Dragon was the closest thing Santa Barbara had to an F. Lee Bailey or Johnny Cochran, a big shot lawyer, a doer and shaker, friend to politicians from De La Guerra Plaza to Capitol Hill and hobnobber with the rich and famous-even the police.
Victor Dragon’s office teemed with mahogany, old leather and gold accessories. Photos, achievement awards and testimonials covered a paneled wall. She felt cowed. Something more. Being here, with this man, frightened her as no street thug, wife batterer or gang-banger ever would. A good address, posh surroundings, expensive clothes and impeccable manners were foreign to her upbringing and made her feel inferior. Her mind knew better, but her psyche did not. Would she be able to hold his manicured feet to the fire as a cop properly should? It scared her that she might not.
She took the designated seat and tried not to be dazzled by Victor Dragon. He should change his name to Victor Rich. He dripped money, from his silver-haired coif to his tasseled loafers. The voice on the phone was deep and mellifluous, one James Earl Jones might envy.
“How do you know you have the right one?” He listened. “It’s a little hard for me to believe it happened that way.”
She heard the voice on the phone, but couldn’t understand it, only the whining tone.
“Very well. If what you say checks out, then of course I’ll take care of you.”
More whining.
“Not to worry, Marco, everything you tell me stays right here. Goodbye, I’ll get back to you ASAP.”
Victor Dragon hung up the phone, came around the desk and took her hand, lavishing his caps on her. His skin was almost as dark as hers, but his was a tan-all the difference in the world.
“Always good to see one of Santa Barbara’s finest. I don’t believe we’ve met. Are you new on the force?”
Lord, he was handsome-and knew it. Why not? If you got it, flaunt it. Then she saw a little nick on his chin. He’d cut himself shaving. A man like other men. That helped her. She was going to be okay with him.
“Only new to street clothes.”
“Congratulations. We need good detectives.” We? Was he the chief? Dripping urbanity, he returned to his desk, sat, poured himself water from a decanter and offered her some. She refused. “What can I do for you, Detective?”
He seemed nervous, not so different from a shoplifter being approached by a store detective. She knew all about shoplifting.
“It seems we’re hunting the same little boy. I thought perhaps we could join forces.”
His wariness was almost imperceptible, but there. “What little boy is that?”
“I believe you know, blond, blue-eyed, about three.” His smile faded. “Word on the street is that you are searching for such a boy, just as I am. The only difference is you’re offering a $25,000 reward.”
He looked down at his desk, then leaned forward in his swivel chair, sipped from the water glass.
“That’s a great deal of money, counselor. Is it your funds?”
“Me? No, no, a client.” His grin returned, along with his aplomb. “You understand, of course, that I can’t identify my client, but he wants his little boy very much. Do you know where the child is?”
“I was hoping you could tell me.”
“Then we have an impasse.”
“The street talk is that the boy’s mother is looking for him. If you’ve talked to her, then you must know who the child is and how he happens to be lost.”
“Well-l…” He might have been offered a plate of fried worms.
“Did he wander off? Was he kidnapped?” No answer. “Surely the mother gave you some information.”
“I’m sorry, Detective Hernandez, attorney-client privilege prevents me from discussing-”
“I think not, counselor. A child is lost, the police have been enlisted to help find him. If you-”
“It is not a formal investigation, detective. I simply asked Sergeant…I forget his name…
“Brogan.
“Of course, good man. I simply asked him to see if he could keep an eye out for the child.”
She saw the smile, heard the spin. Go and do likewise. She smiled. “And that’s exactly why I’m here, counselor. If you can provide some additional information, it would make my job easier. Who, for example, is looking for their son?”
He sighed helplessly. “As a matter of fact I don’t know who precisely-”
“Someone must be paying your fee.”
“I’m under retainer from several large corporations.”
“Which one?”
“I can’t tell you that.”
My, this was fun. She showed him her uncapped teeth. “But a large, unnamed corporation is looking for the boy?”
“Yes, you might say that.”
“Did this large, unnamed corporation say why it wants this small, unnamed boy?”
He shrugged elaborately. “I didn’t ask. I assumed someone in the corporation was involved in a child custody matter.”
“Was it your idea to say the boy’s mother wanted him?”
“It was suggested to me as a way…to stir up interest in the child.”
“That and $25,000.” She smiled. “Any luck so far?”
“No, no, nothing, no calls.” He said it effortlessly, no hesitation, no change in his voice. Victor Dragon was an adept liar.
“Will you call me when someone does contact you?”
“To be sure.”
“Any lead, however slight?”
“You have my word.” That and 200 bucks would buy him a haircut most anywhere.
She strode for his office door, then turned back. “One more question, counselor. Did this large, anonymous corporation give the boy a name?”
“I’m not at liberty-” He smiled. “That’s not being very cooperative, is it? Actually I was not provided a name.”
“Then how will you know when you have the right child?”
“My client will know.”
She laughed. “And you are going to line up blond, blue-eyed three-year-olds. Good luck, counselor.”
As she left Dragon’s office she felt good about herself. Playing detective was fun.



15: Another Kidnapping


Walter showed up at midday and took Jamie off her hands. “We’ll do the zoo and lunch, be back whenever he’s ready to conk out.”
“He can go all day. How about you?”
“I’m only good for sprints any more.”
DeeDee spent the time getting her records ready for the accountant, then her bottom line got a nice boost. The voice on the phone said, “I have an order for you, DeeDee.”
“My pencil’s sharpened, Gertie.” She was one of the few people who could get away with that name. Gertrude Leventhal was arguably the most successful caterer in Santa Barbara, in no small part because she called herself Pattie-as in Patties Parties.
“Why did I ever confide in you? If everyone finds out who I really am, my business is ruined.”
“You could always call it Gertie’s Galas. What have you got for me?”
“A very nice commission is what I have. I will not be expecting your usual discount on the flowers.”
“I always knew heaven would be like this. To whom or what do I owe this largesse?”
“I don’t know who the bill goes to yet. It’s a fund-raiser for somebody named-I can’t read my handwriting-oh yes, Justin Wright, whoever he is.”
DeeDee smiled. “I guess you’re into food, not politics. Justin Wright is only a leading candidate for President-that’s of the United States, Gertie. Is he coming to town?”
“All I was told is that it’s to be a $10,000 per-plate dinner, so we trot out the pate de foie gras.”
“At least truffles with the rubber chicken. How many are to attend this modest little feed?”
“There’ll be 20 tables of 12, plus a head table. The lady wants red roses all around.”
“Nothing but the finest.” She jotted that down, then she saw Lupe Hernandez enter the shop and waved to her. Good thing Walter was away with Jamie. “Where is this little shindig taking place?”
“At the estate of, let me see, oh yes, Mrs. Karl Kinkaid.”
She blinked. “Dr. Joy?”
“Who?”
If Gertie didn’t know who Dr. Joy was, it was too hard to explain. “Did Mrs. Kinkaid place the order?”
“I did business with her once before and she liked my work.”
“I can’t imagine why not. Thanks for giving me a piece of it. I won’t disappoint you.” She glanced over her order form. “You forgot to give me the date.”
“Oh yes, thanks for reminding me. It’s Friday. I told her such short notice would cost more.”
“I’m sure cost is no object to Dr. Joy.”
“You said that before. Isn’t Dr. Joy the-”
“The one and the same. I’ll give you a price as soon as I talk to my wholesaler, okay?”
She hung up and went to Lupe, bussing her cheek. “This is a nice surprise. You look positively glowing. You must like being a detective.”
“Does it show that much?” She laughed. “I just left a most interesting interview.”
“Tell me all about it.”
“I made Walter’s phone call.” She seemed excited. “You’ll never believe where it led. Try Victor Dragon.”
“ The Victor Dragon, God’s gift to women?”
“He is beautiful, a gorgeous tan, looks like a bronze Adonis.” She laughed.
“Visiting the folks on Mt. Olympus must’ve been fun.”
“It was, actually. I discovered they’re just like everyone else.”
“It’s about time. Did he come on to you?”
“Not after I asked him why he’s looking for a lost kid.”
“Victor Dragon is searching for Jamie? Did he say why?”
“Along with being suave, rich and conceited, Victor Dragon is closed-mouthed. I did learn that he is the one who phoned Buster Brogan about a lost kid. The department, at least Brogan, apparently drops his pants whenever Dragon says-”
“Dragon wants Jamie? I can’t believe it.”
“He says he represents a client and attorney-client privilege prevents him from-”
“Karl Kinkaid, has to be.”
“Dragon insists he doesn’t know the name of the kid he’s looking for, let alone why.”
“Obviously, he isn’t trusted not to go to the Moore people or the press.” She turned, saw her husband, Jamie in his arms. “Your timing is lousy,” she said.
“Can’t be helped. The giraffes wore out our future zoologist.” He went to Lupe. “Detective Hernandez, may I introduce you to Jamie, a.k.a. James Sykes, I think.”
“Sykes, Sykes.”
“Is that your last name, son?”
“Sykes, Sykes.”
“Another mystery solved,” he said.
Lupe took the boy from him. “How did you get to be such a sweetheart?
“You two make a lovely couple. Are you beginning to understand our problem? We can’t allow this boy to become a pawn in-”
“I’ll say nothing, DeeDee, but I’m not sure how much good that will do. When I was in Victor Dragon’s office he was on the phone, talking I’m sure with someone about a lost boy.”
She hugged Jamie. “Hopefully not this particular boy.”
“Did you happen to catch the name of the caller?”
“I believe he said Marco.”
“Oh God!” She looked at Walter.
“Is that name important?”
He told her. “An easy twenty-five grand is hard to resist.”
“What are we going to do? They’ll surely come after Jamie now.” She looked at Lupe for help.
“They can’t just barge in here or your home and take this boy. It’s called kidnapping and Victor Dragon would never be a party to it. He’d seek a court order making you turn over custody to his mother.”
“Amanda would never do that. She hid him to protect him.” She gasped. “Unless she was forced to.”
“Believe me, it’ll never happen that way,” Walter said. “Too much publicity. They want to hide the boy, not-” He stopped. “There are two very big ears here.” He grinned, “I promised our young friend an ice cream cone. Why don’t we all check out the local flavors, I’ll drive.”
They ended up at Shoreline Park, high on a bluff overlooking the Pacific, Jamie asleep in the back seat of Walter’s sedan. “Has to be one of the world’s beauty spots,” he said. “The cares of the world seem to disappear here.”
They got out, strolled along the parapet, taking in the view. Kites flew overhead and hang gliders soared over the ocean, sparkling now in the afternoon sun. DeeDee took his hand. “You can even see the Channel Islands.”
“I hope I talked you two out of worrying,” Lupe said. “There really is not a lot they can do.”
Walter gave a snorting sound. “Sure, sure, they’re nice sensible folk who consider the consequences of all their actions.”
They stopped and looked back at his car. “I’m having one of your charming speculations,” Lupe said. “Could Victor Dragon be involved in the Gould murder?“
“A woman after my own heart. Let’s run with it. Gould got Mandy Sykes to come to Santa Barbara with her son. She is abducted-most likely by Kinkaid, seeking Jamie.”
“And Dragon has to be attorney for Kinkaid because-”
“He takes phone calls about a lost boy.” Walter laughed. “You’re getting good at this, Lupe.”
“Sorry to rain on you two,” DeeDee said, “but there’s no link between Gould and Victor Dragon.”
“They’re both lawyers.”
“Hardly enough, but maybe I can do better.” She fished her cell phone out of her purse, pushed buttons, in a moment said, “Hi, Lorna, this is DeeDee. How’re you getting along?” She listened. “I’m sorry to be so busy, but I promise to visit you shortly, we’ll have a nice chat.” More listening. “Lorna, dear, I want to ask you something. Did Harry know Victor Dragon, you know the-”
It was hard for her to be patient with Lorna, who rambled on, even harder for her to suppress her excitement. “No particular reason for the question, Lorna, I was just curious.” At last she could hang up.
Walter laughed at her. “How much did you win in the lottery, my dear?”
“What?”
“You look like someone who just-nevermind, what did she say?”
“It seems Harry and Dragon were both into body building. They met at a gym fairly often. Dragon took the young lawyer under his wing, encouraging him to open his own practice, promising to send business his way.”
“Harry happens to mention to his benefactor that his old girlfriend was Mandy Sykes-”
“Darling, I’m sure that’s it.” She turned to Lupe. “There’s your link between Gould and Dragon.”
“It’s still a charming speculation. Victor Dragon probably knows any number of attorneys in Santa Barbara.”
The cell phone rang in DeeDee’s hand, making her jump. She listened. “Calm down, Karen, I can’t understand you. What happened?” That helped a little. “Hold on a sec.” To Walter she said, “Some men came into the store, apparently scared Karen.”
He paid no attention to her, just looked ahead. She followed his gaze, saw a black limousine slowing to a stop beside the Nova. A man in a black suit got out.
“The bastard’s after Jamie!”
He broke into a full run, but Lupe was already ahead of him. “Stop! Stay away from that car,” she screamed. “This is the police.” She held up something, her badge most likely.
The right rear door of the Chevy was opened.
“Stay away from that car or I’ll shoot.” It was a gun in her hand. Lupe was at the rear of the Nova now. She assumed a shooting stance, both hands wrapped around her revolver. “I mean it, stop what you’re doing, or I’ll shoot.”
The man reached toward his suit jacket, then a voice came from the limousine, “C’mon, let’s get out of here.”
It seemed to take forever, but the man reentered the limousine and it sped off, burning rubber.
“He’s okay,” Walter called, “didn’t even wake up.”
DeeDee leaned against the trunk of the car, winded, unaware of running herself. “Thank God!”
“So incredibly stupid,” Lupe said, “trying to seize a child in broad daylight. I’m going to put a stop to it.”
“But how?”
“You just reported an attempted kidnapping to the police. You gave a description of the men and their vehicle.”
“How can we?” Walter asked. “No one must know about Jamie or we’ll lose him.”
“You have no idea why anyone would want to harm your grandson, do you?”
DeeDee laughed delightedly. ”How clever! Yes, our grandson James Byerly, visiting from Ohio.”
“I recognize that guy from my trip to the estate. He’s the one who drove me off the road and threatened me.”
“You never told me that, Walter.”
“I’m sorry I did now. It was nothing and you’ll worry. Anyway, we know for sure Kinkaid is behind all this.”
Lupe nodded. “And when Kinkaid’s men are described in the paper, he’ll have to call off this strong-arm nonsense.”



16: Granny Joy


Byerly hated to play tennis with Eric Shepherd, but sacrifices had to be made in the name of mystery solving. Shepherd was a putterer, particularly on serves, bouncing the ball repeatedly, hiking up his shorts, bouncing the ball, pulling at his shirt, bouncing the ball, adjusting his glasses, bouncing some more. His serve was lousy, but by the time it crossed the net he might be Pete Sampras or Andy Roddick. Byerly often called balls in just so he wouldn’t have to watch Shepherd’s shenanigans.
“You’re off your game today, Walt. To early in the morning for you or do you always lose to judges?”
They were at the net. “You should go to Wimbledon, Shep. Roger Federer would fall asleep waiting for you to serve.”
“Won’t work. The pros have only 25 seconds between serves, but it’s nice to know I bother you.”
“The correct word is exasperate.” He patted his shoulder. “C’mon, loser buys coffee, I want to pick your brains.”
“I knew this wasn’t about tennis.” They headed off the court. “I see you made the News-Press this morning. What’s that all about?”
“Nothing really, some nut I suspect.” They picked up their coffee and Danish from the counter and found a table. At once his cell phone rang. He dug it out of his tennis bag, said, “Not many people know this number, Shep. It might be important.”
“Go right ahead.”
Addie Kinkaid’s voice was excited, so changed from the mousy, hopeless whine he’d heard in the van. “Josh is in town. He moved me to the most glamorous hotel in Santa Barbara-the El Encanto, if you can imagine such luxury after The Sally. We both want to see you.”
“I’m in the middle of something at the moment, Addie. Why don’t I take you and Josh to lunch at your hotel, noon okay? See you soon.”
He hung up, said, “Sorry, where were we?”
“You were about to pick my brains.”
“What can you tell me about Victor Dragon”
“Where have you been? He’s in the papers almost as much as you.”
“The needle is accepted. I’m not talking about his reputation or public persona, I want to know-”
“A little dirt from a judge, right” His laugh resounded generously.
“Now that you put it that way, yes-and we never had this conversation.”
“Better believe that.” He thought a moment, smoothing back his gray hair. “Even when he was a deputy DA, certainly since going to the other side, Vic has always been one to push the envelope. He never breaks the law, or actually does anything improper, but-”
“He tests the limits.”
“Personally I’m a little surprised he’s stayed out of trouble, but then he’s a very smart man.”
“Does he represent Karl Kinkaid?”
“Does Bill Gates own a computer? Kinkaid couldn’t fart without Victor Dragon holding his hand.”
“May I quote you on that, Judge?”
“I should say that’s in California. I don’t know what happens in the rest of the world.”
Byerly sipped his coffee. “I’ve lived in this town for 10 years, and I’ve never laid eyes on Karl Kinkaid that I know of.”
“Join the club. I can’t tell you how much Kinkaid litigation crosses my desk, yet I can’t remember when I last saw the man, if ever. I sometimes wonder if there really is a Karl Kinkaid.”
“You’re talking Howard Hughes.”
“The thought has crossed my mind. In the man’s absence we have Victor Dragon. I’ve even asked him if his client is alive and well. He just laughs. Why don’t you talk to Vic? Maybe you’ll have better luck.”
“Not a bad idea.”
The El Encanto Hotel reigned over the Riviera, the estate-filled foothills several hundred feet above the city. The restaurant hugged a veranda with breathtaking views of the city and ocean below.
He almost didn’t recognize Addie in a fashionable suit and hairstyle. He bent, kissed her cheek. “You look just radiant.” He wondered if other homeless might do as well if given the chance.
“Thanks to you. Walter, this is my son, Josh.”
Josh was younger than he anticipated, blondish, handsome in a kooky way. He wore some sort of goop to make his hair stand straight up. They shook hands.
“I had no idea Mums had no money, Mr. Byerly. I would never have-”
“I’m sure not.” He smiled. “You’re here now to look after her, that’s all that matters.”
Wine was ordered and poured. He mostly just listened to Josh’s talk about cars, Addie’s hope to get back into her apartment. Actually he was glad to be distracted from thoughts of tomorrow and the hospital.
“Did your father leave you financially well-off, Josh?” he asked.
“I really don’t know a number. It’s all in a trust. The income is more than enough for me to live on.”
Lucky kid. “Your grandfather set up the trust?”
“Not very likely. My grandmother set up the trust from her family fortune. It went to my father, now to me. My grandfather Kinkaid had no use for my father and very little for me.”
“I only ever saw him once or twice,” Addie said.
“I understand he’s a bit reclusive.”
Josh laughed. “That’s an understatement. Nobody’s seen Karl Kinkaid in years. Few people know where he actually lives.”
“Then who runs his affairs, lawyers?”
“There are battalions of those, but the real power is the latest Mrs. Kinkaid. She makes the decisions, spends the money.” He shook his head. “A real piece of work, my step-granny. What a laugh that is, Granny Joy.”
“I assume you mean Dr. Joy Fielding.”
“The one and only. I slept with her once, you know.”
“Josh, you didn’t!”
“I’m a big boy now, Mums-at least she thought so. I was 17, spending the night at the castle. She crawled in my bed.” He looked away. ”She’s something else, really likes it.” Suddenly embarrassed, he drank from his wine. “A big mistake is what it was. I guess she decided I wasn’t worth any possible scandal. Overnight I was persona non grata, out of the place, never to return.”
“Then it wasn’t old Mr. Kinkaid who-”
“No, Mums, I’m not sure he knew I existed. It was Granny Joy.” The wine again, a far away look in his eyes. “Some luncheon discussion, don’t you think?”
“Does Dr. Joy make nocturnal visits a habit?”
“Get yourself invited to the castle some night, maybe you’ll find out. I keep in touch with a couple of people. They tell me she’s insatiable, a real nympho, makes Catherine the Great look like a nun.”
“You know that bit of history, do you?” Josh rose in his estimation. “Let’s change the subject. What can you tell me about Victor Dragon?”
“He’s into her pants big time, expects to be the next Mr. Joy, as soon as the old man dies and leaves every penny to her. Personally I think it’ll be Justin Wright. That’s why she’d backing him. She’d adore being Madame President.”
Their food came and Josh returned to his favorite subject, cars. In a break between Jeeps and Land Rovers, Byerly said, “Addie and I drove out to the estate the other day. A couple of rough-looking men threw us out.”
“They were awful,” Addie said.
“They’re Joy’s goons-and what else I don’t know.”
The woman’s sexual proclivities were much on the young man’s mind. At the next opportunity he said, “Josh, would it be possible to hide a person out there so no one knew they were even there?”
“Easy, the tower. As a kid I always wanted to go up there and play. No way. I never have set foot in it. A heavy oak door bars it. Behind that are stone steps leading upward.”
"How do you know that?”
“I caught a glimpse once when the door was open. The place is a regular Tower of London.”
What had Doreen called it? Oh yes, tower of evil. Could be?



17: Unwelcome Visitors


He stopped at her shop.
“Such a day, Walter, I can’t get off the phone. Everybody in the world must read the News-Press.”
“Let me guess.” He raised his voice to a falsetto. “Such an ordeal, darling, you must be a nervous wreck.”
“That’s what I am, sorta.”
“I just hope the story keeps Lucretia away until-”
“Who?”
“Dr. Joy, last name Borgia. Wait till you hear the dirt on her.”
“It’s going to have to keep. Will you look after Jamie while I play sleuth?”
He listened to her plan. “Hmm, it’s worth a shot, I guess. Sure, I”ll hang out here, but who tends to business?”
“Karen and Gabriella will handle the phones. You take care of walk-ins-and Jamie.”
She stuck her head in the door. “Remember me?”
Hyacinth Owens hesitated, then smiled brilliantly. “Of course, you’re…DeeDee, wasn’t it? See, your flowers are still lovely.”
“Not as lovely as you. You look radiant, my dear.”
“I am sort of excited. This is my last day here. I’m going to make a movie-in Hollywood!”
“Good heavens! Are you really?”
“I didn’t want to tell anyone. I was so afraid it wouldn’t happen, then I’d have all the explanations. But I had the screen test and I’ve been offered a part.”
“I couldn’t be happier for you.”
“It’s only a small part, of course, but it’s supposed to be an important movie. Maybe I’ll get noticed.”
“With your looks, Hyacinth, I have no doubt.”
“They’re changing my name to Ollie, Ollie Owens.”
“It has a certain ring to it, but I still like Hyacinth.” She sat in the chair beside her desk. “Tell me all about it. How did this wonderful thing happen? Have you always wanted to be an actress?”
“Yes, I studied, worked with the Ensemble Theater company, you know, the local-”
“Their shows are so good, go on.”
“I never thought I’d get anywhere. Then Mr. Dragon — “
“Is that Victor Dragon, the attorney?”
“He and I were, well, sort of dating, you might say. One day he said I ought to be in films. He’d make a couple of calls. I thought it was just breeze, you know, then one day I got called for a screen test.” She beamed. “The rest is history, as they say.”
“And a grand history it will be.” She laughed. “If history can be in the future, that is. How do you happen to know Victor Dragon?”
“Like I said, we went out a couple of times.”
“I know that, but how did you make his acquaintance in the first place?”
”Oh, he comes in here often. Actually Vic-Mr. Dragon-set up this place. He’s the landlord, you might say, owns the space and equipment. He hired me and Lola to work here.”
“Fascinating!”
“The lawyers don’t actually work for him, but he wants to help them get started in their own practice.”
“Mr. Dragon sent business Harry’s way?”
“I’m sure.”
“Can you remember anything in particular?”
“No, it would be in the files, but that’s erased.”
“Try Hyacinth, something may come to you.”
The girl looked away, a pensive look on her face. Her profile was to die for.
“Maybe there was something. Yes, I remember. Harry said he had a job for Karl Kinkaid. He thought it might lead to more, you know, legal work.”
“I’m sure it would have.” She stood up. “I have to run, but good luck in your movie, no, I’m certain you’ll be a huge success.” She kissed the beautiful cheek. “You’ve been a big help to me.”
“I didn’t do anything.”
Byerly saw the black limo stop out front and knew at once whose it was. He looked around for Jamie, found him playing happily with his truck, picking up fallen blossoms on the floor, wheeling them to the trash. There was no place to hide him. The store was L-shaped, with a counter blocking the base. The workspaces were clearly visible.
The woman who entered was a knockout, blonde and built with the imperiousness that comes from knowing she is a knockout, blonde and built. A respectful three paces behind strode the Ninja who had threatened him. He smiled at him, said, “Made any pancakes lately?” That earned him a scowl.
The blonde approached the counter. “I’d like to speak to DeeDee.”
“May I ask who wants to see her?” He knew damn well who she was, but he couldn’t resist letting a little air out of her.
“I’m Mrs. Karl Kinkaid.”
He thought of Josh Kinkaid and a woman crawling into his bed. “Of course, now I know where I’ve seen you, on TV, you’re that sex lady, Dr. Grunt, or is it Dr. Moan, I forget.”
She whipped off her shades and looked at him. She might have just bitten into a lime. “Is DeeDee in?”
“I’m afraid not, I’m her husband, Walter Byerly. May I help you?”
Now she studied him, as though he were a rare species of beetle from Madagascar. “So you’re the one.” Now she looked behind the counter. “Is that the boy you call your grandson?”
Nothing to do but face up to it. “Yes, he is.”
“His name is Jamie, isn’t it?”
That name was not in the paper. He said nothing.
“Come here, Jamie.”
The boy was nothing if not obedient. He stood up, took a couple of steps, but came no closer.
“I said come here, little boy.”
Byerly felt two small arms clutch his leg. Atta boy, Jamie!
“You may be great on sex, Dr. Rut, but you haven’t quite got the handle on little boys, even if they are a product of sex. You see, one leads to the other, but they aren’t the same.”
The look she lavished on him was usually reserved for excrement.
“Now, if you’d like to make an appointment, I could give you a few pointers.”
She turned. “Dirk, the boy.”
The Ninja started around the counter. Jamie still holding on to his leg, Byerly moved to block his path. “I believe the expression is over my dead body.” He glanced at her. “It’ll look good in the tabloids, sex expert slays old man to steal a little boy. Really help out your image.”
She glared at him a long moment, then turned on her spike heels and left, Dirk the Ninja following.
“Nice to have met you, Cruella.”
“Did you really call her Cruella?”
“That was the tame stuff.” He looked at Jamie, sitting on a kitchen stool. “How’s the macaroni and cheese?”
“Cheese.”
“Can you say macaroni?”
“Mack.”
“That’s good enough.” He turned to Doreen. “He’s going to be a chef.”
“Without a doubt.”
The TV was on behind the counter, showing cartoons. Jamie watched some, but he was hardly rapt. “I have a theory, love. Kids don’t really like cartoons, at least little kids.”
“Don’t tell the other Walt that.”
She poured wine for both of them. “Honestly now, if you hadn’t learned all the nasty stuff, what would your impression of her be?”
“Dr. Joy? You want the seminal male view I gather. Let me see. I’d notice her, that’s for sure, probably turn around and stare. She’s beautiful, blonde, built, buxom-“ He laughed. “Give me another B.”
“Beguiling?”
“Naw, too obvious for that. Maybe that’s the problem. She’s too perfect, all arranged, hair, lipstick, every thread.”
“For an effect?”
“Yeah, but I don’t know which one.”
“I gather you’d like to mess her up a bit.”
“I’ll tell you what I’d really like to do-find out her age. It’s not listed anywhere. She could be thirties, sixties, maybe seventies. She looks like one of those aging actresses, who still looks like she did as an ingenue-only the skin on her kisser is stretched so tight, it’s ready to split.”
Doreen laughed. “And they never show their necks or hands. Do you want me to visit the plastic man, love? Wouldn’t you like me to look like the girl you married?”
“She was okay, but I like the one I got now, she’s sexier.”
“How discerning of you.”
He heard a knock at the door. “I’ll go, it’s probably Lupe.”
“Too loud for her.”
He opened the door on two deputy sheriffs, both burly. They looked like NFL tackles working their day jobs.
“Is this the home of Walter and Doreen Byerly?”
Before he could answer a second question came.
“Do you have a boy named James Sykes here?”
Both deputies pushed past him into the kitchen. “Hey, where do you think you’re going?” He started to follow but a hand grabbed his arm, shoved a piece of paper at him.
“This is a court order legally requiring you to turn over the boy to us.”
“Who the hell are you?”
“My name is Victor Dragon, I’m an attorney.”
“The hell with you.” He jerked his arm away and turned to the kitchen. Doreen stood behind the counter, clutching Jamie, her eyes wide with fear.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Byerly, it’s a lawful order.” The deputy looked apologetic. “We have to take the boy.”
Jamie began to cry.
“You can’t take him, I won’t let you.” She clung to the now screaming boy, while the one deputy held her arms and the other pulled at Jamie.
“Let him go, Doreen, you’ll get hurt.”
Either she heard him or lost the battle, for Jamie was in the hands of the deputy. At once a woman he had not seen burst by him. “Oh, my darling little boy.”
He turned to Victor Dragon. “And who is this woman?”
“His mother, of course.”
The woman clasped Jamie in her arms. “Oh, my precious little darling, did the bad lady hurt you?”
Jamie was not placated. He screamed louder than ever and reached back toward Doreen as they carried him from the house.
A heavy knot weighed on his chest, making breathing difficult. Doreen began to sob. He held her, tried to comfort her, but he didn’t know what to say.
He left her to cry and went to the phone to call Lupe. She came at once and looked at the court order.
“I’m sorry, but it’s a legal order signed by a judge.”
He firmed his lips. “I was afraid of that. When?”
“About an hour ago.”
“Cruella sure didn’t waste any time.” He saw her confusion. “I’ll explain it sometime.” Lupe went to comfort Doreen. It seemed to help for she soon began to sniffle and blow. He paced the floor, forcing himself to think, not just feel. Soon he stopped in mid-stride. “Lupe, I don’t think that was Jamie’s mother. She didn’t look much like her photograph.”
“By God, you’re right, darling, the woman was an imposter, I’m sure of it.”
“Straight out of Equity.” He went to falsetto. “’Oh, my precious darling, did the bad lady hurt you?’ Godawful! At least they could have hired someone who could act. Lupe, couldn’t we go to the judge, tell him-”
“If you can prove fraud, you might stand a chance.”
“We have her photograph. Even a judge can see there’s little resemblance.”
Doreen was on her feet now. “Karen knows her, can identify her.”
“And that girl in Boston, her roommate, what’s her-”
“Cynthia Wu. Yes, she could definitely identify her.”
Lupe kept shaking her head. “Sorry, kids, I know how much you want it another way, but you’re never going to see that woman again to prove who she really is.
He sighed. “Or Jamie, for that matter.”



18: Impregnable


She was mopping the kitchen floor when he came downstairs, an inviolate sign she was upset. Doreen hated housework, considered it a God-given right to avoid it if at all possible. The gleaming stove, fridge, cupboards and now floor could only mean she was bargaining with God. She’d keep house if He’d give back the boy.
“Did you get any sleep?”
“Not enough to notice.” She didn’t look at him.
“Can I walk across this to get my coffee?”
“Yes, you may.”
He poured then watched her. She was haggard, stretched thin, dangerously so, but almost done. He went to her, took the mop away. “Always wanted to be married to a charwoman.” She couldn’t even smile at that. He pretended to inspect the kitchen. “God’s gotten the message, I’m sure. Now we have to help Him by helping ourselves. We’ll get Jamie back, but not if you’re a basket case.”
Her green eyes filled and her voice broke. “Aren’t you…the wise one.”
“That’s why I get the big bucks.” He turned her toward a stool. “You sit, I’ll scramble, and we’ll plot strategy.”
She sat, truly trying to pull herself together, but she was not wholly successful. “What do we do…first?”
Good Girl! “First, I take a few days off from Care Wheels to work on this full time.”
“Then?”
“I talk to Judge Shepherd about what we can do legally.”
“Don’t bother. Lupe’s right. We don’t have a prayer against Kinkaid’s money and Dragon’s clout.”
“You’re probably right.”
“I have an idea.”
It wasn’t bad, nor the next one or the one after that. Doreen was soon her old quicksilver self. Thank you, God. As much as she wanted the boy back, he wanted this woman more.
“It strikes me, my red-haired darling, the chances of pulling this off are a bit like taking a swim without getting wet.”
”What else are we gonna do?”
He nodded. “I think it’s time you met Josh Kinkaid.”
“Can we trust him?”
“To quote someone I’m close to-”
“What else are we gonna do? One of my pithier remarks.”
“I simply adore pithy women.”
Byerly considered the El Paseo one of Santa Barbara’s treasures, a delightful maze of shops and restaurants off State Street, graced by fountains and flowers. It contained the authentic Street of Spain and the El Paseo Restaurant, where Josh and Addie were already seated when they arrived for lunch. Parcels surrounded Addie’s chair. She’d been shopping, obviously at Paseo Nuevo, a big, brassy mall across the way.
Now she arose. “I’m thrilled to meet you, Mrs. Byerly.”
“DeeDee, please.”
“I can’t thank your husband enough for all he did for me.”
“If you say any more I won’t be able get my head through the front door.” He shook her hand. “From the look of all those purchases you must have found an apartment.”
“Better yet, a house,” Josh said. “Why waste money on all that rent. This way Mums has a nest, and I have a place to come home to.”
“It’s just a small house on the Mesa, three bedrooms, but a grand view. Listed for $1.2 mil and they wouldn’t come down, if you can believe that.
Doreen pretended to be shocked, but he knew she wasn’t. “Maybe we should put our house on the market, dear, cash in on such foolishness.”
“We couldn’t afford to live here, then.”
Yakking about houses and furnishing them went on for some time, through drinks and ordering. Finally he steered the conversation to what they’d come for. “Josh, I need your help, at least some information. The other day a little boy was dropped into our laps.”
Doreen told the story. He added some details, mostly about losing Jamie last night.
“We have reason to believe both Jamie and his mother-her name is Amanda Sykes-are being held at the Kinkaid castle…"
“But why?” Addie asked.
He grimaced. “Mandy Sykes is the only one who can tell us for sure, and we can hardly ask her until-”
“They’d be in the tower,” Josh said, “and that place is-”
“Impregnable, you told me. Are there any windows?”
“At the top, facing the front.”
“Could someone scale the walls and drop down to-”
“Bars, Mr. Byerly, it won’t work. Strangely there’s no glass in the windows. I guess birds fly in regularly. When I was young I used to lob rocks inside, listen to them rattle around. Only I was caught and threatened with permanent banishment.”
“Why do they keep it locked?” Doreen asked.
“Secrets and locks are a way of life for some people. Granddad’s study was kept locked, although he let me in once.” He laughed. “All it needed was a few suits of armor-or maybe a roundtable for King Arthur.”
“We need to get into that castle, Josh. How about breaking in at night?”
“Tough. You’re talking walls, gates, sensors, cameras, three armed goons and a German Shepherd who’s pals with a Doberman.”
“We were thinking maybe we could get in posing as servants,” Doreen said. “They have servants, don’t they?”
“Not as many as you might think. Let’s see.” He actually counted on his fingers. “There’s a cook, Carmen, and her helper, Maria. You know her. Then there’s one maid, been with step-granny dearest a long time, and a housekeeper.” He thought a moment. “There used to be a butler, Jeeves, I think, no Jerome. Joy got rid of him and brought in this battleaxe, Hildegard Uberreich.” Josh laughed. “If you ever watch old movies, she’s Mrs. Danvers, only not as good-looking as Judith Anderson who played her in Rebecca.”
“Four women run the place?” Doreen asked.
“There’s the musclemen who act as chauffeurs and such, but they aren’t really servants. Oh yes, there’s a gardener.”
Doreen shook her head. “I still find it hard to imagine-”
“Oh, there’s lots of other help, day labor and per diems. I thought you wanted to know the live-in help.”
“Day labor? It might work. Who hires that?” She made a face. “Tell me it’s not the housekeeper.”
“It might be.” He shook his head. “No, I doubt it. Hilde isn’t from around here. She doesn’t know people.”
Addie said, “She probably calls an agency and tells them how many people she needs that particular day-or the next day, or by the week.”
Doreen beamed. “I ought to be able to find out what agency serves the Kinkaid castle.”
“Even if you could get hired on as day help, won’t they recognize you?”
I don’t think they’ve seen me up close.” She patted Addie’s hand. “In my checkered youth, I dabbled in amateur theatricals. Played a French maid in some outrageous farce once. I suspect with a proper wig and uniform I could give an encore performance.”



19: At The Gym


He held his tongue until they were in the car, then said, “You may want to play dress up, Doreen, but this is no college farce. Believe me, Dirk the Ninja is no French fop. He hurts people.”
“I know that, dear, but what else can we do?”
“We can go home to Monarch Lane and resume our nice, dull, boring and safe retirement.”
She made a face. “I thought we settled that. Jamie and Amanda need us. We can’t let them down.”
“Very well, but you just said the magic word, we. You’re not setting foot inside that place without me.” Again she made a face. “I mean it, Doreen.”
“Is this called putting your foot down? If so I don’t think I like it very much.”
“It’s called being a team, doing things together.”
She patted his cheek. “That sounds a lot better.” He stopped at the curb in front of her shop. “What are you going to do now?”
“Go home and try to come up with a plan so neither of us has to play domestics. It’s called appealing to better natures.”
“Always works with me.”
He dialed, got the machine, said, “Hi, machine, how are you today? This is Walt Byerly. Remember me? I’d appreciate it if you’d have Sid phone me as soon as he comes in. Thanks, you’re a good fellow, machine.” He’d always wanted to do that.
While he waited he forced himself to sit and read. It wouldn’t make the phone ring, but it would pass the time. On the front page of the LA Times he read: “THE METEORIC RISE OF JUSTIN WRIGHT.” Meteors fall don’t they? The sub-head read: “From Political Obscurity to White House Front Runner, Thanks to Well-endowed and Well-placed Backers.” One of them was well-endowed anyway. He read the names. A regular Who’s Who in right-wing politics, among them Karl Kinkaid and, surprise, surprise, Columnist Joy Fielding.
The phone rang and he heard Sid Rankin’s gravelly voice. “Two calls in the same week, perfesser, I may charge you a fee.”
“Think of all I’ve done for you.”
“My mind’s a blank. What’s on yours?”
”Justin Wright.”
“You’ve fixated on him.”
“Maybe with good reason. How do I go about talking to him?”
“Call him up, I’ll give you the number. You can talk to his machine, just as you did mine. Or, I’ll give you another number where you can learn his views on anything from the Supreme Court to harbor seals-he’s for killing both, only one for furs. Still another number will earn you a personal appeal for funds.”
“I want to talk to him privately and confidentially.”
“What about?”
“I’d rather not say.”
“I think you’re going to have to.”
“If everyone knows about it, Sid, there’s no point in discussing it with him.”
“Has this anything to do with a certain rumor I told you about?”
The man was sharp all right. “Why would you think that?”
“Answer a question with a question?” He laughed. “Okay, perfesser, you win. You don’t have to tell me, but you’re going to have to tell someone. The great man’s calls are screened. You’re going to have to provide a good reason for speaking to him, otherwise you’re just some goof-off college professor bugging him with oddball ideas. And Wright isn’t counting too heavily on the vote of academe.”
“I suppose you’re right.” He sighed. “If I say what I want to talk to Wright about, how many people will have to know it?”
He said nothing for a moment. “It’s a crapshoot no matter what, but I may be able to whisper in the shell-like ear of someone hopefully close to the great man, who will possibly deliver the right message and-”
“I get the idea, Sid. Whatever I do, chances are it’ll be on the evening news.”
“A lot depends on the initial message. If Wright doesn’t want it known-”
“I hardly think he will.” He paused. “How about you, Sid? How many people do you tell?”
“You wound me, perfesser. Confidences are my life.”
“This is heavy stuff, Sid, lives may be at stake.”
His voice changed, lost its insouciance. “Okay, Walt, I’m impressed. What’s your message for Wright?”
He thought a moment. Say as little as possible, but pique his interest. “Okay, here it is. I can only hope for the best. Say, ’I know where Amanda Sykes is, but I’ll only talk to Wright personally and confidentially.’ Got that, Sid? Don’t write it down and above all don’t ask me any questions. Bye and thanks. I owe you.”
“Do you provide domestic help for the Kinkaid estate?”
“Yes, we do.”
Only her third call. How fortunate. DeeDee glanced at her list, Elite Placements, run by Anita Hockhousen. She’d never heard of Anita Hockhousen, and she’d so hoped to deal with someone she knew. “Is Anita in her office?”
“Who shall I say is calling?”
“Never mind, I’ll drop around.”
The office was on State Street below Mission. She arrived bearing a bouquet of flowers.
“These are beautiful, DeeDee, but why on earth?”
She was mid-50s, a full-sized woman, but well presented in an ivory-colored suit, her brown hair nicely coiffed. There was a bit of the Hillary Clinton in her. She’d need diplomacy in dealing with both the upstairs and downstairs folk. “I need a favor.” DeeDee smiled. “And I thought flowers might-”
“You’re right about that. Let me find a vase and we’ll talk.” One was produced. “You don’t remember, DeeDee, but we met once, at Bonnie James’ garden party last year.”
“I knew you looked familiar, how could I forget?” She smiled. “I keep having more and more of these senior moments.”
“Middle-aged moments, you mean.” She deposited the arranged vase on a table behind her. “Now what’s the favor?”
“You provide servants for the Kinkaids, don’t you?”
“One of my better accounts.”
“May I ask how many and what types?”
“It varies. If no one is in residence, I send hardly anyone. Right now, with Miss Fielding there, it’s as many as six or eight, mostly kitchen help, maid, cleaning women. On laundry days it may be two or three more. Then there are the outside people, gardeners and such. That, too, varies but usually two or three. Why do you want to know?”
“I want to be hired on.”
“You? Why on earth would you?”
She screwed up her face. This wasn’t going to be as easy as she’d hoped. “I need to get into the house.”
“Then visit. Take her some flowers. It worked with me.”
“I need the run of the place, Anita. I need-” She grimaced. “I need to check on something…look around without…anyone knowing.
“Why would you want to do that, DeeDee?”
She sighed. “Do I have to answer?”
“If you want my help. I’m sorry, but I can’t risk losing a valuable customer.”
She nodded, inhaled, blurted, “I think people are being held in the castle against their will.”
“In the tower?”
Dee-Dee gasped. “You know?”
“Heaven’s no.” Anita laughed. “My girls talk about it, how mysterious it is, how they can’t go up there.” Again she laughed. “We’ve all read gothic novels and have imaginations.”
“Then you’ll help me?”
Anita Hockhousen arose, walked away from her desk to look out a window. “Do you have any idea what you’re asking of me?”
“I think I do, yes.” Her voice was small.
“I could be risking, not only money, but my reputation.”
“I’m sorry, Anita.” She could think of nothing else to say. Anita was only right. This was too big a favor.
Suddenly the woman laughed. “Somebody told me once how hard you are to refuse.” She turned back to DeeDee. “What the hell! Everyone loves a mystery.”
“Thank you, Anita. It will only be for a day or two.”
“There’s still a problem, DeeDee. All my girls are regulars, been with me a long time. They need the money. I can’t just-”
“I’ll pay twice what you do, no, make it $1,000, if someone gets sick for a week.”
Anita Hockhousen stared at her. “You really are serious, aren’t you?” She thought a moment. “I’m sure Susan would love the money and time off. She’s a maid, does light housekeeping, serves meals, drinks, that sort of thing.”
“She has the run of the house?”
”I assume she goes most anywhere, but-”
“When do I start?”
“Whoa, DeeDee. You’ll never pull it off. Too many people know you. The last thing you look like is a downstairs maid.”
“You’d be surprised how I can change my appearance. As for people recognizing me, who expects to find DeeDee Byerly in a maid’s uniform serving cocktails?”
“You may have a point.” She sighed. “Very well, but if Hildegard, the housekeeper, calls up and wants you replaced, there’s nothing I can do about it and you’re out your money.”
She waved that aside. “When do I start?”
“Tomorrow if you wish.”
“Too soon, I’m not ready.” She remembered Walt’s operation. Maybe she’d never be ready. “The day after. Where do I go?”
“I’ll give you a uniform. You meet here at 7 a.m., we drive you and the others out there.”
She hugged her. “Thank you, thank you, you’ve made my day.”
“I still have my doubts.”
“If anything goes wrong, it won’t come back to you.” She started for the door, then turned back. “Oh Lord, I almost forgot. Walter, that’s my husband, won’t let me go without him. Could you-”
“How is he at mowing, weeding, general handyman stuff?”
“He does that before breakfast.”
“I’ll give you overalls and an ID.”
“You’d better give us phony names. And thanks again for everything.”
“Personally I think you’ll both be sorry, but if you find any bodies in the tower let me know.”
Lupe entered Olympic Fitness on West Carrillo Street, second floor, and approached the attendant at the counter. It was the fifth gym on her list. “Does this man work out here?” She showed a photo of Harry Gould.
“Who wants to know?”
The blonde’s spandex was expanded and not just by muscles. Lupe worked out regularly and thought she was in good shape, but she did not look like this woman. The plastic man produced a body like hers. “I’m Detective Hernandez, Santa Barbara police.” She showed her gold shield. “Did you know Harry Gould?”
“He’s the guy what killed hisself, ain’t he?”
Grammar was not required with mammarian displays. “Yes.”
“Too bad, Harry was a good guy.”
“Then you knew him.”
“Sure, but him and me didn’t work out together or nothin’.” She stood on tiptoes, itself awesome, and looked around. “See that girl over there on the treadmill? She and Harry-well, I see them together often. Her name’s Kay Shelley.”
Lupe knew all eyes watched her walk across the room, literally sizing her up. She considered herself athletic. Softball and volleyball had kept her from quitting high school for a time. But she was too much a loner to make the gym scene. To her mind it was a place to be seen, sort of a muscle beach under roof.
Sweat glistened on the face and arms of Kay Shelley. She panted from her exertions, yet she was hardly muscular, indeed too thin. Could her workout be part of anorexia, suffer anything to lose weight? “Kay, I’d like a word with you when you finish your reps.”
She stopped at once. “Anything to avoid this torture. What can I do for you?”
The sweat was most noticeable about Kay Shelley. Everything else, hair, eyes, attitude, looked drab. Mousy could be her middle name. “I’m Lupe Hernandez with the city police. The girl at the desk tells me you knew Harry Gould.”
“I did, yes.” Her lips quivered and she looked away, then she snatched up a towel. “I’m…sorry he’s dead. I…miss him.”
“I gather you and Harry did more than workout together.”
“No, nothing like that. We never even dated, although we did have coffee once, after a workout.” She applied the towel to her arms. “I liked Harry and I had hopes…” She smiled wanly.
“I’m sorry.” She got out her notepad. “How often did you see Harry, here I mean?”
“Oh, two or three times a week, I suppose. We’d look for each other and work out together. But not always. Sometimes Harry came in with guys and worked out with them.”
“Do you remember any of their names?
“There was one guy, older, nice looking. ‘Course he may just have looked older because he had white hair. Harry never mentioned his name and I never asked. But I think he was a lawyer, like Harry. I figured they had business to discuss and didn’t bother them.”
Lupe scribbled. “When did you last see Harry?”
“The night he…died.”
“Do you remember the time?”
“Not exactly, I don’t wear a watch when working out. But we usually met about this time of day, five-thirty or so, maybe six, after work. I’m a paralegal, but not with Harry’s firm.”
“Was he alone, that last night?”
“Yes, he and I worked on weights, then came over here to the treadmill.”
“Did anything unusual happen?” Kay Shelley shook her head. “Did he say anything different or act strangely in any way.”
“No, Harry was his usual self, you know, kind of quiet, intense. That’s why he came here. Working out relaxed him.”
“Did he leave alone?”
“Yes.”
“What time was that?”
She looked at the clock on the wall, as though it could reveal time in the past. “Now that I think of it, he left early. He got a phone call-I guess you might say that was unusual.”
“He used a cell phone?”
“He didn’t have it with him, working out and all. I think he wanted to get away from the phone while here. I remember he was annoyed by the interruption.”
“Where did he go to take the call?”
“Over there at the desk, where Margo is.” She pointed. “It didn’t take long. When he came back he said he had to go back to his office.”
“Did he say anything else?”
“I don’t think so, he just went to the locker room and left.”
“Kay, this is important, did Harry happen to say who was on the phone?”
She shook her head. “No, but Margo did. Lots of people heard her. She hollered, ‘Harry, you got a phone call from somebody named Vic. Do you want to take it?’ Harry groaned, I remember, but went to the phone.”
Lupe had trouble suppressing her glee.
“What I really regret, Detective Hernandez, is that I had no idea Harry was going to kill himself. I should’ve seen it, said something, gone with him-anything.”
She touched her shoulder. “There was nothing you could have done, Kay. Harry was murdered.”



20: Domestics


The next morning DeeDee tried on her maid’s uniform. It was gray and formless and she felt like bawling. Walter’s laughter didn’t help. “God, I look like a frump!”
“And you so wanted to be a saucy French maid.”
“At least something better than this.” In the bedroom mirror she cinched the belt at her waist. “I look like a sack of potatoes. No, two sacks of potatoes.”
He laughed again, then put his arms around her. “I doubt if the Dragon Lady wants the sort of competition you provide.”
“I refuse to let you make me feel better.” She sighed. “The worst is yet to come.” She pulled on a black, curly wig, stuffing her red locks inside. “Do I have to wear this? I’m not me.”
“That’s the idea, love. The Ninjas may not recognize you, but they surely will remember your hair.”
“Are you going to wear a wig?”
“I’ll keep my cap on. A dark mustache should help. And what can they do to me if it doesn’t, kick me off the property?”
They drove to Elite Placements in separate cars and entered the van to be driven to the castle. She professed not to know Susan or what happened to her. Fortunately no one was awake enough to be talkative.
When she first glimpsed the castle fear gripped her. She expected something out of a Disney film, not this dark gray, low to the ground edifice, all roof, no apparent windows. And the stone tower was not at all as she envisioned, but broad and squat, not much higher than the roof with a pointed steeple of gray tile. It looked forbidding and utterly impregnable. Tower of evil, yes.
She shivered and Walter patted her arm. “You can always change your mind,” he whispered.
“Be still, we don’t know each other.”
The van drove through light woods and stopped at a wrought iron gate. “Elite here,” the driver said.
In a moment an unfriendly voice said, “Okay, you know where to go.”
The gate opened and the van turned off to the right and drove around to the back. “Okay, folks, happy slaving,” the driver said, “see you at seven.”
She was the last to alight. Walter was already shuffling off behind the other male toward a greenhouse. She braced herself and entered the steaming kitchen. It was large and quite modern.
“Who are you?”
Hildegard Uberreich was masculine to say the least, built like a bouncer, even deep-voiced. All the woman needed was a swastika. Imperious was a word coined just for her. Her black uniform fitted her, too. Oh well. “Irene, ma’am.”
“Where’s Susan?”
“I believe she’s sick, ma’am.”
The woman looked her up and down. “Elite sure is dragging the bottom of the barrel. How old are you?”
“Forty-seven, ma’am.” It had been a very good year. William had entered college.
“You sure do look every day of it. Oh well. Can you serve food?”
“Of course, ma’am.”
“Get rid of your things over there, and I’ll show you how we serve breakfast. People will be coming down shortly.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“You may call me Mrs. Uberreich.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She followed the woman into a baronial dining room, with a high, beamed ceiling, heavy oak furniture and a groaning board surely once used in Ivanhoe. She was to arrange trays of food on the sideboard. Guests would eat buffet style. She was to pour coffee and make herself available.
“How many guests are there?”
“You’ll see. Miss Fielding will eat later in her suite.”
They came in twos and threes, some singly, several minutes apart, and DeeDee discovered what it was like to be invisible. No one greeted her or even glanced at her. Even when they asked her about the food or wanted tea instead of coffee, she might have been R2D2.
She didn’t mind. The three Ninjas were sullen and paid no attention to her. She had worried needlessly. As for the others, she picked up a few names and got an idea of who they were. Some were secretaries, helping Dr. Joy with her column. Others were associated with her radio and TV shows. A couple did make-up and wardrobe, but she simply could not figure what three others did. Could be houseguests. Joy Fielding, a.k.a. Mrs. Kinkaid, certainly had an entourage, mostly young. But Walter was right. None had the plumage of the head peacock.
After breakfast, DeeDee was put to cleaning and straightening the downstairs. She wielded the feather duster some, but mostly she explored. The place was cavernous, everything suggesting the medieval without being it. All was posh, plush, dripping luxury, yet somehow trite, straight out of the Warner Brothers prop room. The only thing missing was Errol Flynn.
She found the tower, at least a curved wall suggesting a tower. It lay off the entrance, to the right of the grand staircase leading upstairs. Its stone wall rose past the second floor landing, even the third, disappearing through the roof. There was no door or window. Yet, there had to be some way into it.
The Hispanic fellow who rode out with Byerly went straight to his mowers, leaving him standing there. He felt like a nomad hunting a bus stop in the Sahara. Finally he entered the greenhouse. The humidity and odors assaulted him at once. The place had to have orchids they hadn’t discovered yet, and that was just for starters.
He saw no one until he reached the back of the greenhouse. There in a small room was a human being with a coffee and Danish, pouring over seed catalogs. “Hi, I’m Walt, the gardener.”
The person who looked up at him was young and bookish behind horn-rimmed glasses. He surely read for a part in Revenge of the Nerds.
“I’m Darryl, the floriculturist here.” He offered a hand. “Care for a donut?”
“I had breakfast. Do you give me my marching orders?”
He laughed. “The last thing I am is military, but we do need to take out the summer flowers and put in mums, asters and snaps for fall. Let me finish my breakfast and I’ll show you where things are.”
“No rush.” He looked around. “This is some place.”
“Yeah, a regular castle.”
“That’s the word for it. Have you ever been in that tower?”
“I stay away from the house and the people there as much as possible. You will, too, if you’re smart.”
“Thanks for the advice. Does anyone live in the tower?”
“I guess so. Someone called out once, but I couldn’t’ understand them.”
Byerly walked outside and looked up at the tower. C’mon, Jamie, look out. No one showed.
At midmorning Uberreich summoned DeeDee to the kitchen. “There are two breakfasts to be served this morning. You take this tray and follow me-and keep your mouth shut unless spoken to.”
Yes, mother.
Uberreich led her up the staircase, past the tower to the second floor, down a hallway, through double doors and into a large parlor or sitting room. Queen Anne furniture abounded. In a room to her right she saw secretaries at work at desks and consoles. To her left was an exercise room. Other doors were closed. Ahead lay double doors. The sanctum sanctorum no doubt.
Uberreich knocked, then entered. They were in a large, fussy bedroom, with acres of frilly drapes everywhere and a canopied bed large enough for a pair of amorous hippos.
They passed by the foot of it and out on to a sun-drenched terrace.
“Good morning, Mrs. Uberreich, such a lovely day.”
“It certainly is, Miss Fielding.”
Dr. Joy sat at a wrought iron table, painted white, wearing a pink negligee and matching mules. The skirt had parted over her lovely thighs, leaving an eyeful under the glass tabletop.
“Miss Fielding, this is Irene, she’s new today.”
Dr. Joy looked at her but did not see her, showed teeth but did not smile. She delved back into her morning paper while Uberreich laid out her breakfast.
“Where do you want the other breakfast, Miss Fielding?”
“Right here.” She patted the chair to her right. “Mr. Dragon will be along in a moment.”
DeeDee almost dropped her tray. Dr. Joy had never seen her, only Walter, so she had no fear. But Victor Dragon had been in her home and helped snatch a screaming boy out of her arms. Lord! She was finished before she hardly started.
She smelled his cologne even before she heard his voice behind her. “Good morning, darling, I could eat a hippo.” He was dressed, but tieless and coatless.
“You’ll have to settle for bacon and eggs, I’m afraid.”
As much as she wanted to disappear, there was nothing to do but lay out the great man’s breakfast. She tried to keep her head down and her back toward him. No such luck.
“And who have we here this fine morning?”
She ignored him.
“Cat got your tongue?”
“Me, sir?”
She looked down at her shoes. “Irene, sir,” she said softly. She even curtsied, sorta.
He looked at her a long moment, squinting a little. Here it comes.
“Irene. That’s a nice name you don’t hear much anymore. Well, I’ll say good morning instead of good night.” He thought that worthy of a good laugh.
“You may take the trays and go now, Irene.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Uberreich.” God was the one to be thanked. She had escaped, but barely.
“Are you sure he didn’t recognize you?” DeeDee tossed the salad while Walter served leftover stroganoff. They ate at the kitchen counter.
“If he did he’s a better actor than I am.” She shrugged. “At least we know he and Dr. Joy are acting out significant positions from The Joy of Sex and don’t care much who knows.”
“Are you sure? He could’ve dropped in for breakfast.”
“She in a diaphanous negligee, he just out of the shower? The bed looked like someone performed River Dance on it.”
“Clogs and all.” He laughed. “There’s somebody living in the tower, Babe, at least the gardener-excuse me, floriculturist-states it as a fact. Did you find a way in?”
“It’s not going to be easy. I talked to Maria Angelo-”
“And how is she?”
“Scared, everybody’s scared. I don’t know why they work there. Money must be good. Anyway, Maria says she thinks the tower’s reached through a locked door off the kitchen. She’s never tried, but she’s seen Uberreich go inside, carrying food.”
“I suppose Uberreich has the only key.”
“They hand them out to all the employees, don’t I wish.”
“Maybe you should take it up with the shop steward.”
She howled with laughter. “Unionized drudgery indeed.”
The phone rang and Walter answered. She heard, “Hi, Sid,” then, “Already? How’d it go?” Finally, “I agree, nothing will probably come of it, but I appreciate your efforts… Sure, I’ll let you know what happens, if anything. Bye.”
“What was that all about?”
“I’m trying to find a better way to help Jamie than planting petunias.”
“I thought it was mums.”
“Asters, actually. I asked Sid Rankin to help me get through to Justin Wright.”
She stared at him. “But why? He’ll go right to the enemy.”
“We don’t know that-not for sure, anyway. He might be a nice guy, a decent guy, eager to know his son, hold him, talk to him and…give him a life.” He swore under his breath, muttered, “When so many people want kids, how can a man…” He sighed deeply, then poured heavily into his wine glass.
She touched his hand, said softly, “I’ve never been big into throwing cold water, hon.”
“It could do some good, you know, he might want to.”
“I’m on your side, love.”
Later he yawned. “I’m sure it has nothing to do with age, only exertion, but I’m pooped, how about you?”
“I thought you’d never admit it. Yes, let’s go to bed sooner than later.”
“How about now?”
“You always had the best ideas, darling, that’s why I let you sweep me off my feet.”
“As I recall I kept suggesting the sack to you regularly, but you needed a piece of paper.”
“The times, dear, the times. And you weren’t enamored of my father’s shotgun any more than I was.”
There was a knock at the door. “Lord, we’re Grand Central Station.” DeeDee went. It was Lupe.
“Where have you guys been? I’ve been trying to reach you all day.”
“We’ve been out at the Kinkaid castle, trying to find some way to rescue Jamie.”
“You went out there like that?”
She giggled. “Yes, this is my maid’s costume. Walter is a gardener. We’re pretty good at it, too. Walter’s already learned somebody is in that tower.”
“We still haven’t figured out how to get up there, though.”
“And Victor is fornicating with Dr. Joy. I saw them together, morning-after eyes and all.”
Lupe glared at them. “You might have told me what you were doing. It’s dangerous.”
“No time,” Walter said, “and the risk is tolerable.”
“Are you sure? The last man to see Harry Gould alive was Victor Dragon.”



21: Dumb Dora


Byerly had stayed close to the tower, hoping to catch a glimpse or hear a voice from above. Nothing. But all the beds marked for transplanting were finished in that area, so he was forced to move his wheelbarrow further afield. Bending and kneeling for more than a few minutes wasn’t his thing, but he had to admit the sunlight was gorgeous and the odors of grass, earth and flowers rapturous.
“I have such good news, darling. You’re going to be so pleased.”
The voice startled him and he looked around.
“We’re going to clear a quarter mil on the dinner, just think of it.”
The subject matter more than the voice made him realize it was Joy Fielding. But where? He saw an open Elizabethan window above and to his right.
“We sold every seat. I just wish we’d taken a bigger hall. The local yokels are delighted to pay ten grand to shake hands with the handsome, debonair-” Pause. “Of course issues are important, but the locals are too star struck for that.”
Too bad he didn’t have a recorder. This would play well on the evening news.
“Of course you can confide in me, Justin. What’s bothering you?”
So it was Justin Wright on the phone. The silence continued for a time. Apparently she was listening.
“There can’t be anything to it, darling. The woman is out of your life, if she was ever in it.” She made a scoffing sound. “So, someone mentioned Amanda Sykes. No need for you to get upset about it.”
Oh yes there is.
“Who did you say you were to phone?… Byerly! That old coot! He’s just a local busybody, pay him no mind.”
So Wright phoned Joy Fielding to see if it was okay to phone me. Great Chief Executive material!
“On the contrary, Justin, I think it might do a great deal of harm. I urge you not to do anything foolish until you’re here and we can talk. It’ll only be a couple of days. Your advance men are already in town, staying here… Please do as I say, Justin. This matter requires a lot of thought… That’s a good fellow. Yes, I feel the same way about you. See you Friday, bye.”
He heard the phone bang on the cradle, then, “That pipsqueak hasn’t the backbone of melted butter-and less brains.”
“Good morning, darling.”
Victor Dragon. He heard the unmistakable sounds of lips smacking in a kiss.
“Who has no backbone or brains?”
“It seems that nosy Walter Byerly got a message through to Justin that he has information about Amanda Sykes. He wants Justin to phone him. The idiot actually considered doing it.”
“He’ll mess us up something awful.“
“I think I got him calmed down.”
“We can’t risk it. We have to get rid of the woman and the brat. Nobody will miss them or trace them here.”
“Those two busybodies know you have the kid.”
“All they know is I got a court order for his mother.”
There was a long pause. “Let’s wait till the fund-raiser is over and Justin is back campaigning. He’ll forget all about his one-time inamorata.”
Byerly heard a heavy sigh of resignation, then, “Okay, darling, till Saturday, then we give them over to Dirk.”
“That’s what I like about you, Vic, you got balls.”
A rustling sound. “Not too hard or I’ll sing soprano… That’s more like it.”
Byerly stood up, intending to move away, but dropped his trowel. It clattered on the flagstone path.
“What’s that noise?” It was Dragon’s voice. “Somebody’s outside.”
Byerly lifted the wheelbarrow and shuffled forward.
“Hey you, down there.”
He ignored it.
“Hey, I’m talking to you.”
He felt forced to look up.
“What are you doing there?”
He gave his best el Viejo imitation, including the most elaborate shrug of his life. “No comprendo, Senor, no hablo Ingles.” He had to hope Dragon’s Spanish wasn’t any better than his.
“Maybe he didn’t hear anything.”
Byerly heard the window close and lock above him.
“Another case is closed, Hernandez.”
She neither saw nor heard Buster Brogan approach, but there he was at her desk. “Oh?”
“That missing blond kid I told you about turned up. He’s back safe with his mother.”
He might be back with his mother, but he definitely wasn’t safe. She knew only Victor Dragon could have told Brogan he was.
“You can quit looking for him, if you were.”
She bristled at the insinuation, started to protest, then thought of a better way. She smiled. “Don’t I always do everything you tell me, sergeant?”
He seemed surprised, unsure how to react, then mumbled, “I just wish all our cases were solved so easily.”
Crawl into bed with Victor Dragon and maybe they would be. “I learned some interesting info about the Gould case.”
“You did or your buddies the Bye-Byes did?”
“I said I did.”
“The case is closed or very nearly so. An obvious suicide.”
She shook her head. “So, you don’t want to hear anything that might-”
“What is it, Hernandez” He wore his impatience like a suit of armor.
“I spoke with a young woman over at the gym on West Carrillo, the Olympic Fitness I think it’s called.”
“Yeah, been there a couple of times. What about it?”
God, he was awful. “The woman knew Harry Gould, rather well, I gather. They worked out together. She said Harry was there the night he died. He got a phone call in the middle of his workout, then left, saying he had to go back to his office.”
“So?”
“The phone call was from Victor Dragon. Lots of people heard his name mentioned.”
Brogan blinked. His jaw went slack.
“That would make Dragon one of the last people to talk to Harry alive.”
He strode a couple of paces away, his hand stroking his lantern jaw. Now he turned back. He’d thought of a reply. “Probably didn’t mean a thing. They’re both lawyers, probably working on a case together.”
The very thing Victor Dragon would say.
Brogan smiled at her, Walter Cronkite again, encountering a misbehaving brat. “In any event I’ll look into it, detective. Thank you for telling me.”
She said nothing. Buster Brogan was digging his own grave. If he insisted a murder was a suicide, his pension was at risk.
“How’d you happen to be in that particular gym talking about Harry Gould?”
He had no right to ask, but she smiled. “I go there for the same reason you do.”
She had walked by the doorway many times. It was one of four in the passageway leading from the kitchen to the dining room. But she had been looking for a doorway in a curved wall, and the passageway was straight. Then she saw Uberreich struggling with a heavy tray while trying to unlock the door.
“Let me help you, Mrs. Uberreich. “
“I can manage, thank you.”
She persisted, holding the heavy door open while Uberreich stepped inside.
“I said not to bother. Let the door close itself. Go tend to your chores.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She saw stairs curving sharply upward. The way to the tower. At last. She kept her hand on the knob, holding the door slightly ajar, listening to Uberreich mount the stairs. A lock turned. A door closed.
DeeDee opened the passageway door, looked up. No sound from above. Now she studied the lock. It worked automatically. No way to leave it unlocked. It was just a simple depression lock, not a deadbolt, but a metal guard prevented use of a credit card to open it. Damn! She’d never get the key from Uberreich.
Then she remembered something from the Watergate scandal of the 1970s, at least the movie about it. Yes. She slipped out of her loafer and used it to keep the door ajar. Then she dashed into the kitchen, returning with scotch tape. Was it heavy enough? Had to be. She taped the latch closed and stepped back into her shoe, letting the door shut. She pulled the knob. The door opened. Good. Above she heard the key in a lock. Better hurry. She let go of the door and hurried into the kitchen.
For the next hour she and two other women set and decorated tables in the great hall for the Wright dinner, all under the close supervision of Hildegard Uberreich. Talk about picky! Would she ever leave? Finally Uberreich headed upstairs, most likely at Fielding’s summons.
DeeDee hesitated. Her stomach knotted. This was her best chance. Go for it. She hurried toward the kitchen, paused at the tower door. No one in sight. Do it! She opened the tower door and slipped inside.
She counted the stone steps as she mounted them, 15, 27, 42, reaching a landing before a heavy oak door. No sound anywhere. She shivered, couldn’t help herself. Now she gripped the iron handle to the door, pushed. It didn’t budge. Locked. She put her left ear to the door, held her breath, listening. Not a sound came through the heavy wood. She rapped, but gently, afraid to make too much noise. Again. No reply. Damn. She rapped a little harder. Nothing
Better go. Can’t be caught up here. Then she heard a tap at the door, almost inaudible, but there. Someone was inside! She started to tap on the door again, then thought better of it. It would only waste time. If only she knew Morse code. She slipped down the stairs and out the door.
“What are you doing?”
Uberreich’s snarl shattered her. She jumped, couldn’t help it. “Goodness, you scared me, Mrs. Uberreich.”
“I asked what you were doing up there?”
“Nothing, ma’am, just curious.” She found a smile. “There’s a big old door up at the top of the stairs, just like an old movie. Kind of spooky.”
The housekeeper looked at her a long moment. “How’d you get up there? This door is locked. Did you steal a key?”
“No key, Ma’am. I just opened the door. I didn’t know I wasn’t supposed to.”
“You did what!” She pulled at the door. It opened. “But this isn’t possible!” She seemed dumbfounded. Then she saw the tape on the lock. “How did this get here?”
“I have no idea, Mrs. Uberreich. It looks like scotch tape.”
“Somebody deliberately tampered with this lock. Was it you?”
“Me? Ma’am, I wouldn’t know how to tamper with a lock if-”
“Well, somebody did.” She pealed off the tape, closed the door and tested it. Then looked at her hard. “You’re supposed to be setting up the hall. What were you doing up there anyway?”
“I had a call of nature, ma’am. I’ll get right back to work.”
“What on earth possessed you, Doreen? We already knew people are in the tower.”
“I wanted to check it out.”
“You already knew how to get up there. You took a risk for-”
“Don’t scold, darling. It’s all right. Uberreich bought into my Dumb Dora act.”
“I hope so.” He sighed, letting go of his peeve. “I guess it doesn’t matter, you’re not going back again.”
“I have to, Walter. I’m expected to help serve the banquet, and I certainly think I should be present to help with the rescue.”
He grimaced. “I suppose, but I don’t like it. Just be careful, will you?”
“Of course, darling. Did Dr. Joy really call Justin Wright a pipsqueak?”
“Also spineless and brainless. If I ever wished for a tape recorder, that was the time.”
“If she thinks so little of him, why kidnap a little boy for him-”
“And maybe murder Harry Gould.” He shook his head. “I can’t explain her actions except as the Dragon Lady. “
“Power, darling. Helping to put a man in the White House-”
“You mean controlling the bastard. We’ve got to stop the whole lot of them.”
“We will.” She patted his hand. “Are you going back to the castle?”
“No point in my digging up any more petunias.”
“I think you should rest. All that bending and lifting can’t be-”
“Somebody has to.”
He made a face at that. “I’ve plenty to do, setting our scheme into motion.”
“While I drudge away in the castle kitchens. Life is so unfair.”



22: Captives


Walter drove Doreen to Elite in her car, then met Lupe Hernandez for breakfast. They lived on opposite sides of town, so they agreed to meet at The Daily Grind, a popular coffee haven at Mission and De La Vina. They sat outside in the morning sun.
“What’s your plan for rescuing Jamie?”
He told her.
“Is that the best scheme you two could come up with? It’s grade school stuff, Walt.”
“If you have a better idea, now’s the time. Jamie and his mother are held in a tower 40 feet off the ground. It is accessible only by a locked door, make that two locked doors. We have to find some way to force them to open them.”
“I still don’t like it.”
“I sent a message to Justin Wright, appealing to his decency. He never replied. Amanda Sykes apparently means nothing to him. I don’t know what else to do, Lupe.”
“I still don’t like it.” She sighed. “What are you going to do today?”
“Some fine tuning mostly, make sure Josh Kinkaid is still on board, then work out the details with Doreen’s friend Gertie to get inside.”
Uberreich confronted her the moment she entered the kitchen. “Come with me, Irene.”
“Yes, ma’am, but what for?”
“Just follow me, you’ll see.”
She was led into the downstairs study. Joy Fielding sat at the desk, Victor Dragon stood beside her. No negligees and morning-after eyes this time. Both were dressed and ready to pounce. Two of the Ninjas entered after her. They guarded the door. There was no escape.
“Mrs. Uberreich tells me you were in the tower yesterday.”
“Not in the tower, ma’am, just up the stairs. There’s a second door and it was locked.”
“Don’t be impertinent. I’m quite acquainted with the layout of this house.”
“Sorry, ma’am.”
“What were you doing up there anyway?”
“Just curious, ma’am. The tower looks so interesting, I wanted to-”
“I don’t believe you. Mrs. Uberreich said you were at the door earlier when she went up. You taped the lock open, didn’t you?”
“Ma’am, like I told Mrs. Uberreich, I-”
“Who are you?”
She looked fearfully at Dragon. “Irene, sir.”
“No you’re not.” He stepped toward her. “I thought you looked familiar yesterday morning. Now I know who you are.” Before she could stop him, he jerked off her wig. She heard gasps.
“Why she has red hair,” Uberreich said.
“She’s DeeDee Byerly.” Dragon sounded so smug. “Looking for the Sykes kid, are you?”
She opened her mouth but no sound came out.
“You’re going to find him all right. Dirk, take her to the tower.”
Rough hands gripped her arms.
“It won’t work. My husband knows I’m here.”
“And what’s he going to do about it?”
As soon as she was shoved inside the tower she heard a squeal. “DeeDee, DeeDee!”
Jamie ran into her arms. Tears filled her eyes as she hugged him. “Thank God, you’re all right.”
He squirmed away from her. “I got a puzzle.” He took her hand and tried to pull her toward the couch off to the right.
“In a minute, Jamie.” She looked at the woman. The words vulnerable and waif leaped to mind. She was a person you wanted to protect. “You look like your photograph, only your eyes are more beautiful.” She smiled. “You’re Amanda Sykes, Jamie’s mother.”
“Yes, but — ”
“Let me explain. You left Jamie with Karen La Rocca, who works for me at DeeDee’s Flowers. I’m DeeDee Byerly. Karen couldn’t keep him, so my husband and I took over-until he was taken from us and brought here.” She smiled again. “Jamie is such a dear boy. You are a wonderful mother.”
“Thank you.” She shook her head. “But I’m still confused.”
“I’ll start at the beginning.” She sat on the couch, playing puzzle with Jamie, while she filled in Mandy Sykes.
“And here you are, held captive like Jamie and me. I’m so sorry.”
“It was stupid of me to get caught, but don’t worry. Walter, that’s my husband, has a plan. With luck he should get us out of here tomorrow night.” She sighed. “But poor Walter, he’s going to be beside himself with worry. I just hope he doesn’t do anything foolish.” Now she laughed. “Walter is never foolish.”
“You must love him a great deal.”
“He’s my very breath.” She looked around at her surroundings. “Not very commodious, is it?” There was just one room encircled by the stone wall. The single window above permitted some light to come in. The furnishing were spartan, basically just a table and folding chairs. “I guess this couch becomes the bed.”
The worst thing is there are no facilities, just a chamber pot and camp thermos.”
“You mean-” She looked around. “-no toilet or running water.”
“The only electricity is that single bulb hanging from the ceiling. If it goes out, we’re in the dark.”
“The tower must be for show. No one is supposed to live here.” She kept shaking her head. “But here we are.”
“DeeDee, let’s do another puzzle.”
“Where did you get the toys, Jamie?”
“A man…”
Amanda answered for her son. “I said it was cruel to lock up a little boy with no toys, nothing to do. They brought these. They look old. They must’ve found them in an attic.”
“I’m sure they’re new to this little darling.” She helped him for a moment, then said, “Is Jamie’s father Justin Wright?”
She gasped. “How do you know that?”
“There’s a rumor. We put two and two together, rather my husband did. Is it true?”
“The biggest mistake of my life, anybody’s life. It’s been hell.”
“You can get help, you know.”
“I never wanted to hurt Justin, that’s why I never said anything, demanded anything. Then he became governor and mentioned for the White House-”
“On a campaign of holier-than-thou family values.” She smiled.
“That made it worse. People had seen us together in his Congressional office. There was talk about…you know. I left as soon as I knew I was pregnant, tried to disappear, but-”
“Everyone’s hunting for you, especially his political opponents and the press.”
“I kept changing names and moving, but it never lasts long.”
“I talked to Cyn Wu. If she knew who you really are she didn’t tell me.”
Mandy Sykes smiled for the first time. “Cyn Wu, I miss her, I didn’t think she knew.”
“How did you happen to come to Santa Barbara?”
“Harry Gould contacted me. We used to date here at UCSB, sort of stayed in touch. She sighed. “He phoned me one day and said Jamie’s father wanted to meet his son and provide for him.”
“Did he know who that was?”
“Not at first, but later he did.”
“Go on.”
“He arranged the meeting. I was to fly out here with Jamie. He’d have tickets for me at Logan Airport.”
“Did you trust him.”
“I came, I must have.” She sighed. “The truth is, I needed money so badly. All I really thought of was support money for Jamie.”
“I can understand that. Did you know the Kinkaids were behind it?”
“I do now.”
“At the last minute you became frightened for Jamie and left him with Karen-a near stranger.”
“She seemed so nice, and the two boys got along so well. I knew no one would look for him there.”
“Why didn’t you take Jamie and leave town?”
“I thought of it, believe me, but I was about broke, and I had hopes of getting some money.” She sighed. “A big mistake.”
“But an understandable one. What frightened you?”
“I don’t know. I–I just became increasingly uneasy. I guess I felt they were more interested in Jamie than me. Somehow I felt I was putting him at risk and-”
DeeDee patted her hand. “You were right. “
“When they brought me here, they kept trying to force me to tell them where Jamie was, but I wouldn’t.”
“They had half the town looking for him. They found him because Karen’s boyfriend got greedy for the $25,000 reward.”
“What’s going to happen to us now?”
“What’s going to happen is that we get out of here.”



23: Screams In The Night


Helistened to Beethoven on a classical radio station, Fourth Piano Concerto, his favorite. Her car had a nice radio. A fun car actually. No wonder Doreen loved it. But it must be hell on a long trip, like riding in an egg carton.
He saw the van pull into the parking lot. About time. He got out of the Z4 to wait for Doreen. Needed to stretch his legs. The van parked so the sliding door was on the side away from him. He heard voices, footsteps, then the sliding door slammed shut. The driver walked toward the Elite offices.
Where the hell was Doreen?
He ran, caught up with the driver. “Hey, where’s my wife?”
“Oh, I remember you. Is Irene your wife?”
“Where is she?”
“She didn’t come back with me, must’ve worked late.”
“No, she wouldn’t!”
“Don’t worry, she’ll be along soon. They’ll drive her in or call a cab. It happens a lot.”
He grabbed his arm at the elbow. “I’m telling you she didn’t work late. She would’ve phoned me.”
The driver pried his arm loose. “Have it your way, mister. I ain’t got nothing more to say to you.”
Byerly watched him disappear into the building. Lord God, Doreen was still out there. Something had gone wrong. They’ve kidnapped her. This couldn’t be happening.
He hopped into Doreen’s car and headed for the castle, swerving in and out of traffic, careening around curves, taking reckless chances. The smell of burned rubber was sickly sweet in his nostrils.
It seemed forever, but he finally screeched to a stop at the gate, pushed the button. “I’m Walter Byerly,” he screamed. “You’ve got my wife in there. I demand you release her at once.”
No answer.
“Do you hear me, this is abduction, kidnapping. You can’t hold her against her will. Release her at once or I’ll make you pay! Do you hear me?”
No answer.
He got out of the car, banged at the call box with his hand. “Answer me, Goddammit, or I’ll…I’ll…”
The silence maddened him, and he clutched the gate, shaking it as hard as he could, screaming over and over, “Doreen, Doreen, DeeDee, answer me, please answer me. Oh God…”
Finally he climbed back into the car and drove, again at breakneck speed, to Lupe’s place on San Pascual Street.
“You must help me. They’ve got her and God knows what they’ll do to her.” She stared at him. “Don’t you understand? We have to do something. They’ve got her. We have to-” He grabbed her shoulders and shook them. “Don’t just stand there. Help me!”
“Walt, please.”
“What’s the matter with you, don’t you care?”
“Calm yourself, you’re making no sense. Who has who and what do you want me to do?”
He stopped, stared at her, suddenly saw how he must look. He inhaled sharply, let it out. “You’re right, I’m not making sense, am I?”
She smiled at him. “That’s better. Now what’s wrong?”
“Doreen didn’t come home from the castle. I’m sure they’re holding her, just like Jamie and Amanda. They’re all in the tower, most likely.” He saw her expression. “I know, you said it was dangerous, we should have listened-”
“I wasn’t going to say that at all.”
“I went out there, shouted and screamed at the gate, like a madman, I’m sure.”
“Did you get in?”
“Nothing happened, that’s just it. I couldn’t get through the gate and nothing came over the squawk box, just complete, utter, stony silence. I've never endured anything like it.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“Come with me. You’re a police officer, they’ll have to let you in.”
She shook her head. “No they won’t, not without a search warrant, Walt.”
“Then get one. We have to do something!”
She touched his arm. “I understand how upset you are, but believe me it isn’t helping. Come in, let me make you something to eat, at least a drink.”
“I don’t want a drink, I want you to help me.”
“I’m trying to do just that, Walt.” She sighed. “No judge will give a search warrant. How long has DeeDee been missing? Are you sure she’s at the estate? She could be lots of places. Why would well-known, law-abiding citizens hold her against her will? And what was she doing at the estate in the first place? Have you and your wife been having marital problems? Is she under a doctor’s care? Are you taking any medications? Need I go on?”
He stared at her a long moment. “I am being foolish, not helping Doreen a bit. I’m usually calm, all together in crises. I take pride in it.”
“You’ve never had your wife held captive before.”
“Is there nothing we can do?”
“Not at the moment, I’m afraid.” She shook he head. “You have a plan to rescue Jamie and his mother tomorrow. I know it’s hard to wait, but you can rescue DeeDee, too.”
“Yes.” He even managed a smile. “I think I’ll take that drink now.”
The vodka-rocks helped, or something did, for his agitation lessened and he became aware of his surroundings. Lupe wore faded jeans and a splattered shirt. “I’m interrupting your work.”
“Not really. I’m refinishing an old icebox. I work at it whenever the spirit moves me. Right now I’d rather talk to you.”
“What’re you going to do with an ice box?”
“I’m not sure. I bought it at an estate sale. I thought I might put books or CDs in it.” She looked a little flustered. “I’m having a salad-you know, suffer for the bod.”
Ordinarily he would have had an answer for that. Clearly he still was not himself. How could he expect to be? Doreen was gone, perhaps never- Stop! Don’t even think it.
“I could fix you something else.”
“I’m not hungry, really. You go ahead.”
She picked up a salad bowl, wine bottle and glass. “Let’s go out on the patio, it’s nice this time of day.”
He followed through a dining and living room, then a den. Her house was small, but he had a sense of both comfort and style. Great care, even love, had gone into each item. They reached a terrace bedecked in dozens of potted plants. Visible beyond in the fading light was a small and vibrant garden. Lots of roses.
“You’ve made yourself an oasis, haven’t you?”
“I do sometimes think of it as an island.”
“Your island, inhabited only by you, your refuge.”
She gasped. “I hope I’m not keeping anyone out.”
“I’m sure you’re not.” He smiled. “Your home is definitely you, Lupe, you’ve done a beautiful job.”
“Thank you.”
“You’ve created the home you never had. Is it the one you always dreamed of?”
“Heavens no, that’s a palace.” Now she laughed. “I’ll never be rich enough for that.”
They sat at a glass and wrought iron table. He sipped his drink, while she dug into her salad. Their silence was comfortable, a good sign of friendship.
Finally she asked, “Have you and DeeDee always been as much in love as you are now?”
He was silent for a time, looking away. “You do ask tough questions.” Again he was silent. “Were we in love, sure, no doubt of it, but there was some tension. We were so different, opposites in many ways.” He hesitated. “Then our parents, both sets, died…rather close together. Doreen and I became closer after that. “
“How did that happen?”
“Oh, we both realized how short life is. No sense in wasting it in spats and disagreements.” He smiled. “All of a sudden my foibles and bad habits became charming and her foolish vanities made her more endearing. It wasn’t a conscious decision, but both of us started to treat the other with genuine affection, as though we were courting. Too bad we hadn’t done that all along.”
“At least you arrived at it.”
He finished his drink said, “I’m suddenly very tired. I think I’ll go home.”
“Will you be able to sleep now?”
He nodded. “Thanks to you.” She walked with him to the door.
“What time does the rescue take place?”
“The dinner’s at eight. Guests should start arriving about six or so. I should think we’ll do our thing around seven or a little after.”
She nodded. “That’s when I’ll arrive.”
“To do what?”
“You have made a formal complaint about your missing wife, have you not?” She smiled. “I’ll have to go out to the Kinkaid castle, make inquiries, see if they know anything.”
“May I kiss you?”
“On the cheek. I’ll get too excited otherwise.”



24: The Longest Day


“When Uberreich comes up with the food tray, maybe the two of us could jump her and escape.”
“I thought of it, Mandy, but it won’t work. Even if we did overpower her, where would we go? Escaping the house and grounds is impossible, especially with a small boy. I’m sorry.”
“I guess you’re right.”
“We just have to wait for Walter’s plan to work.” She sighed. “He sounded so awful, screaming for me out at the gate. I just hope he heard my reply and didn’t worry all night.”
“I’m sure he heard you.”
“I don’t know. These walls are pretty thick.” She looked up. “And that window is over my head. I should have stood on a chair to call out.”
Jamie woke up and went immediately to his toys.
“At least one of us doesn’t mind this confinement,” she said.
“So it would seem, but he needs sunlight and fresh air.”
“He’ll get it. They can’t keep us here much longer.”
“Are you sure? Sometimes I think they’ll kill us.”
“I’m not sure, Mandy, they couldn’t.”
“They killed Harry, didn’t they?”
DeeDee made a face. “I hoped you wouldn’t think of that.”
“With Harry gone, there’s no one to miss me. I have no family. My mother is in a nursing home with Alzheimer’s and doesn’t know me when I’m there. I could disappear, Jamie, too, and no one would notice.”
“Cyn Wu.”
“She could say something, but nothing would come of it. I’ve no ties, no roots.”
“Stop it, Mandy. You’re scaring Jamie. And none of it is going to happen. I have a husband, children, grandchildren. Lots and lots of people know me and miss me already. My roots are deep. I’m sure Dragon and his lady are already trying to figure out what to do with me-and thereby with you. They’re in deep doo-doo.”
Mandy sighed. “I hope you’re right.”
“I know I am.” She played with Jamie a few minutes. “When this is over, I hope I can have some role in his life. He’s a wonderful boy.”
“He has only me. Even if he gets a father some day, he’ll need a grandmother and grandfather.”
DeeDee beamed. “Thank you, Mandy, it’s so nice of you.”
“First chance I get, I’m declaring you and Walter his Godparents.”
The lock in the door rattled and Uberreich came in with breakfast. Apparently she had thought about being attacked, too, and brought one of the Ninjas with her. He emptied the chamber pot and trash and brought fresh water. There was a lot of glaring all around, but not one word was said.
After breakfast, DeeDee climbed on a chair to look out the window. “All I can see is the sky and tree tops. I need something higher.” They moved the table and she climbed up on it. “That’s better. Now I can see the gate and part of the grounds.”
“Any activity?”
“It’s still too early, we’ll have to wait.” She looked again and gasped. Her own van, DeeDee’s Flowers emblazoned on the side, was delivering the flowers for the banquet. At least the shop was working without her.
It was the longest day of Byerly’s life. To distract himself he tried to think of metaphors for slowness. Time moved as slowly as…no, that’s a cliche. Time moved as slowly as…yeah, a politician accepting responsibility for his mistakes. He shook his head. Probably the only good thing Justin Wright ever did in his life was Jamie, and he refused to acknowledge him.
At mid-afternoon he drove over to Patties Parties. Gertie Leventhal had agreed to smuggle him into the estate as part of her catering crew. Josh Kinkaid was to come, too. Only he hadn’t shown. Nervous time increased exponentially for Byerly. Josh knew the right address. He’d sworn to be there. Then where the hell was he? His role was vital.
Byerly stewed. He could almost feel his nerves snapping, one by one. The last Patties Parties truck was ready to head for the castle. He had to go. He’d think of something when he got there. Then, as he climbed into the van, he saw Josh race up in his Porsche. “Where have you been?”
“Sorry, I’ll explain later.”
At the castle he and Josh crawled out of the back of the van and hurried into the greenhouse. No sense in either of them being recognized, Josh especially. Darryl the floriculturist was nowhere in sight.
“How long do we have to wait?” Josh asked.
“Till dusk anyway.”
He seemed none too happy with that, but said, “I’ll be back in a bit.”
“Where are you going?”
“Around, check things out. I used to live here, you know.”
“If someone recognizes you, we’ll be-”
He watched Josh walk away, then kicked the side of the wheelbarrow, hurting his toe. Yes, dammit, he was getting upset. After last night’s rantings, he’d promised himself to stay cool, on top of things-for Doreen’s sake. But this spoiled, inconsiderate kid was testing his resolve. Josh acted like he didn’t want to be here and didn’t care what happened. What did he expect? Josh Kinkaid was so self-absorbed and unconscious he’d let his own mother live on the street, hadn’t he?
Around five o’clock Justin Wright drove up in two limousines with a quartet of motorcycle cops. Joy Fielding emerged from the front entrance. He was too far away to see her face, but she wore a long gown of bright red with lots of skin. Victor Dragon was beside her in his tux.
The ninjas opened the limousine door, and Wright and his party got out. The woman with him must be his wife. Dr. Joy descended the steps, engaged in bussing all around. All they needed was the Marine Band and Hail to the Chief. Maybe next year, God forbid.
Josh returned, still antsy. “Do we really have to wait till dark?”
“Close to it.”
He made a face, then saw a car pull up to the front door for valet parking. “Would you look at them wheels, a Jag no less, looks new.” Mercedes, Beamers, Caddies, Lincolns and other luxury cars began to arrive. He cited the virtues and faults of each. “Hey, the valet parkers are falling behind. I’m going to help out.”
“No, Josh, stay here.”
“You know me and wheels.”
Damn!
Josh returned a few minutes later. “Why do I have to wait till dark to throw that rock?”
“You can hardly stand out there in broad daylight throwing rocks at somebody’s house.”
“I did when I was a kid, come on, let’s go.”
Byerly felt like kicking him, not the wheelbarrow. “There’s another reason. You ought to be able to figure it out. They are to blink the light in the tower if they get the message. How can we see it unless it’s nearly dark?”
“Then use another signal.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know, wave a hankie or something.”
“I’ve already written the note and tied it to the rock.”
“Then change it. Look, Walt, I gotta get out of here. I’ve something important to do.”
His anger flared, but he forced himself to tamp it down. He needed Josh to throw the rock. No way could he heave it far enough and hit that window. Lord, he was disappointed in this kid.
Under Josh’s impatient eyes he untied the note from the rock, really a piece of brick, changed it and retied it securely. He handed it to Josh. “Please don’t miss.”
“ No problema, I’ve done this lots of times. I told you I got in trouble for-”
“Just don’t get in trouble again.”
They both stepped outside and looked around. There was activity at the front of the hose, but no one looked their way.
“Here goes nothing.”
Josh took a full windup, like a baseball pitcher, and threw. The brick arched through the air, straight for the window. It looked high enough and far enough. Byerly’s hopes rose.
It clattered against the wall, missing the window to the left.
“God!”
“I’ll get it next time.” He took off across the lawn to retrieve the rock.
DeeDee figured Walter would cancel his plan to throw in a message, since she already knew the plan. But when she heard the clatter against the tower, she knew what had happened. Walter couldn’t be sure she was in the tower and went ahead with his rock.
She leaned over Jamie to protect him. “Let’s all stay off to the side so we don’t get hit.”
A second clatter. Lord!
“It isn’t going to work,” Mandy said.
“Nor does it need to.” She grabbed a towel and climbed up on the table beneath the window. “I just hope he sees this.”
“There’s your signal, Walt, I did hit it.”
“No, your bombardment made the castle surrender.”
“Sorry, Walt, I used to be able to hit it.”
“Anyway we know Doreen is in the tower, thank God.”
“I thought you wanted to get her out.”
He shook his head. “I’ll explain later. You can go off on your date or whatever.”
“You won’t be sorry, Walt.”
He was glad to be rid of the scatterbrain. He hadn’t really needed him after all.
He looked at his watch. Still a ways to go. The next time he looked at his watch two minutes had elapsed. Are we on geologic or astronomic time? Another minute. You’re going to wear out your watch looking at it. He concentrated on the tower. Doreen’s up there. She’s counting on you. Hell, you’re counting on you.
Eventually, the hand lowered on the dial face. Almost seven. He left the greenhouse and walked toward the front of the house, stopping near the gravel to await a certain car. There? No. That one, yes. It begins now.
The three of them stood on the table by the window, DeeDee with Jamie in her arms. “When I give the word, my darling, I want you to scream as loudly as you can, for as long as you can. This is one time in your life when you can make all the noise you want.”
He opened his mouth.
She put her fingers over it and smiled. “Not quite yet, darling. I’ll tell you when.”



25: Unexpected Visitor


Lupe stopped her unmarked car in front of the castle steps, flashed her badge and told the attendant she would only be a minute. She pulled ahead a little at his instruction, grabbed her shoulder bag, got out and waited at the steps for Walt Byerly.
“Did the rock work?”
“Don’t ask.”
She heard the hubbub of voices from inside. “Somebody must be having a party.”
“Shame to ruin it, let’s go.”
They mounted the steps and entered through the open front doors. The reception for Wright was just breaking up. Diners were beginning to take their seats in the banquet hall off to the left, while others, be-gowned, be-jeweled and be-tuxed, milled around with half-filled glasses. Lupe knew she was agog at the beautiful setting and the beautiful people. She saw Victor Dragon with a gorgeous blonde stuffed into a red dress.
“What are you doing here, Hernandez?”
The gruff voice brought her back to reality. She turned and gasped. “Sgt. Brogan!” Lupe felt herself wilting under his gaze.
“Were you hired as extra security?”
Her courage returned. “Are you here as private security, Sgt. Brogan?” She knew it was true.
“I’m still your superior.”
“Not off duty.” She motioned. “This is Walter Byerly. He believes his wife is being held here against her will. He’s filed a complaint, and I’m here to investigate.”
“Bullshit! You’re not investigating anything.” He stepped toward her.
“Don’t try to bully me, sergeant.”
Just then the screaming began, loud, high-pitched, piercing. It carried inside the house, silencing the crowd.
“What the hell is that?” She recognized Dragon’s voice.
To Byerly, the screaming sounded deliciously loud. Good girl, Doreen, keep it up, Jamie. He looked at Dragon. Rage scarred the handsome face, and his lips mouthed obscenities. He started outside, then stopped in the doorway, turned and raised both his hands. “It’s nothing, folks, just some pranksters. They don’t like us having a good time.
“Yes, some neighborhood kids, pay it no mind.”
That came from Joy Fielding. Byerly turned to her. “Then how come someone is calling my name? Listen, you can hear, ‘Walter, Walter, save me’.”
“I hear it, too,” a voice said behind him. “Are you Walter?”
“Yes, Walter Byerly and the person calling is my wife Doreen. She’s being held captive here, along with-”
“Don’t be absurd,” Dr. Joy said. She turned, “Mrs. Uberreich, please put a stop to it-and take Dirk with you.”
Byerly stepped in front of the housekeeper. “By all means unlock the door to the tower, only I’m going with you.” She tried to push him aside, but he refused to budge.
“This man is an intruder,” Dr. Joy said. “Sgt. Brogan, remove him.”
“Happily, ma’am.” He grinned. “Okay, Byerly, you’re coming with me.” He clasped his arm.
“No, he’s not.” Lupe’s voice was steely.
“Stay out of this Hernandez.”
“Sergeant, you have no idea what’s going on here. You’ve already got a lot of explaining to do. Don’t make it worse by interfering now.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Buster, you’ve bungled a murder investigation and allowed a child to be abducted. If you want to keep your pension, then I suggest you decide whether you work for the Santa Barbara Police Department or Victor Dragon.”
Byerly watched the detective’s anger slowly give way to fear. “Thanks, Lupe.” He freed his arm. “Now Mrs. Uberreich, I believe you were about to visit my wife.”
She looked at Dr. Joy for approval. Rage distorted the once-beautiful face. He grinned at her. “I guess the Joy has gone out of your life. Too bad, doctor, but the jig is up, the cookie has crumbled, the music has been faced, the piper is-”
“Let him take his lousy wife out of here.”
Lupe beside him, he followed Uberreich to the kitchen passageway. It seemed to take forever for her to unlock the door, mount the stairs and unlock the second door. At last it opened and he burst inside.
All three stood on the table across the room.
“Oh, darling, I knew you’d come.”
“Thank God, you’re safe.” She leaped from the table into his arms. “I was so worried, I thought-”
“I know what you thought.” She kissed him.
Over her shoulder he saw the other two, still on the table. “You can stop screaming now, Jamie, you did a fantastic job.”
Mandy put her hand over his mouth to silence him. “You must be Walter Byerly. I’m Amanda-”
“Sykes, the long lost. You’re a hard person to find.
Lupe extended a hand to help her and Jamie down. “Let’s get all of you out of here.”
As they returned downstairs and approached the front entrance, everyone stood aside, looking at them as curiosities. A voice said, “Why it is DeeDee.”
Doreen recognized her. “Hi, Janet, do I ever have a story to tell.”
“I’m sure you do, Mrs. Byerly, but I’m going to tell the truth first.” Joy Fielding took over. “This woman stole this little boy and hid him from his mother.” That brought a heightened murmur. “Fortunately Victor Dragon found out where the boy was, got a court order and saved him from this…this kidnapper and reunited him with his mother here at the estate.”
“What a bald-faced liar you are,” Doreen said.
“But she wouldn’t give up. Still determined to get the child back, she disguised herself in a wig and uniform and induced a friend to bring her out here, posing as a servant. She almost got away with it, too. Fortunately we recognized her and-”
Doreen laughed. “Then why were Mandy and Jamie locked up in that tower? Hardly luxury accommodations, no toilet, no running water, a single light bulb hanging from the ceiling. I suppose you were protecting them from little old me.”
Joy Fielding looked around at her guests, all certainly puzzled now. “Don’t listen to her.”
“You were going to tell the truth, Mrs. Kinkaid. Then by all means tell everyone how your goons abducted Mandy off the street, in broad daylight, and brought her here. Tell them how Mandy was locked up and held prisoner in this very house just so you could influence an election.”
“This is slander. You can’t say things like that. There are laws. I’ll sue the pants off you.”
“I’m wearing a skirt, but never mind. Yes, by all means sue, so all this can come out in court. Meanwhile, Mandy will support what I’m saying.”
Byerly let Doreen fight her own battles, not that she needed help. His attention was on another drama. Mandy stood there holding Jamie, transfixed by Justin Wright. Apparently she had not seen him since…Byerly did not know since when, maybe since she slept with him, or perhaps the birth of Jamie. She was speechless, virtually unblinking.
Wright was not much better. His eyes moved, but only between the faces of Mandy and her son. At last he spoke. “Is that…Jamie?”
Mandy said nothing, just stared.
“He seems…a…a fine boy.”
Byerly waited for Wright to do something, perhaps go to his son, take him in his arms. He even sensed he wanted to. “You’re right, Governor, Jamie is a great kid. You should be very proud of him.” Now Wright looked at him. “I’m Walt Byerly. I tried to get you on the phone to tell you-”
“My husband knows nothing about all this.”
He had forgotten Edie Wright. She was tall, slender, with honey-colored hair and blue eyes, classy, patrician and regal. She was also a lioness defending her mate.
“All this is just a nasty rumor, concocted by Justin’s political opponents.”
“That’s the exact truth.” Joy Fielding jumped in. ”This is a good place to deny the rumor once and for all.”
“I’m sick to death of these…these ghastly innuendoes about my husband.”
“Are they rumors, Governor Wright?” Byerly said. “This handsome young man just might be your son, your only child. A simple paternity test would prove it.” Clearly the man wavered.
Edie Wright went to her husband, touched his hand, said, “You’ll make such a good President, Justin.”
“I doubt that, Mrs. Wright, at least he won’t get my vote. So what’s it going to be, Governor, truth or expediency?”
Wright looked extremely unhappy.
Mandy spoke. “Please stop, Mr. Byerly. Jamie’s father is for me alone to know. It is my right, and I will never tell. There will be no blood test. I want nothing from anyone.”
“Thank God!” Joy Fielding said, “At last someone makes some sense around here.”
“I want to say another thing. The Byerly’s did not steal my son. They protected him and tried to rescue me. I will always be grateful.”
Joy Fielding clapped her hands, then a second time. “My, my, testimonials all around. Why don’t you take your son, these two busybodies, and leave? We all want to hear Governor Wright speak.”
“This is my house. She may stay if she wishes.”
Byerly heard the voice, then a communal gasp. He turned to see a man advanced in years, stooped and withered, leaning heavily on a cane. His voice was that of a younger man, however. Byerly wouldn’t have known who he was except Josh was with him. “Karl Kinkaid, I presume.”
Josh answered. “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you, Walt, but I wasn’t sure until the last minute that he’d come.”
“And all this time I thought you were shiftless and uncaring.” He laughed. “My apologies, Josh.”
“I’m the one who needs to apologize-for being such a fool.” Karl Kinkaid looked at his wife. “My grandson has told me about your recent activities, my dear.”
“It’s lies, Karl, all lies.”
“Perhaps, but I prefer to believe him. It gives me a way to get reacquainted with my grandson.”
“Karl, listen to me.”
“That’s the trouble, Joy, I listened to you too much. I let you sour me on my only blood relative. I let you tell me what a wonderful candidate…” He looked at Justin Wright. “Governor, you will get no more money from me. Ronald Reagan was a man of principle. I was told you were, too.” He shook his head sorrowfully. “You, sir, most definitely are not.”
Justin Wright opened his mouth to speak, but Kinkaid silenced him with a dismissive wave. “Don’t embarrass yourself in front of these people any more than you have already.”
He looked around at the guests, raised his voice. “I understand all of you paid $10,000 to be here for dinner. Your money will be returned to you, and you are welcome to stay and eat the food.”
Byerly felt he couldn’t stop smiling. He looked at Doreen. There was joy and relief in her face.
“Let’s go home, dear,” she said, “And take this little one and his mother with us.”
“In a minute. First, we have some unfinished business here.”



26: Whodunnit


Byerly turned to Lupe. “Haven’t you a question or two?” She hesitated, suddenly cowed by the audience and situation. “The ball is yours, Lupe.”
She looked at him somberly, then nodded. “Yes, we do have unfinished business here.” She squared her shoulders.
“If I may ask, who are you?”
She turned to Karl Kinkaid, sitting in a wheelchair now. “I’m Detective Lupe Hernandez of the Santa Barbara Police Department. A man was murdered a few days ago. I believe your wife may have some knowledge of it.”
“Is that true, Joy?”
“Of course not, Karl. The man committed suicide. There was no murder.”
Lupe now looked at Mandy Sykes. “Why did you come to Santa Barbara?”
She held her son in her arms. “Do I have to answer?”
“I’m afraid so. A man has been murdered. I believe you have vital information.”
“Sergeant, you’re the investigating officer.” The voice of the Dragon was heard in the land. “Can’t you put a stop to this nonsense?”
Looking at Lupe, Buster Brogan hesitated. Clearly her warning about his pension had gotten to him.
“At the very least, Sergeant, can’t you hold this stupid interrogation somewhere else?”
Lupe answered. “Certainly, Mr. Dragon. We can go downtown, but you’ll have to come with us.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You’ll see.” She turned back to Mandy. “Please answer my question, why did you come to Santa Barbara?”
“I was told-” She sighed. “-that Jamie’s father wanted to meet him.”
“Who told you that?”
“Harry Gould. We were friends from college.”
“And the father of your child, no doubt,” Fielding said.
Lupe ignored her. “Did Harry Gould pay your way from Boston?”
“He arranged for me to pick up a ticket at Logan Airport.”
“And made reservations for you and Jamie at the Upham Hotel?”
“Yes, but it wasn’t his money. Harry didn’t have much money. He said he had a client.”
“Do you know who that client was?”
“Yes.”
“Did you meet someone else besides Harry Gould when you came to Santa Barbara?”
“That man there. He was with Harry when they came to the hotel to talk to me.”
“Are you pointing at Victor Dragon?”
“Yes.”
“Was he Harry Gould’s client?”
“Yes, he did most of the talking.”
“And what did he say?”
“That Jamie’s father wanted some…involvement in his son’s life, that he wanted to provide financial support.”
Byerly jumped in. “You’re doing great, Lupe, but I have to ask Mandy a question. Was Jamie’s father prepared to acknowledge paternity?”
“That was not discussed. I did not ask for it. My impression was that everything was to be…secret.”
Now Doreen got her two cents in. “Was Jamie’s father involved or was Victor Dragon acting on his own?”
Mandy hesitated.
“That’s a most important question,” Lupe said. “If Jamie’s father was a participant in all this, it may well make him an accessory to murder.”
Byerly watched Mandy closely. She looked at Jamie, Doreen, her feet, everywhere except at Justin Wright-or tried to. Then the merest flicker in his direction came.
The silence in the room was profound, the tension heavy.
“It’s important, Mandy.”
She nodded, looked at Lupe. “No, I don’t believe Jamie’s father knew anything about it.
Byerly recognized his own disappointment, yet he admired Amanda Sykes. Justin Wright did not deserve a woman like her. “When you had this meeting with Gould and Dragon did they want you to do something?”
“They said Jamie’s father wanted to see his son. They would take us to him the following morning.”
“Did you go?”
“No, Mr. Byerly. I felt uneasy about it. I’ve known for a long time that someone wanted Jamie out of the way. He was a threat-”
“To Whom?”
“I never knew.”
“You worked in Congressman Wright’s office. He was promoting family values in his campaign for President. Surely you realized the effect the mere existence of Jamie would have on-”
“I didn’t want to be involved in that. I didn’t want Jamie involved. That’s why I hid.”
“So you didn’t trust Victor Dragon and decided not to meet him. What happened?”
“I’d taken Jamie to a nearby park. There was a play castle for children.”
“It’s called Kid’s World and it’s in Alameda Park,” Doreen said.
“Jamie met a nice boy, Tommy. I’d struck up a conversation with his mother. She was the only person I knew in town besides Harry and Mr. Dragon.”
“So you asked Karen to baby sit Jamie. Then what happened?”
“I didn’t want to go back to the hotel the way I’d come. I was afraid it might lead them to Jamie. I took a circuitous route and ended up at the library downtown. I was lost. Then a limousine pulled up and I was told to get in.”
“Did you?”
“I had no choice.” She pointed. “That man there pulled me in.”
“That would be good ol’ Dirk, the pancake man.” Byerly laughed at the man’s glower.
“Who was in the car?” Lupe asked.
“Mr. Dragon and a woman I now know was Mrs. Kinkaid.“
“It’s a lie, I was never there.”
Lupe waved that aside. “Then what happened, Mandy?”
“They really didn’t want me, you see, they wanted Jamie.” She clutched the boy tighter. “They wanted me to tell them where he was. I wouldn’t.”
“Were you threatened?”
“Not in so many words, but I was locked in the tower and told I couldn’t leave until I revealed where Jamie was.”
“God, how awful for you,” Doreen said. “I was only there a day or so, but you were held how long? A week or 10 days? It had to be torture, positively medieval.”
He had to smile. Doreen was not helping Wright’s PR a bit.”
“The worst thing, DeeDee, was that I had no newspaper, radio or TV. I had no idea what was going on in the world, no idea whether Jamie was safe or not. I worried constantly.”
“Oh, my dear,” a voice said behind him.
“You poor thing, how awful for you.”
Edie Wright had the most sense of any of them. “Justin, I warned you not to get involved with the Fielding woman. I told you-”
“I should have listened to you.” He raised his voice. “I want all you good people to know I had nothing to do with any of this. I knew nothing about it and definitely would not have condoned such conduct.”
The voice of Dr. Joy did not live up to her name. “Oh shut up, Justin, you’re such a weasel.”
“May Jamie and I leave now? We’ve had quite enough of this place.”
“Just one more question,” Lupe said. “When did you last see Harry Gould alive?”
“On Monday, the day before I was…brought here.”
“The word is kidnapped,” Doreen said. “It’s okay to use it.”
Byerly laughed. “Darling, I didn’t know you were so good at calling a spade a-”
“Is abduction a better word?”
“Not much.”
“Please, you two, I trying to find out-”
“We’re sorry, Lupe,” he said. “You saw Harry Gould on Monday?”
“We worked out plans with Mr. Dragon for the next day, then he left. Harry said he had to go to his office, then work out at the gym. He’d meet us later for dinner. That’s the last I saw him. “
“He never met you for dinner?” Lupe asked.
She shook her head. “Nor the next morning. He was supposed to go with Jamie and me to meet…Jamie’s father. He never showed up. That’s why I became frightened, hid Jamie, and tried to get away.”
“I’ve heard enough, detective.” Buster Brogan stepped forward. “You did good work.” He turned. “Mr. Dragon, I want you to come downtown with me.”
“Are you arresting me?” His face registered both fear and defiance.
“I will, on suspicion of murder.”
“I murdered no one.”
“You were the last person to see Harry Gould alive. You certainly have a lot of explaining to do.”
“You phoned Harry at the gym,” Lupe said. “You got him back to his office to kill him. Sounds like premeditation to me.”
“I’m sure the DA will ask for special circumstances, Dragon. That means the death penalty.”
“Don’t forget kidnapping, sergeant,” Lupe said, “and other charges, too, I’m sure.”
“Yes.”
“And what about Mrs. Kinkaid?” Lupe asked. “She was part-”
“What about her indeed.” Dragon said. “The whole idea was hers.”
“Oh shut up, you asshole!”
“I’m not taking the fall, Joy, not for you.”
“You never did have any balls, Victor.”
Doreen laughed. “My, my, a lovers’ quarrel. The last time I saw you the bed was-”
“Oh shut up, you old bitch!”
“I’m taking both you and Dragon in,” Brogan said.
Dr. Joy turned to her husband. “Karl, are you going to let them do this to me?”
“It seems to me you did it to yourself.” He looked up. “Wheel me out of here, Josh.”



27: Watchful Waiting


Deedee insisted Mandy and Jamie stay with them as long as they wished. Unwinding from the excitement, discussing the case, getting the pair fed and tucked in kept her occupied until quite late. But she was not so busy that she failed to notice the blinking light on the answering machine when they came home. Or, Walter listening to it surreptitiously, then quickly erasing it.
Walter went upstairs a little ahead of her and was fast asleep when she got in bed. She lay awake awhile worrying about the mysterious message, but soon fell asleep herself.
The next morning she waited till he shut off his electric razor, then asked, “So what was the message on the machine last night? A telemarketer offering low-cost, do-it-yourself divorces?”
He looked at her and grinned. “That’s good, honey. Actually he was selling a book on ancient Aztec love practices, including 87 positions never before known to European man-or woman.”
“Just what we need, dear, I hope you bought it.” She kissed his smooth cheek. ”What was the message?”
“I didn’t want you lying awake worrying.”
“A dentist drilling my teeth couldn’t have kept me awake. Was it Phil Van Zant?”
“The lab tests are in, he wants to talk to me.”
“Sounds ominous.”
He looked at her sharply. “Why say that?”
“If the tests were negative, he’d have said so. This way he gets to practice his bedside manner.”
“You don’t know that. He may want to tell me-”
“Not you, darling, us. I’m tagging along-whether you want me or not.”
Lupe now loathed the tanned face she once thought so handsome. Victor Dragon was an evil man, a murderer and kidnapper. Worse, Victor Dragon knew the law and how to reduce his sentence, if not escape entirely.
“I’ll happily tell you what happened in Gould’s office, Detective Hernandez-in exchange for immunity.”
It had been going on most of the night. She had slept little and felt tired, her nerves raw. “We already have you for kidnapping. Two women and a little boy will say-”
“It was all a misunderstanding, detective. No one was harmed, no ransom demanded. You’ll never get a kidnapping charge to stick.”
“You employed Harry Gould to entice Amanda Sykes out here to Santa Barbara. She saw you and Gould together. Witnesses heard you phone Gould at the gym and saw him leave for his office to meet you.”
He sighed. “One more time, I did not kill Harry Gould.”
“Oh yes, Joy Fielding did. Very clever, you blame her, she blames you. But it doesn’t matter. You are both accomplices, both guilty.”
“Only if you prove it, detective. You can’t without evidence from me.”
“Oh yes I can. Even as we speak, experts are digging into Harry Gould’s PC and resurrecting his files you erased.” It wasn’t true, but it could happen. “Those files will prove how you used him, your motive for killing him.”
He blinked, hesitated, then recovered. “They will prove I tried to help out a young lawyer by throwing a little business his way.”
“God, you’re despicable, worse than some gang-banger or doper. You know right from wrong. You just don’t give a damn. You know the law, but use it to escape punishment.”
He laughed. “You’re just jealous, detective.”
She left the interrogation room and returned to her desk. “Nothing’s changed, Sgt. Brogan. He wants immunity. How is it with Fielding?” They had switched interrogations.
“She doesn’t know nothin’ about nothin’.” He shook his head. “Why do these rich bitches figure they can get away with anything?”
“Have we found Dirk, the muscle man?”
“Not yet.”
“I should’ve kept my eye on him. He could tell us a lot about the murder.”
“He won’t get far.”
A strange voice interrupted them. “Don’t tell me you’re Detective Lupe Hernandez, of whom I’ve heard so much?”
She looked up and saw lots of teeth, bright brown eyes, two arms outstretched toward her. She recoiled. “Yes, but-”
“?Si hubiera sabido que eras tan hermosisima, me hubiera acercado mucho mas antes a ti!”
His spate of Spanish only made his leering grin worse. She shook herself loose from his hands on her shoulders. “I’m afraid I don’t speak Spanish.”
“You certainly look like you do. I said if I’d known you were so gorgeous, I’d have rushed over to meet you sooner.” He laughed now. “I’m Carlos Light.”
She stared at him. A Latino named Light? Then she knew. “Carlos as in C. K. Light, the deputy DA? We’ve talked on the phone?”
“The very same. And you really are beautiful. Bellisima. Eres tan preciosa.”
He was a bit on the short side and stocky, even burly, with dark curly hair. He was not really handsome, no Jimmy Smits or Benjamin Bratt, but he sure thought he was the original Latin lover, grinning and strutting and coming on to her. Who needed him? The type disgusted her.
“Tell me, guapa, how you can look Latina and not know Spanish?’
She shoved the question aside. She didn’t want to hear it.
“I’ll bet I know. Your father was Hispanic, but your mother was Anglo and spoke only English. It is the exact opposite with me. My father is Anglo, my mother Latina. I have the best of both worlds.” He laughed. “And now I have met you, guapa.”
Buster Brogan had taken all he could. “Look, you two can engage in courtship rituals on your own time. We’re in the middle of a police investigation. We need charges, Light.”
She was glad of the interruption. Carlos Light’s ego was a threat to law enforcement. “We’re at an impasse, Mr. Light. Joy Fielding isn’t saying a word, and Victor Dragon won’t talk without immunity.”
His grin faded. His whole demeanor changed. “Tell me what you have.”
She and Buster both reported their evidence. She had to admit Carlos Light listened attentively and asked good questions. He was apparently something more than a foolish fop and sexual predator.
“Let’s go talk to him,” he said.
Inside the interrogation room, Carlos Light turned inquisitor. His voice took on an edge. “The good sergeant and the adorable Miss Hernandez have you cold-cocked, Dragon. There’ll be no immunity, my friend. Nothing I like better than bringing down a hotshot lawyer. If you don’t believe it, try me. Even if I lose the case, you’re ruined.”
Despite his tan, Victor Dragon’s face blanched.
“I lied, Dragon. There is one thing I like more-bringing down a holier-than-thou advice columnist. You help me do that and maybe I’ll consider a plea.”
She watched Light. There was a slight smile on his face, an expectant look in his eyes. When no answer came, he closed his briefcase, stood up and headed for the door. “See you in court, counselor.”
Dragon’s voice was barely audible. “I was supposed to shoot Gould. I had the gun in my hand, aimed. I thought I was ready, but… Joy swore at me, took the gun. She pulled the trigger. I couldn’t do it…”
“Will you say that in court?”
Dragon hesitated. “What do I get if I do?”
“First degree manslaughter.”
“Second degree.”
“No way, Dragon, first degree, eight years minimum. And only if you blab everything about everything. I’m being kind to you.”
Later, after both Fielding and Dragon were booked, she said to Carlos Light, “Why do I feel like we’ve made a pact with the Devil?”
“Because we did. We couldn’t’ allow both to go free. This way he gets some time, Dr. Joy lots of it.”
“I suppose.”
“How about coffee and a churro, guapa, I’m buying.”
“I do wish you’d quit calling me guapa.”
“How about bellisima?”
He was grinning at her, but the leering, insouciance was gone. He merely teased her now. She thought a little better of him. “I’ve been up all night, I need to go home.”
“You need to relax, then sleep. Trust Dr. Light, he is never wrong.”
He was a good lawyer. He had handled Dragon and Fielding like a pro. She liked that. And he certainly was good-looking. “I–I have to…”
She felt his hand on her elbow, turning her toward the door. Why not? What was wrong with a cup of coffee with a colleague? She pulled her arm away. “I’m sorry, I can’t, I have to go.” She ran from him.
Both set out to spend the day normally. Doreen went to her shop, while he drove the homeless around in the Care Wheels van. He’d even been distracted-some.
In mid-afternoon he picked her up at the shop and drove across town to Van Zant’s office. Neither had anything to say. That was okay, except the silence wasn’t particularly comfortable.
Strange. He could usually read Doreen’s thoughts. Not today-probably because he couldn’t fathom his own. Is this what it’s like to contemplate one’s doom? A morass of disorganized thoughts and silence? Try as he would, he could not think of dying. He didn’t even know how to start, and he’d always been a rather resourceful person. Do you tote up your accomplishments and regrets? List things to do? Plan a fling? Contemplate one’s Maker-and how do you do that?
He glanced at Doreen. What was she thinking? Pondering the joys of widowhood? No, that’s nasty. She was capable and self-reliant with a life of her own. But they sure would miss each other.
Stop it, Byerly. You haven’t even picked out the undertaker yet.
The wait in Van Zant’s office really wasn’t very long, but it seemed eternal. Doreen had brought her knitting-it always did calm her, she said-but her knuckles were white against the needles. A blood vessel throbbed in her temple. He’d never noticed that before.
“The doctor will see you now, Walter.”
The nurse held a door open. Doreen charged through it. Van Zant sat at his desk, looking down at some papers.
“I know you don’t want me here, doctor, but he’s my husband, this is my life and-”
“Of course I want you here, DeeDee.” He smiled at both, motioned to chairs across from his desk.
Byerly sat, Doreen didn’t.
“It’s cancer, isn’t it?” she said.
“Wouldn‘t you rather sit first, DeeDee?”
“Stop pussy-footing around. Tell me the truth.”
“Very well, yes, a carcinoma was found.”
“I knew it, I knew it.” She clasped her hands over her mouth. “Oh God…” She breathed deeply once, twice. “Oh God, how much time do we have?”
Phil Van Zant looked at her, started to laugh, then suppressed it. “Why don’t you have a seat, DeeDee?”
“I don’t want a seat, dammit. How long does Walter have?”
Now he laughed, quite heartily. “How would I know, DeeDee? He could be hit by a car leaving my office. Maybe lightning will strike as we sit here. There are always coronaries and strokes, various contagions that take a man when he least expects it. Shoot, Walter might even die of cancer.”
She gaped at him. “But you said…”
“Walter has prostate cancer, but chances are he’ll die of any or all the aforementioned before his prostate does him in.”
Byerly pulled Doreen down into her chair. “I’m on Doreen’s side, Phil. How can I have cancer, yet-”
Doreen jumped up. “I know, you’re going to operate, take it out, He’ll be okay then, right?”
Byerly pulled her down again. “Please, Doreen, with you talking, who can learn anything?”
She glared at him. ”Maybe you can take cancer in your good ol’ male chauvinist stride, but I’m fighting for my life, my life with you, my…happiness.”
Phil Van Zant laughed again. “You’re doing a good job of it, DeeDee. And I thought I was the bearer of good news.”
“Good news?’
“Yes, DeeDee, Walt’s cancer is of a very slow growing variety. Chances are he’ll die of other causes before it gets him, as I tried to tell you.” Van Zant looked at him. “I thought you’d be more pleased, Walt.”
“I am, I guess. I just don’t understand.” He sighed. “Maybe I don’t like having a foreign growth inside me. Isn’t there some kind of treatment?”
“It’s called watchful waiting. We test you regularly, keep an eye on it. If anything happens, we should have plenty of time to remove it before it becomes a danger to you. You’re going to be fine, Walt, trust me.”
Doreen was having as much trouble believing all this as he was. “Isn’t there something for Walter to do?”
“Of course, keep on doing whatever he has been.”
“You mean, he’s okay?”
“That’s exactly what I mean, DeeDee.” He stood up. “I’ll see you in six months, Walt.”



28: Toasts All Around


She recognized the beautiful face at once. “Why Hyacinth, how good to see you!”
“Do you remember me, DeeDee?”
“How could I forget, but what brings you to my shop?”
“I was walking by, saw your sign and…remembered you…as so…very nice…to me.”
DeeDee put her arm around her. “My dear, you’re crying, what’s the matter?”
“Everything.”
She remembered. “Didn’t your movie work out?”
Hyacinth wailed and shook her head at the same time. “It was horrible. Mr. Dragon sent me to a…porno flick. They wanted me to…and to-”
”You needn’t explain, dear, I can imagine.”
“I wouldn’t do it… I couldn’t. It was too…awful!”
“Of course, you couldn’t.” She hugged her. “I’m so proud of you.”
“You are?”
“Lots of girls wouldn’t have your courage.” She touched her chin. “Hyacinth, I want you to hold your head up and show that beautiful smile. Don’t be discouraged. You’ll get your movie career, if that’s what you want.”
She smiled. “Thank you, DeeDee, you’re-”
“Are you going back to your old job?”
“I can’t, not with Mr. Dragon there.”
“I doubt if you’ll see much of him, he’s in jail.”
“He is?”
“Not for what he did to you, but something far more serious. I’ll tell you about it sometime.”
“I still can’t go back there-ever!” She wailed anew. “What am I going to do, I need a job?”
She looked around her shop. “Karen has left me and I need someone. Do you think you’d like to work in a flower shop?”
“Oh yes, do you think I could?”
“With a name like Hyacinth, you’re a natural.”
Doreen took his arm as they mounted the steps. “Are we at the right place, love?”
“Josh said the Biltmore.” The Four Seasons Biltmore lay just down the beach from their house, and they wined and dined there often. “Who are we to quarrel with four-star elegance, not to mention poshness, a killer view and class?”
“Does he have any idea what a private party costs here?”
“Do you?”
“My inheritance.”
“You’ve already spent that.”
“On this gown, surely, but it is nice to dress elegantly for a change. You’re handsome in your tux, dear.”
“I don’t believe you. You once said I looked nice in my birthday suit.”
“You did, love, but that was a special occasion.”
They were inside now, crossing the tiled floor under the glorious painted ceiling. “Did you know you called me DeeDee?”
“Never.”
“Oh yes you did, at the gate when I was in the tower. I heard you distinctly.”
He stopped and turned to her. “Hmm. I wanted you back, even empty-headed.”
She smiled beautifully. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”
“Oh, I don’t know. I can do better. Do you remember asking Phil Van Zant how long I had to live?”
“Of course.”
“I’ve been thinking about what I’d do if he’d said I only had a month?”
“And?”
“I’d go to bed with you-and die with a smile on my face.”
“You’re right, that is nicer. What if he’d said three months?”
“Now you’re talking big grin.”
Josh greeted them. “Here you are at last, the guests of honor.”
“I still don’t know what the occasion is.”
“You’ll figure it out.”
Byerly smiled at him. “I see you bought a comb.”
Josh touched his now flat hair and smiled sheepishly. “Granddad insisted.”
Everyone was there. Addie was radiant, Lupe lovely and Mandy beautiful. Jamie even wore a suit. But mostly Byerly was drawn to the figure in the wheelchair. He went to him, offered his hand, said, “Good to see you, Mr. Kinkaid.”
The old man held on to his hand, wouldn’t let go. “I understand I have you to thank for giving my grandson back to me.”
“I don’t think he’d really gone anywhere, sir. I think you just lost sight of him for awhile.”
“Well put, Byerly. I did sort of have blinders on, didn’t I? All my fault, falling for a woman like-”
“But what would we do without them, sir?”
Josh raised his voice. “I’d like to make a toast.” He raised his glass of wine. Doreen, holding Jamie, showed him how to lift his glass of ginger ale. “To Walt and DeeDee, for helping me get back my mother and my grandfather.”
“Just see that you don’t lose us again,” Addie said.
Later, at dinner, Byerly made his own toast. “Here’s to happy endings.”
“Here, here,” Lupe said.
“It’s hardly happy,” Doreen said, “with Mandy and Jamie going back to Boston. Must you?”
“I think it’s best. Cyn Wu and I can make a life there.”
“But I’ll miss this little one so much.” Jamie sat beside her in a high chair. She put her arm around him.
“I’ll write and phone, so will he when he’s older, and we’ll visit back and forth.”
“It had better happen that way. You promised to bring him next year.”
“Are you going to be okay financially?” Byerly asked. “Is the settlement from Wright enough?”
“He was generous in the end, a lump sum I’m saving for Jamie’s education, then monthly support payments. I’ll be better off than I’ve been in years.”
He saw her frown and shake her head. “But you didn’t want it this way?”
“I never wanted him to know, let alone wreck his career.”
“He did it himself, Mandy.”
“No, that’s not right, Walter.” Doreen looked at him. “Wright would probably be headed for the White House if not for Joy Fielding. She did him in.“
He nodded. “There was no need for any of it, bringing Mandy and Jamie out here, kidnapping her-”
“Mandy was never a threat to Justin Wright.”
He looked at Karl Kinkaid. “I’m sorry, we’re not being very tactful. She is still your wife.”
“Not for long. You’re right about her, of course. Joy couldn’t imagine such a thing as this girl’s decency. In her world people are always out for all they can get. My money wasn’t enough. She had to have power, too.”
“Like putting a man in the White House.”
He didn’t have enough backbone to be a man. Easy for her to play him for the fool he was.” He shook his head. “Me, too, I guess.”
Josh laughed. “I always called her the Dragon lady. I guess that’s who she really was, at least Victor Dragon thought so.” He turned to Lupe. “Is Joy going to jail?”
“For a long time. Victor Dragon is singing big time-and not just about the Gould murder. It seems he and Joy were into lots of shenanigans.”
“Will Dragon serve time?”
“Not as long as his ex-beloved, but he’s disbarred and ruined. He also implicated Dirk, the-”
“The pancake man.” He laughed. “Are we rid of him?”
“We found him and charged him. Seems he held Harry while Joy pulled the trigger.”
“None of them are much of a loss.” Doreen asked Lupe, “How has Sgt. Brogan fared?”
She shrugged. “Not even a reprimand.”
“You’ve got to be kidding.”
“It’s true, Walt. Buster came to his senses just in time, turned on Dragon, made the collar-”
“Thus saving his pension. Is he still giving you a bad time?”
“Some things never change. I asked him where he thought he’d be today if the Byerlys hadn’t solved his murder for him.” She imitated a deep, gruff voice. “The Bye-Byes had nothing to do with it. I had the case all solved when they butted in.”
Byerly joined the laughter, then lifted his glass. “I’d like to remember someone who couldn’t join us tonight. I asked him to come but…” He shrugged. “Let’s just say Henry Clay isn’t into tuxedos these days. We’d all scare him to death. But if poor Henry hadn’t seen and remembered a young woman’s kidnapping-”
“I’d still be in that tower-or worse,” Mandy said. “Thank Henry when you see him, will you?”
“And say Hi to him for me,” Addie said. “I may have been homeless only a short time, but I’ll remember it always and how close all of us are to the street.”
“Hear, hear.” Byerly sipped, then raised his glass again. “I’d like to make a special toast to that red-haired lady across the table.” He grinned. “With Lupe’s help, we did it.”
“I did nothing, it was all you two.”
Doreen laughed. “Very well, we’ll take the credit-for one thing especially. If we hadn’t taken Jamie in, they would have found him eventually and-” She shuddered.
“God knows what would have happened to him. You’re right there, darling.”
“I suppose you two are going into the detective business now,” Lupe said.
“It was sort of fun for Walt and me. We might-”
“Not on your life. We’re going back to-”
“Don’t bet on it, Walt.” Lupe laughed and others soon joined in.
A little later, Doreen put her hand on Jamie’s shoulder. “Remember what DeeDee taught you to say tonight?”
He looked puzzled.
“You remember.” She whispered in his ear.
Now he grinned beautifully and looked around shyly. “God bless us everyone.”
“Oh yes, darling.”
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