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I feel compelled to report that at the moment of death, 
my entire life did not pass before my eyes in a flash. 
There was no beckoning white light at the end of a 
tunnel, no warm fuzzy feeling that my long-departed 
loved ones were waiting on The Other Side. What I 
experienced was a little voice piping up in an outraged 
tone, Oh, come on. Youre not serious. This is really 
it? Mostly, I regretted I hadnt tidied my chest of 
drawers the night before as Id planned. Its painful to 
realize that those who mourn your untimely demise will 
also carry with them the indelible image of all your 
tatty underpants. You might question the validity of the 
observation since its obvious I didnt die when I 
thought I would, but lets face it, life is trivial, and my 
guess is that dying imparts very little wisdom to those 
in process.

My name is Kinsey Millhone. Im a licensed private 
investigator operating out of Santa Teresa, which is ninety-five miles north of Los Angeles. For the past 
seven years, Id been running my own small agency 
adjacent to the home offices of California Fidelity Insurance. 
My agreement with the company entitled me to 
the use of an attractive corner suite in exchange for the 
investigation of arson and wrongful death claims on an 
as needed basis. In early November, that arrangement 
was abruptly terminated when a hotshot efficiency 
expert was transferred to Santa Teresa from the CF 
branch office in Palm Springs.

I hadnt thought Id be affected by the change in 
company management since I was operating as an 
independent contractor instead of a bona fide California 
Fidelity employee. However, at our first (and only) 
meeting, this man and I took an instant dislike to each 
other. In the fifteen minutes that constituted our entire 
relationship, I was rude, pugnacious, and uncooperative. 
The next thing I knew I was out on the street with 
my client files packed up in assorted cardboard boxes. 
Lets not even mention the fact that my association with 
CF had culminated in the wholesale bust-up of a multimillion-dollar auto insurance scam. All that netted me 
was a surreptitious handshake from Mac Voorhies, the 
company vice-president and avowed chickenheart, who 
assured me he was just as appalled by this guy as I was. 
While I appreciated the support, it didnt solve my 
problem. I needed work. I needed an office in which to do the work. Aside from the fact that my apartment 
was too small to serve the purpose, it felt unprofessional. 
Some of my clients are unsavory characters 
and I didnt want those bozos to know where I lived. 
I had troubles enough. With the recent sharp rise in 
property taxes, my landlord had been forced to double 
my rent. Hed been more upset about the hike than I 
had, but according to his accountant, hed had no 
choice. The rent was still very reasonable and I had 
no complaints, but the increase couldnt have come at a 
more awkward time. I had used my savings to pay for 
my new car, a 1974 VWthis one pale blue, with 
only one minor ding in the left rear fender. My living 
expenses were modest, but I still didnt have a sou left 
at the end of the month.

Ive heard that no one gets fired without secretly 
hoping for the liberation, but that sounds like the kind 
of pronouncement you make before youve been given 
the boot. Being fired is the pits, ranking right up there 
with infidelity in its brutalizing effect. The ego recoils 
and ones self-image is punctured like a tire by a nail. 
In the weeks since Id been terminated, Id gone through 
all the stages one suffers at the diagnosis of a soon-to-be-fatal disease: anger, denial, bargaining, drunkenness, 
foul language, head colds, rude hand gestures, anxiety, 
and eating disorders of sudden onset. Id also entertained 
a steady stream of loathsome thoughts about the man responsible. Lately, however, Id begun to wonder 
if it wasnt true, this notion of a repressed desire to 
be unceremoniously shit-canned. Maybe I was bored 
with CF. Maybe I was burned out. Maybe I was simply 
longing for a change of scene. Whatever the truth, Id 
begun to adjust and I could feel the optimism rising 
through my veins like maple syrup. It was more than a 
matter of survival. One way or another, I knew Id 
prevail.

For the time being, I was renting a spare room in the 
law offices of Kingman and Ives. Lonnie Kingman is in 
his early forties, five foot four, 205 pounds, a weightlifting 
fanatic, perpetually pumped up on steroids, 
testosterone, vitamin B12, and caffeine. Hes got a 
shaggy head of dark hair, like a pony in the process 
of shedding a winter coat. His nose looks like its been 
busted about as often as mine has. I know, from the 
various degrees framed and hung on his wall, that he 
received a B.A. from Harvard and an M.B.A. from 
Columbia, and then graduated summa cum laude from 
Stanford Law School.

His partner, John Ives, while equally credentialed, 
prefers the quiet, nonglamorous aspects of the practice. 
His forte is appellate civil work, where he enjoys a 
reputation as an attorney of uncommon imagination, 
solid research, and exceptional writing skills. Since 
Lonnie and John established the firm some six years ago, the support staff has expanded to include a receptionist, 
two secretaries, and a paralegal who doubles as 
a runner. Martin Cheltenham, the third attorney in the 
firm, while not a formal partner, is Lonnies best friend, 
leasing office space from him in the same way I do.

In Santa Teresa, all the flashy cases seem to go to 
Lonnie Kingman. Hes best known for his criminal 
defense work, but his passion is complex trials in any 
case involving accidental injury or wrongful death, 
which is how our paths crossed in the first place. Id 
done some work for Lonnie in the past and, aside from 
the fact that Im occasionally in need of his services 
myself, I figured hed be good for the referrals. From 
his point of view, it didnt hurt to have an investigator 
on the premises. As with California Fidelity, I was not 
an employee. I worked as an independent contractor, 
providing professional services and billing accordingly. 
To celebrate the new arrangement, I went out and 
bought myself a handsome tweed blazer to wear with 
my usual jeans and turtleneck. I thought I looked pretty 
snappy in the outfit.

It was a Monday early in December when I first got 
involved in the Isabelle Barney murder case. Id driven 
down to Cottonwood twice that day, two ten-mile 
round-trips, trying to serve a subpoena on a witness in 
a battery case. The first time, he wasnt home. The 
second time, I caught him just as he pulled into his driveway from work. I handed him the papers, disregarding 
his annoyance, and took off again with my car 
radio thundering to mask his parting remarks, which 
were rude. He used a couple of words I hadnt heard in 
years. On my way into town, I did a detour past the 
office.

The Kingman building is a three-story stucco structure, 
with parking tucked in at ground level and two 
floors of offices above. Across the facade, there are six 
pairs of floor-to-ceiling French doors that open inward 
for ventilation, each flanked by tall wooden shutters 
painted the soft verdigris of a greening copper roof. 
A shallow wrought-iron bracket is secured across the 
lower half of each set of doors. The effect is largely 
decorative, but in a pinch might prevent a suicidal 
dog or a clients sulky child from flinging itself out 
the window in a fit of pique. The building straddles the 
property and has a driveway that passes through an 
arch on the right, opening up into a tiny parking lot 
in the rear. The one drawback is the parsimonious 
assignment of parking spaces. There are six permanent 
tenants and twelve parking spots. Since Lonnie owns 
the building, his law firm had been allotted four: one 
for John, one for Martin, one for Lonnie, and one for 
Lonnies secretary, Ida Ruth. The remaining eight places 
were parceled out according to the individual leases. The rest of us had a choice of street parking or one 
of the public lots three blocks away. The local rates 
are absurdly cheap, given big-city standards, but on my 
limited budget the tab mounts up. Street parking downtown 
isnt metered, but its restricted to ninety minutes 
and the meter maids are quick to ticket you if you cheat 
by so much as a minute. As a consequence, I spent a lot 
of time either moving my car or cruising the area trying 
to ferret out a spot that was both close by and free. 
Happily, this exasperating situation only extends until 
6:00 P.M.

It was then 6:15 and the third-floor windows along 
the front were dark, suggesting that everyone had 
already gone home for the day. When I drove through 
the arch, I saw Lonnies car was still in its slot. Ida 
Ruths Toyota was gone so I eased my car into her 
space, next to his Mercedes. An unfamiliar pale blue 
Jaguar sedan was parked in Johns slot. I hung my head 
out the car window and craned my neck. Lonnies office 
lights were on, two oblongs of pale yellow against the 
slanting shadows from the roof. He was probably with 
a client.

The days were getting steadily shorter, and a gloom 
settled over the town at that hour. Something in the air 
generated a longing for a wood fire, companionship, 
and the kind of cocktail that looks elegant in the print ads and tastes like liniment. I told myself I had work to 
do, but in truth it was just a way to postpone going 
home.

I locked my car and headed for the stairwell, which 
was tucked into a hollow core that extended up the 
center of the building like a chimney flue. The stairs 
were inky, and I had to use my little keychain flashlight 
to break up the darkness. The third-floor corridor 
was in shadow, but I could see lights in the reception 
area through the frosted glass in the front door. By 
day, the whole third-floor complex was cheerful and 
well lighted, with white walls, burnt-orange carpeting, 
a forest of greenhouse plants, Scandinavian furniture, 
and original artwork in bright crayon tones. The office 
I was renting had served as a combination conference 
room and kitchen, and was outfitted now with my desk 
and swivel chair, file cabinets, a small flop-out couch 
that could double as a bed in an emergency, a telephone, 
and my answering machine. I was still listed in 
the yellow pages under Investigators, and people calling 
the old number were advised of the new. In the 
weeks since the move, while some business had trickled 
in, Id been forced to resort to process serving to make 
ends meet. At twenty bucks a pop, I was never going to 
get rich, but on a good day I could sometimes pick up 
an extra hundred bucks. Not bad, if I could sandwich 
it in with other investigative work.

I let myself in quietly, not wanting to disturb Lonnie 
if he was in the middle of a conference. His office door 
was open and I glanced in automatically as I went past. 
He was chatting with a client, but when he caught sight 
of me, he raised his hand and beckoned. Kinsey, could 
you spare a minute? Theres someone here I want you 
to meet.

I backtracked to his doorway. Lonnies client was 
seated in the black leather wing chair, with his back to 
me. As Lonnie stood up, his client stood, too, turning 
to look at me as we were introduced. His aura was 
dark, if you buy that kind of talk.

Kenneth Voigt, Lonnie said. This is Kinsey Millhone, 
the private investigator I was telling you about.

We shook hands, going through the usual litany of 
greetings while we checked each other out. He was in 
his early fifties with dark hair and dark brown eyes, his 
brows separated by deep indentations that had been set 
there by a scowl. His face was blunt, his wide forehead 
softened by a tongue of thinning hair that was brushed 
to one side. He smiled politely at me, but his face didnt 
brighten much. A pale sheen of perspiration seemed to 
glimmer on his forehead. While he was on his feet, he 
shed his sport coat and tossed it on the couch. The shirt 
he wore under it was dark gray, a short-sleeved Polo 
with a three-button placket open at the neck. Dark 
hair curled from his shirt collar and a mat of dark hair covered his arms. He was narrow through the shoulders 
and the muscles in his arms were stringy and undeveloped. 
He should have worked out at a gym, for his 
stress levels, if nothing else. He took out a handkerchief, 
dabbing at his forehead and his upper lip.

I want her to hear this, Lonnie was saying to 
Voigt. She can go through the files tonight and start 
first thing in the morning.

Fine with me, Voigt said.

The two sat down again. I folded myself into one 
corner of the couch and pulled my legs up under me, 
considerably cheered by the prospects of a paycheck. 
One advantage in the work for Lonnie is he screens out 
all the deadbeats.

Lonnie offered me a word of explanation before 
the conversation continued. The P.I. we were using 
just dropped dead of a heart attack. Morley Shine, you 
know him?

Of course, I said, startled. Morley died? When 
was this?

Last night about eight. I was gone over the weekend 
and didnt get back till after midnight so I didnt hear 
about it myself until this morning when Dorothy called 
me.

Morley Shine had been around ever since I could 
remember, not a close friend, but certainly a man I 
could count on if I found myself in a pinch. He and the fellow whod trained me as a P.I. had been partners for 
years. At some point, theyd had a falling-out and each 
had gone into business for himself. Morley was in his 
late sixties, tall and slump-shouldered, probably eighty 
pounds overweight, with a round, dimpled face, wheezing 
laugh, and fingers yellowed from all the cigarettes 
he smoked. He had access to snitches and informants 
in every correctional facility in the state, plus contacts in 
all the relevant local information pools. Id have to quiz 
Lonnie later about the circumstances of Morleys death. 
For the time being, I concentrated on Kenneth Voigt, 
who had backed up his narrative so he could get a 
running start.

He stared down at the floor, hands clasped loosely 
in his lap. My ex-wife was murdered six years ago. 
Isabelle Barney. You remember the case?

The name meant nothing. I dont think so, I said.

Someone unscrewed the fisheye in the middle of 
the front door. He knocked, and when she flipped on the 
porch light and peered out, he fired a thirty-eight 
through the spyhole. She died instantly.

My memory kicked in with a jolt. That was her? 
I do remember that much. I cant believe its been six 
years. I nearly added my only other recollection, that 
the guy alleged to have killed her was her estranged 
husband. Apparently not Kenneth Voigt, but who?

I made eye contact with Lonnie, who interjected a comment, picking up on my question as if with ESP. 
The guys name is David Barney. He was acquitted, in 
case youre curious.

Voigt changed positions in his chair as if the very 
name made him itch. The bastard.

Lonnie said, Go on with your story, Ken. I didnt 
mean to interrupt. You might as well give her the 
background as long as shes here.

It seemed to take a few seconds for him to remember 
what hed been saying. We were married for four 
years . . . a second marriage for both. We have a ten-year-old daughter named Shelby whos off at boarding 
school. She was four when Iz was killed. Anyway, 
Isabelle and I had been having problems . . . nothing 
unusual as far as I knew. She got involved with Barney. 
She married him a month after our divorce became 
final. All he wanted was her money. Everybody knew 
that except poor, dumb Iz. And I dont mean any insult 
to her when I say that. I loved the woman, truly, but 
she was gullible as they come. She was bright and she 
was talented, but she had no sense of self-worth, which 
made her a sitting duck for anybody with a kind word. 
You probably know women like that. Emotionally 
dependent, no self-esteem to speak of. She was an artist, 
and while I had tremendous admiration for her ability, 
it was hard to watch her throw her life away . . .

I found myself tuning out his analysis of her character. His generalizations about women were obnoxious 
and hed evidently told the same story so often his 
rendering of events was flat and passionless. The drama 
was not about her anymore, it was the tale of his 
reaction. My eye wandered over to the pile of fat manila 
folders on Lonnies desk. I could see VOIGT/BARNEY
written across the spine. Two cardboard boxes stacked 
against the wall contained additional files, judging by 
the labels affixed to one side. Everything Voigt was 
saying was going to be right there, a compilation of 
facts without all the editorials attached. It seemed weird 
to mewhat he said might be true, but it wasnt 
necessarily believable. Some folks are like that. The 
simplest recollection just sounds false in the rendering. 
He went on for a bit, speaking in closely knit paragraphs 
that didnt yield the opportunity for interruption. 
I wondered how often Lonnie had served as his audience. 
I noticed hed disconnected, too. While Kenneth 
Voigts mouth was moving, Lonnie picked up a pencil 
and began to turn it end over end, tapping on his legal 
pad first with the point and then with the eraser. I 
returned my attention to Ken Voigt.

Howd the guy get off? I asked as soon as he 
paused for breath.

Lonnie jumped in, apparently impatient to get 
down to the meat of the matter. Dink Jordan prosecuted. 
What a yawn that was. Jesus. I mean, the man is competent but hes got no style. He thought he could 
win on the merits of the case. Lonnie snorted at the 
absurdity of the assumption. So now were suing the 
shit out of David Barney for wrongful death. I hate 
the guy. Just hate him. The minute he pled not guilty, 
I told Ken we should jump on the son of a bitch with 
hobnail boots. I couldnt talk him into it. We filed and 
got him served, but then Ken insisted we sit on it.

Voigt frowned uncomfortably. You were right, 
Lon. I see it now, but you know how it is. My wife, 
Francesca, was opposed to our reopening the investigation. 
Its painful for everyone . . . me more than most. 
I simply couldnt handle it.

Lonnie crossed his eyes. He didnt have a lot of 
sympathy for what people could or couldnt handle. 
His job was to handle it. Voigts job was to turn him 
loose. Hey, okay. Skip that. Its water under the 
bridge. It took a year to get him tried and acquitted 
on the criminal charges. In the meantime, Ken here 
watches David Barney work his way through Isabelles 
money. And believe me, theres plenty of it, most of 
which would have gone to his daughter, Shelby, if 
Barneyd been convicted. Finally, the family reaches a 
point where they cant stand it anymore, so Ken comes 
back to me and we get into gear. Meanwhile, Barneys 
attorney, guy named Foss, files a discretionary motion 
to dismiss for lack of prosecution. I whip into court and tap-dance my tiny heart out. The motion was 
denied, but the judge made it clear he wasnt happy 
with me.

Now, of course, David Barney and this jerk who 
represents him are using every delay they can think of, 
and then some. They dicker around and dicker around. 
Were going through all the discovery, right? The guys 
been acquitted in criminal court so what difference does 
it make what he says at this point? But hes tight-lipped. 
Hes tense. Thats because hes guilty as hell. Oh, and 
here. Check this. Ken here has a guy shows up . . . turns 
out he shared a cell with David Barney. This guys been 
following the case. He sits in on the trial, just to see 
whats going on, and hes telling us Barney as good as 
admitted he killed her as hes walkin out the courtroom 
door. The informants been hard to nail down, which is 
why I want to get the sucker served first thing.

What goods it going to do? I asked. David 
Barney cant be tried again on the murder one.

Exactly. Which is why we kicked it over to the civil 
side. Weve got a much better shot at him there, which 
he damn well knows. The guys really dragging his 
feet, doing everything he can to hinder and obstruct. 
We file a motion. Hes got thirty days to answer so his 
attorneywhat a geekwaits until day twenty-nine 
and then files a demurrer. Anything to string it out. 
Hes throwing up roadblocks left and right.

We bring Barney in for a deposition and he pleads 
the Fifth. So we take him into court and force him to 
testify. The judge orders the guy to answer because he 
has no Fifth Amendment rights. Theres no danger of 
prosecution because jeopardy has attached. Back we go 
on the depo. So now he takes the Fifth again. We take 
him in on the contempt, but in the meantime were 
running up against the court statute

Lonnie? I said.

Were humming and humming and its not working 
for us. Were coming up to the five-year statute and 
we really need to make the case happen. Were on the 
master calendar and weve been given priority, and now 
Morley drops dead

Looonnnnie, I sang. I raised my hand to get his 
attention.

He stopped.

Just tell me what you need and Ill go out and get it 
for you.

Lonnie laughed and tossed his pencil at me. This 
is why I like her. No bullshit, he said to Voigt. He 
reached over and pushed the stack of files in my direction. 
This is everything we got, though its a bit 
disorganized. Theres an inventory on topjust make 
sure its all in there somewhere before you start work. 
Once youre familiar with the basics, we can figure out 
where the gaps are. In the meantime, I want you two to get acquainted. Youre going to be seeing a lot of each 
other in the next month.

Voigt and I smiled politely at Lonnie without looking 
at one another. He didnt seem to feel any more excited 
about the prospects than I did.
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I ended up staying at the office until midnight. The 
accumulated files on Isabelle Barney spilled over the 
tops of the two cardboard cartons, each of which 
weighed over forty pounds. I nearly developed a hernia 
hauling the boxes from Lonnies office to mine. There 
was no way I could get through all the data at one 
sitting so I figured I might as well take my time. Lonnie 
wasnt kidding when he said the files were disorganized. 
According to the inventory, the first box should have 
contained copies of police reports, transcripts from 
the murder trial, the complaint Lonnied filed in the 
civil action in the Santa Teresa County Superior Court, 
all the demurrers, answers, and cross-complaints. I 
couldnt even be sure that the trial transcripts were 
complete. What files I could spot were lumped together 
in one of those annoying hodgepodges that make finding 
anything a chore.

The second box supposedly contained copies of all of Morley Shines reports, affidavits, transcripts from 
the numerous depositions taken, and pages of supporting 
documentation. Fat chance. I could see the list of 
witnesses that Morley had talked tohed been billing 
Lonnie on a regular monthly basis since June 1but 
not all of the corresponding written reports were in 
evidence. It looked like hed served about half the 
subpoenas for the upcoming trial, but most of those 
seemed to be repeat witnesses from the criminal proceedings. 
Eight signed civil subpoenas, with instructions 
for service attached, were clipped together in a folder. I 
didnt see that hed served any new witnesses . . . unless 
the yellow servers copies were filed somewhere else. 
From a scribbled note, I gathered that the informants 
name was Curtis McIntyre, whose telephone number 
was a disconnect and whose last known address was no 
good. I made a note to myself to track him down first 
as per Lonnies request.

I leafed through page after page of interrogatories 
and responses, making an occasional note to myself. 
As with a jigsaw puzzle, what I hoped to do was to 
familiarize myself with the picture on the box lid and 
then proceed to put the pieces together one section at a 
time. I knew Id be repeating some of Morley Shines 
investigation, but his approach tended to be a bit 
ham-fisted and I thought Id do better if I started from 
scratch, at least in the sensitive areas. I wasnt sure what to do about the gaps in the files. I hadnt finished 
going through the boxes yet and I could tell I was going 
to have to empty everything out and repack the data so 
they would match the index. Certain avenues Morleyd 
pursued appeared to be dead ends and could probably 
be eliminated unless something new cropped up. Hed 
probably been keeping all the current files in his office 
or at home, which I did myself if I was still in the 
process of transcribing notes.

The bare bones of the story were much as Kenneth 
Voigt had indicated. Isabelle Barney died sometime 
between 1:00 and 2:00 A.M. on December 26 when a 
.38-caliber weapon was fired at point-blank range 
through the peephole in her front door. The ballistics 
expert called it a near-contact shooting, with the hole 
in the door acting almost like an extension of the barrel 
and Isabelles eye almost touching the door. The wood 
around the hole was blown out at right angles to the 
hole and toward Isabelle, with some fragments probably 
blown back toward the killer as well. In a dry 
parenthetical note, the ballistics expert suggested that 
the blast might well have forced material back into the 
barrel itself, perhaps jamming the gun, and thus making 
a second shot problematic, if not impossible. I skipped 
the rest of that paragraph.

The muzzle flash had singed the wood inside the hole, charring it slightly. The report noted powder 
residue on the outside of the door around the hole, 
inside the hole, and also around the hole on the inside 
of the door. Much of the area was splintered by the gas 
pressure. The bird shot and the remnants of blue plastic 
cap removed from the wound indicated that the bullet 
was a Glaser Safety Slug, a light, high-velocity round 
consisting of bird shot suspended in a viscous medium 
encased in a copper jacket with a plastic nose cap. 
When the slug hits a medium like flesh with a high 
water content, the plastic cap separates, the copper 
jacket peels back, and the bird shot spreads out rapidly, 
transferring all of the energy in the slug to the flesh. 
Because each piece is small and of low mass, it dumps 
its energy quickly and stays in the body, hence the 
name Safety Slug. Bystanders are not endangered by an 
overpenetrating bullet, and since the Safety Slug also 
disintegrates against hard surfaces (such as skulls . . .), 
ricochets are minimized as well. No getting around it, 
I thought, this killer was just too considerate.

According to the pathologist, the bullet, along with 
fragments of metal and wood, entered the victims right 
eye. The autopsy report spelled out in highly technical 
detail the destruction to soft tissue left in its wake. Even 
with my sketchy knowledge of anatomy, it was clear 
death was instantaneous and therefore painless. The machinery of life had shut down long before the nervous 
system had a chance to register the agony such a 
wound would inflict.

Its hard to have faith in your fellow man when 
youre forced to look at some of his handiwork. I 
disconnected my emotional machinery while I studied 
the autopsy X rays and photographs. I work best when 
Im armed with an unflinching view of reality, but the 
detachment is not without its dangers. Unplug yourself 
often and you risk losing touch with your feelings 
altogether. There were ten color photographs, each with 
a nightmarish quality of violated flesh. This is what 
death is, I reminded myself. This is what homicide really 
looks like in the raw. Ive met killerssoft-spoken, 
pleasant, and courteouswhose psychological denial is 
so profound that their perpetration of a killing seems 
inconceivable. The dead are mute, but the living still 
have voice with which to protest their innocence. Often 
their objections are noisy and pious, impossible to 
refute since the one person who could condemn them 
has been silenced forever. The final testimony from 
Isabelle Barney was framed in the language of her fatal 
injury, a devastating portrait of waste and loss. I tucked 
the pictures back in the envelope and moved on to a 
copy of the case notes Dink Jordan had sent over to 
Lonnie.

Dinks real name was Dinsmore. He referred to himself as Dennis, but nobody else did. He was in his 
fifties, bland and gray, a man without energy, humor, 
or eloquence. As a public prosecutor he was competent, 
but he had no sense of theater. His delivery was so slow 
and so methodical it was like reading the entire Bible 
through a microscope. Id once watched him lay out his 
closing arguments in a spectacular felony murder trial 
with two jurors nodding off and two more so bored 
they were nearly comatose.

David Barneys attorney was a man named Herb 
Foss, whom I didnt know at all. Lonnie claimed he 
was a jerk, but you had to give him credit for getting 
David Barney off.

While there had been no witnesses to the shooting 
and the murder weapon was never found, evidence 
showed that Barney had purchased a .38-caliber 
revolver some eight months before the murder. He 
claimed the gun had been removed from his bed table 
at some point during the Labor Day weekend, when 
the couple had given a large dinner party in honor of 
some friends from Los Angeles, Don and Julie Seeger. 
When he was questioned about his reasons for not filing 
a police report, he maintained that hed discussed it 
with Isabelle, whod been reluctant to confront her 
guests with the alleged theft.

During the trial, Isabelles sister testified that the 
couple had been talking for months about a separation. David Barney contended that the breach between 
them wasnt serious. However, the gun theft incident 
precipitated a quarrel, which culminated in Isabelles 
ordering him to move out. There seemed to be much 
disagreement about the prognosis for the marriage. 
David Barney claimed the relationship was stable but 
stormy, that he and Isabelle had been in the process of 
negotiating their differences. Observers seemed to feel 
that the marriage was dead, but that might have been 
wishful thinking on their part.

Whatever the truth, the situation deteriorated rapidly. 
David Barney moved out on September 15 and 
then proceeded to do everything in his power to regain 
Isabelles affections. He made frequent phone calls. He 
sent flowers. He sent gifts. When his attentions became 
annoying, instead of giving her the breathing space 
she requested, he redoubled his efforts. He left a single 
red rose on the hood of her car every morning. He left 
jewelry on her doorstep, sent her sentimental cards in 
the mail. The more she rejected him, the more obsessed 
he became. During October and November, he called 
her day and night, hanging up if she answered. When 
she had her number changed, he managed to acquire 
the new unlisted number and continued phoning her at 
all hours. She got an answering machine. He continued 
to call, leaving the line open until the message tape ran 
out. She told friends she felt she was under siege.

In the meantime, he leased a house in the same stylish 
section of Horton Ravine. If she left the house, he 
followed her. If she stayed home, he parked across the 
road and watched the house through binoculars, keeping 
track of visitors, repairmen, and the household help. 
Isabelle called the police. She filed complaints. Finally, 
her attorney had a restraining order issued, prohibiting 
phone calls, written communication, and his approach 
anywhere within two hundred yards of her person, her 
property, or her automobile. His determination seemed 
to subside, but by then the harassment had taken its 
toll. Isabelle was terrified.

By the time Christmas came, she was a nervous 
wreck, eating little, sleeping poorly, subject to anxiety, 
panic, and tremors. She was pale. She was haggard. 
She was drinking too much. She was agitated by 
company and frightened to be alone. She sent the four-year-old Shelby to live with her father. Ken Voigt had 
remarried, though some witnesses suggested that hed 
never quite recovered from his divorce from her. Isabelle 
took tranquilizers to get through the day. At night, 
she popped down sleeping pills. Finally, the Seegers 
prevailed on her to pack her bags and accompany them 
on a trip to San Francisco. They were en route to Santa 
Teresa to pick her up when the electronic fuel injection 
on the car went out. They called and left a message to 
let her know theyd be late.

From midnight until approximately 12:45, Isabelle, 
feeling anxious and excited about the trip, had a lengthy 
telephone conversation with a former college roommate 
who lived in Seattle. Some time after that, she heard 
a rap at the door and went downstairs, assuming the 
Seegers had arrived. She was fully dressed, smoking a 
cigarette, her suitcases already lined up in the foyer. She 
flipped on the porch light and put her eye to the spyhole 
before opening the door. Instead of seeing visitors, she 
was staring down the bore of the .38 that killed her. 
The Seegers showed up at 2:20 and realized something 
was wrong. They alerted Isabelles sister, who was 
living in a cottage on the property. She used her key to 
let them in through the rear. The alarm system was still 
armed at the perimeter. As soon as they spotted her, the 
Seegers called the police. By the time the medical examiner 
arrived at the scene, Isabelles body temperature 
had dropped to 98.1. Using the Moritz formula and 
adjusting for the temperature in the foyer, her body 
weight, clothing, and the temperature and conductivity 
of the marble floor on which she lay, the medical 
examiner placed the time of death roughly between 
1:00 A.M. and 2:00 A.M.

At noon the next day, David Barney was arrested 
and charged with first-degree murder, to which he 
entered a plea of not guilty. Even that early in the game, 
it was clear that the evidence against him was largely circumstantial. However, in the state of California, the 
two elements of a homicidethe death of the victim 
and the existence of criminal agencymay be proved 
circumstantially or inferentially. A finding of murder in 
the first degree can be sustained where no body is 
produced, where no direct evidence of death is produced, 
and where there is no confession. David Barney 
had signed a prenuptial agreement that limited his 
financial settlement if they divorced. At the same time, 
he was listed as the prime beneficiary on her life insurance 
policies, and as her widower he stood to inherit 
the community property portion of her business, which 
was estimated at two point six million bucks. David 
Barney had no real alibi for the time of her death. 
Dink Jordan felt he had more than enough evidence to 
convict.

As it happened, the trial lasted three weeks, and after 
six hours of closing arguments and two days of deliberations, 
the jury voted for acquittal. David Barney 
walked out of the courtroom not only a free man, but 
very rich. Interviewed later, some jurors admitted to a 
strong suspicion that hed killed her, but they hadnt 
been persuaded beyond a reasonable doubt. What 
Lonnie Kingman was attempting, by filing the wrongful 
death suit, was to retry the case in civil court, where 
the burden of proof is based on a preponderance of 
evidence instead of the reasonable doubt formula of a criminal prosecution. As I understood matters, it 
would still be necessary for the plaintiff, Kenneth Voigt, 
to establish that David Barney killed Isabelle, and, 
further, that the killing was felonious and intentional. 
But the onus would be eased by the shift to proof by 
preponderance. What was at stake here was not Barneys 
freedom, but any profits hed garnered from the 
crime itself. If hed killed her for money, at least hed 
be stripped of his gains.

I realized I was yawning for the third time in a row. 
My hands were filthy and Id reached the point in my 
reading where my mind was wandering. Morley Shines 
methodology had really been slipshod and I found 
myself irritated with the poor man in death. Theres 
nothing quite as irksome as someone elses mess. I left 
the files where they were and locked my office door. I 
let myself out into the third-floor corridor and locked 
the door behind me.

Mine was the only car left in the parking lot. I 
pulled out of the driveway and turned right, heading 
toward town. When I reached State Street, I hung a left 
and headed home, cruising through the empty, well-lighted 
downtown area of Santa Teresa. Most of the 
buildings are only two stories high, the Spanish-style 
architecture of the ground-hugging variety due to frequent 
earthquakes. In the summer of 1968, for instance, there was a swarm of sixty-six tremors, ranging in severity 
from 1.5 to 5.2 on the Richter scale, the latter being 
strong enough to slop half the water out of a swimming 
pool.

I felt a surge of regret when I passed my old building 
at 903 State. By now, someone new had probably 
moved into the space. I ought to talk to Vera, the CF 
claims manager, to find out what had happened in the 
weeks since Id been gone. I hadnt seen her since she 
and Neil got married on Halloween night. As a side 
effect of being fired, I was losing touch with a lot of 
people I knewDarcy Pascoe, Mary Bellflower. The 
notion of Christmas in the new office setting seemed 
strange somehow.

I narrowly missed the light at the intersection of 
Anaconda and 101. I came to a stop and turned my 
engine off, waiting the four minutes for the light to turn 
green again. The highway was deserted, empty lanes of 
asphalt stretching out in both directions. The light 
finally changed and I zoomed across, turning right at 
Cabana, the boulevard paralleling the beach. I took 
another right onto Bay and a left onto my street, which 
was narrow and treelined, mostly single-family dwellings 
with an occasional condo. I found a parking spot 
two doors away from my apartment. I locked my car 
and scanned the darkened neighborhood by habit. I like to be out by myself at this hour, though I try to be 
vigilant and exercise appropriate caution. I let myself 
into the side yard, lifting the gate on its hinge to avoid 
the squeak.

My apartment was once a single-car garage attached 
to the main house by a breezeway, which had been 
converted to a sunroom. Both my apartment and the 
sunroom had been reconstructed after a bomb blast and 
I now had an additional loft sleeping space with a second 
bath built in. My outside light was on, compliments of 
my landlord, Henry Pitts, who never goes to bed without 
peering out his window to see if Im safely home.

I locked the door behind me and went through my 
usual nighttime routine, securing all the doors and 
windows. I turned on my little black-and-white TV for 
company while I tidied my apartment. Since Im usually 
gone during the day, I find myself doing personal chores 
at night. Ive been known to vacuum at midnight and 
grocery shop at 2:00 A.M. Since I live alone, it isnt 
hard to keep the place picked up, but every three or 
four months I do a systematic cleaning, tackling one 
small section at a time on a rotating basis. That night, 
even taking time to scrub the kitchen, I was in bed by 
1:00.

Tuesday, I woke at 6:00. I pulled on my sweats and 
tied the laces of my Nikes in a double spit knot. I 
brushed my teeth, splashed some water on my face, and ran wet fingers through my sleep-flattened hair. My run 
was perfunctory, more form than content, but at the 
end of it I was at least in touch with some energy. I 
used the time to tune into the day, a moving meditation 
meant to focus my mind as well as coordinate my limbs. 
I was dimly aware that I hadnt been taking very good 
care of myself of late . . . a combination of stress, 
irregular sleep, and too much junk food. Time to clean 
up my act.

I showered and dressed, ate a bowl of cereal with 
skim milk, and headed back to the office.

As I passed Ida Ruths desk, I paused for a quick 
chat about her weekend, leisure she usually fills with 
backpacking, horse trails, and hair-raising rock climbs. 
Shes thirty-five and unmarried, a robust vegetarian, 
with windswept blond hair and brows bleached by the 
sun. Her cheekbones are wide, her ruddy complexion 
unsoftened by makeup. While shes always dressed well, 
she looks like shed prefer wearing flannel shirts, chinos, 
and hiking boots. If you want to talk to Lonnie, you 
better scoot on in. Hes got a court appearance coming 
up in ten minutes.

Thanks. Ill do that.

I found him at his desk. Hed shed his coat and 
had his shirtsleeves rolled up. His tie was askew and his 
shaggy hair stood out around his head like wheat in 
need of threshing. Through the windows behind him, I could see clear blue skies with a scrim of mauve-and-gray 
mountains in the background. It was a gorgeous 
day. A thick tumble of vivid magenta bougainvillea 
camouflaged a white brick wall two buildings away.

Hows it going? he asked.

All right, I guess. I havent finished going through 
the boxes yet, but it seems pretty disorganized.

Yeah, well, filing was never Morleys strong suit.

Girls just naturally do that so much better, I said 
dryly.

Lonnie smiled as he jotted a note to himself, presumably 
concerning the case he was working on. We ought 
to talk fees. Whats your hourly rate?

What was Morley charging?

The usual fifty, he said idly.

He had opened a drawer and was sorting through 
his files so he couldnt see my face. Morley was getting 
fifty? I couldnt believe it. Either men are outrageous or 
women are fools. Guess which, I thought. My standard 
fee has always been thirty bucks an hour plus mileage. 
I only missed half a beat. Bump it up five bucks and I 
wont charge you mileage.

Sure, he said.

What about instructions?

Thats up to you. Carte blanche.

Are you serious?

Of course. You can do anything you want. As long as you keep your nose clean, he added in haste. 
Barneys attorney would love nothing better than to 
catch us with our pants down, so no dirty tricks.

Thats no fun.

But it allows you to testify without being thrown 
out of court and thats critical.

He glanced at his watch. I gotta run. He grabbed 
his suit coat from a hanger and shrugged back into it. 
He straightened his tie and snapped his briefcase shut 
and was halfway out the door.

Lonnie, wait a minute. Where do you want me to 
start?

He smiled. Find me a witness who can put the guy 
at the murder scene.

Oh, right, I said to the empty room.

I sat down and read another five pounds of garbled 
information. Maybe I could sweet-talk Ida Ruth into 
helping me reconstruct the files. The first box seemed 
immaculate by comparison to the second. My first 
chore was going to be to stop by Morley Shines house 
to see what files he had there. Before I left the office, I 
made a few preliminary calls. I had a pretty good sense 
of who I wanted to talk to and it was then a matter of 
setting up some appointments. I got through to Isabelles 
sister, Simone, who agreed to talk to me around 
noon at her place. I also had a quick chat with a 
woman named Yolanda Weidmann, who was married to Isabelles former boss. He was tied up in his home 
office and would be until three, so she suggested I stop 
by later in the afternoon. The third call I placed was 
to Isabelles longtime best friend. Rhe Parsons wasnt 
in, but I left a message on her machine, giving her 
my name and telephone number, indicating that Id try 
again.
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Since the police station was only a block away, I 
decided to start with Lieutenant Dolan in Homicide. 
He was out with the flu, but Sergeant Cordero was 
there. I spotted Lieutenant Becker in the corner deep 
in conversation with someone I took to be a suspect, 
a white guy in his twenties, looking sullen and uncooperative. 
I knew Becker better than Cordero, but if 
I waited until he was free, hed end up quizzing me 
about my relationship with Jonah Robb in Missing 
Persons. I hadnt seen Jonah in six or eight months and 
I didnt want to generate any contact at this point.

Sheri Cordero was an oddity in the department. 
Being a female and Hispanic, she managed to fill two 
minority slots simultaneously. She was twenty-nine, 
short, buxom, smart, tough, somewhat abrasive in ways 
that I could never quite define. She never said anything 
offensive, but the guys in the department were not 
entirely at ease with her. I understood what she was up against. The Santa Teresa Police Department is better 
than most, but its never easy being a woman and a cop. 
If Sheri erred on the side of being humorless, it was no 
surprise. She was in the middle of a phone conversation, 
which she converted to Spanish the minute I arrived. I 
sat down in the leatherette-and-metal chair beside her 
desk. She held up a finger, indicating shed be with me 
momentarily. She had a little artificial Christmas tree on 
her desk. It was decorated with candy canes and I helped 
myself to one. The nice thing about being in the presence 
of someone on the telephone is that you can study the 
person at your leisure without being thought rude. I 
unwrapped the candy cane and tossed the cellophane in 
the trash. She was clearly engaged in the subject at hand, 
gesturing vigorously to make her point. She had a good 
face, rather plain, and she wore little makeup. One of 
her two front teeth had a corner clipped off and it added 
a whimsical note to an otherwise stern expression. While 
I watched, she began to doodle on a legal pada cowboy 
stabbed in the chest with a cartoon knife.

She finished her conversation and turned her attention 
to me without any visible transition. Yes?

I was looking for Lieutenant Dolan, but Emerald 
tells me hes out sick.

Hes got that bug thats been going around. Have 
you had that thing? I was out for a week. Its the pits.

So far Ive been spared, I said. How longs he 
been out?

Just two days. Hell come dragging back in looking 
like death. Is there something I can help you with?

Probably. Ive been hired by Lonnie Kingman in a 
wrongful death suit. The defendant is David Barney. I 
was curious about the scuttlebutt. Were you here back 
then?

I was still a dispatcher, but Ive heard em talk. 
Man, they were pissed when he walked. He looked 
good for the shooting, but the jury wasnt buying. Talk 
about frustrated. Lieutenant Dolan was mad enough to 
bite through nails.

From what I hear, David Barneys former cellmate 
claims he as good as confessed once the verdict came 
down.

Youre talking about Curtis McIntyre. Guys in the 
county jail, and if you want him, you better make it 
quick. He gets out this week after doing ninety days 
on a battery, she said. Did you hear about Morley 
Shine?

Lonnie mentioned that last night, but I didnt hear 
the details. Howd it happen?

What I heard he just keeled over dead. Hed been 
in bed with the same damn flu, but I guess he was 
feeling better. He was having dinner Sunday night? You know Morley. He hated to miss a meal. Got up from 
the table and dropped in his tracks.

He had heart trouble?

For years, but he never took it serious. I mean, he 
was under doctors care, but it never seemed to faze 
him. He was always joking about his ticker.

Thats too bad, I said. Im really sorry to see him 
go.

Me, too. I cant believe how terrible I feel. Roll 
call somebody told me Morley Shine died? I busted out 
crying. I swear to God, I surprised myself. Its not like 
we were close. We used to talk over at the courthouse 
if I was waiting to testify on a case. He was always 
hanging around there, chain-smoking Camels, munching 
Fritos or something from the vending machine. It 
bums me out all those old guys are dropping dead. 
How come they didnt take better care of themselves?

Her phone rang and she was quickly caught up in 
another matter. I gave her a quick wave and moved 
away from her desk. In essence, shed told me what 
Id wanted to know. The cops were convinced David 
Barney was guilty. That didnt make it true, but it was 
another precinct heard from.

I stopped off in Records and asked Emerald if I could 
borrow the phone. I called Ida Ruth and had a quick 
chat with her, asking her to set up an interview for me 
with Curtis Mclntyre at the jail later in the morning. Visiting hours are ordinarily limited to Saturday afternoons, 
1:00 to 3:00, but since I was working as Lonnie 
Kingmans representative, I could talk to him at my 
convenience. Oh, the joys of the legitimate endeavor. 
Id spent so many years skulking through the bushes, I 
could hardly get used to it.

With that taken care of, I asked her for Morley 
Shines home address. Morley had lived in Colgate, the 
township bordering Santa Teresa on the north. Colgate 
consists largely of lite industry and tract housing 
with assorted businesses lined up along the main street. 
Where the area was once farmland and citrus groves, 
the uninhabited countryside has now given way to 
service stations, bowling alleys, funeral homes, drive-in 
theaters, motels, fast-food restaurants, carpet outlets, 
and supermarkets, with no visible attention paid to 
aesthetics or architectural unity.

Morley and his wife, Dorothy, owned a modest 
three-bedroom home off South Peterson in one of the 
older housing developments between the highway and 
the mountains. My guess was the house had gone up 
in the fifties before the builders really got clever about 
differentiating exteriors. Here, the Swiss-chalet-style 
trim was painted either dirt brown or blue, the two-car 
garages designed so they stuck out in front, overpowering 
the entrances. Wooden shutters matched the 
wooden flower boxes planted with drooping pansies, which on closer inspection turned out to be entirely 
fake. The whole neighborhood seemed dispirited, from 
the patchy lawns to the cracked concrete driveways 
where every second house had a car up on blocks. 
Somehow the Christmas decorations only made things 
worse. Most of the houses were trimmed now in multicolored 
lights. One of Morleys neighbors seemed to 
be in competition with the house across the street. 
Both had covered every available stretch of yard with 
seasonal items, ranging from plastic Santas to plastic 
wise men.

This was now Tuesday morning. Morley had died 
on Sunday night, and while I was uneasy about intruding, 
it seemed important to retrieve what I could of 
the paperwork before some well-meaning relative went 
through and trashed everything he had. I knocked at 
the front door and waited. Morley had never cared 
much for detail and I noticed his house had the same 
slapdash quality. The blue paint on the porch rail, 
uneven to begin with, had begun to peel with age. I had 
the depressing sensation of having been here before. I 
could picture the shoddy interior: cracked tile on the 
kitchen counters, buckling vinyl tile on the floors, wall-to-wall carpeting trampled into traffic patterns that 
could never be cleaned of soil. The aluminum window 
frames would be warped, the bathroom fixtures corroded. A battered green four-door Mercury had been 
pulled off onto the side grass. I pegged it as Morleys, 
though I wasnt sure why. It was just the sort of clunker 
that hed have found appealing. He had probably purchased 
it new in the year oughty-ought and would have 
driven it resolutely until the engine died. A new red 
Ford compact was parked in the driveway, the frame 
on the license plate advertising a local car rental company; 
probably someone from out of town. . . .

Yes? The woman was small, in her midsixties, 
looking energetic and competent. She wore a pink 
floral-print blouse with long sleeves, a tweed skirt, hose, 
and penny loafers. Her gray hair was honest and her 
makeup was light. She was in the process of drying 
her hands on a dish towel, her expression inquiring.

Hi. My name is Kinsey Millhone. Are you Mrs. 
Shine?

Im Dorothys sister, Louise Mendelberg. Mr. Shine 
just passed away.

Thats what I heard and Im sorry to disturb you. 
He was in the middle of some work for an attorney 
named Lonnie Kingman. Ive been asked to take over 
his caseload. Did I come at a bad time?

Theres never going to be a good time when someones 
just died, she replied tartly. This was a woman 
who didnt take death seriously. In its aftermath, shed come along to do the dishes and tidy up the living 
room, but she probably wouldnt devote a lot of time 
to the hymn selection for the funeral service.

I dont want to be more of a bother than I have to. 
I was sorry to hear about Morley. He was a nice man 
and I liked him.

She shook her head. Ive known Morley since he 
and Dorothy met in college back in the Depression. We 
all adored him, of course, but he was such a fool. The 
cigarettes and his weight and all the drinking he did. 
You can get away with a certain amount of that when 
youre young, but at his age? No, maam. We warned 
him and warned him, but would he listen? Of course 
not. You should have seen him on Sunday. His color 
was awful. The doctor thinks the heart attack was 
aggravated by the flu he had. His electrolyte balance or 
something of the sort. She shook her head again, 
breaking off.

Hows she doing?

Not that well, to tell you the truth, which is why I 
came down from Fresno in the first place. My intention 
was to help out for a couple of weeks just to give him 
some relief. You know shes been sick for months.

I didnt know that, I said.

Oh, my, yes. Shes a mess. She was diagnosed with 
stomach cancer this last June. She had extensive surgery 
and shes been taking chemotherapy off and on ever since. Shes just skin and bone and cant keep a thing 
down. Its all Morley talked about and here he up and 
went first.

Will they do an autopsy?

I dont know what shes decided about that. He just 
saw the doctor a week ago. Dorothy wanted him on a 
diet and he finally agreed. An autopsys not required 
under the circumstances, but you know how they are. 
Doctors like to get in there and poke and pry. I feel so 
sorry for her.

I made some sympathetic sounds.

She gestured briskly. Anyway, enough said. I suppose 
you came to take a look at his study. Why dont 
you step on in here and let me show you where it is. 
You just take what you want, and if you need to come 
back, you can help yourself.

Thanks. I can leave you a list of any files I take.

She waved off the suggestion. No need to do that. 
Weve known Mr. Kingman for years.

I moved into the foyer. She proceeded down a short 
hallway with me following. There was no sign of 
Christmas. With Mrs. Shines illness and now Morleys 
death, there might have been a sense of relief that no 
such effort would be required this year. The house 
smelled of chicken soup. Does Morley still have an 
office here in Colgate? I asked.

Yes, but with Dorothy so sick, he did most of his work here. I believe he still went in most mornings to 
pick up his mail. Did you want to look there as well? 
She opened a door to what had clearly once been a 
bedroom, converted now to office space by the addition 
of a desk and file cabinets. The walls were painted beige 
and the beige shag carpeting was just as shabby as Id 
imagined it.

Thats what I was thinking. If I cant find the files 
here, it probably just means he had them out at the 
office. Is there some way I could get a key?

Im not sure where he kept them, but Ill check with 
Dorothy. My goodness, she said then as she looked 
around. No wonder Morley didnt want anyone in 
here.

The room was faintly chilly, the disorder that of a 
man who operates his affairs according to no known 
system. If hed realized he was going to drop dead, 
would he have straightened up his desk? Unlikely, I 
thought. Ill Xerox what I need and bring the files 
back as soon as possible. Will someone be here in the 
morning?

Whats tomorrow, Wednesday? As far as I know. 
And if not, just go around to the back and set them on 
the dryer in the service porch. We usually leave that 
door open for the cleaning woman and the visiting 
nurse. Im going to find you a key to Morleys office. 
Dorothy probably knows where it is.

Thanks.

While I waited for the woman to return, I did one 
circuit of the room, trying to get a feel for Morleys 
methods of paper management. He must have tried 
to get himself under control at intervals because hed 
made up files labeled Action, Pending, and Current. 
There were two marked To Do, one marked 
Urgent, and an accordion folder hed designated as 
his Tickler file. The paperwork in each seemed outdated, 
mismatched, as disorderly as the room itself.

Louise stepped back into the study from the hall with 
a ring of keys in hand. You better take this whole 
batch, she said. Lord only knows which is which.

You wont need these?

I cant think why we would. You can drop them 
off tomorrow if youd be so kind. Oh. And I brought 
you a grocery bag in case you need to load things up.

Will there be a service?

The funerals Friday morning at the Wynington-Blake here in Colgate. I dont know if Dorothy will be 
able to manage it or not. We held off on it because 
Morleys brother is flying in from South Korea. Hes a 
project engineer with the Army Corps of Engineers at 
Camp Casey. He cant get to Santa Teresa until late 
Thursday. We scheduled the service on Friday for ten 
oclock. I know Frank will be jet-lagged, but we just 
couldnt delay it any longer than that.

Id like to be there, I said.

That would be lovely, she said. I know hed 
appreciate that. You can let yourself out when youre 
done. I have to give Dorothy her shot.

I repeated my thanks, but she was already moving 
on to the next chore. She smiled at me pleasantly and 
closed the door behind her.

I spent the next thirty minutes unearthing every file 
that seemed relevant to Isabelles murder and the subsequent 
civil suit. Lonnie would have had a fit if hed 
known how haphazardly Morley went about his work. 
In some ways, the measure of a good investigation is 
the attention to the paperwork. Without meticulous 
documentation, you can end up looking like a fool on 
the witness stand. The opposing attorney loves nothing 
better than discovering that an investigator hasnt kept 
proper records.

I packed item after item in the grocery baghis 
calendar, his appointment book. I checked his desk 
drawers and his in and out boxes, making sure 
there wasnt a stray file stashed somewhere behind the 
furniture. When I was confident Id lifted every pertinent 
folder, I put his key ring in my shoulder bag and 
closed the study door behind me. At the far end of the 
hall, I could hear the murmur of voices, Louise and 
Dorothy conversing.

As I returned to the front door, I passed the archway to the living room. I made an unauthorized detour to 
what had to be Morleys easy chair, upholstered in 
ancient cracked leather, the cushions conforming to 
his portly shape. There was an ashtray that had been 
emptied of cigarette butts. The end table still bore the 
sticky circles where his whiskey tumblers had sat. Snoop 
that I am, I checked the end-table drawer and felt down 
in the crevices of the chair. There was nothing to find, 
of course, but I felt better for it.

Next stop was Morleys office, located on a little side 
street in downtown Colgate. This whole residential 
section had been converted into small businesses: 
plumbers shops, auto detailing services, doctors offices, 
and real estate brokerages. The former single-family 
dwellings were identical frame bungalows. The living 
room in each now served as the front office for an insurance 
company or, in Morleys case, a beauty salon from 
which he rented a room with a bath at the rear. I went 
around to the outside entrance. Two steps led up to a 
small concrete porch with a small overhanging roof. The 
office door had a big pane of frosted glass in the upper 
half, so I couldnt see in. Morleys name was engraved 
on a narrow plaque to the right of the door, the kind of 
plate I could imagine his wife having made for him the 
day he went into business. I tried key after key, but none 
of them fit. I tried the door again. The place was locked 
up tighter than a jail. Without even thinking about it, I walked around to the rear and tried the window back
there. Then I remembered I was playing by the rules.
What a bummer, I thought. Id been hired to do this.
I was entitled to see the files, but not allowed to pick
the lock. That didnt seem right somehow. What were
all the years of breaking and entering for?

I went back around to the front and entered the 
beauty salon like a law-abiding citizen. The windows 
had been painted with mock snowdrifts, two of Santas 
elves holding a painted banner reading MERRY  X-MAS 
across the glass. There was a big decorated Christmas 
tree in the corner with a few wrapped boxes under it. 
There were four stations altogether, but only three were 
occupied. In one, a plastic-caped woman in her forties 
was having her hair permed. The beautician had divided 
the damp strands into sections, inserting small white 
plastic rollers as dainty as chicken bones. The permanent 
wave solution filled the air with the scent of spoiled eggs. 
In the second station, the woman in the chair had her 
head secured in a perforated bathing cap while the beautician 
pulled tiny strands through the rubber with what 
looked like a crochet hook. Tears were rolling down the 
womans cheeks, but she and the beautician were chatting 
away as if this were an everyday occurrence. To my 
right, a manicurist worked on a client, who was having 
her fingernails painted a bubblegum pink.

On the back wall, I spotted a paneled door that was probably connected to Morleys office. There was a 
woman in the rear folding towels into tidy stacks. When 
she saw my hesitation, she moved up to the front. Her 
name tag said: Betty. Given her occupation, I was 
surprised she didnt have a better cut. Shed apparently 
fallen into the hands of one of those cruel stylists 
(usually male) who delight in mismanaging the hair of 
women over fifty. The particular cut that had been 
inflicted on this woman consisted of a shaved backside 
and a frizzy pouf along the front that made her neck 
look wide and her facial expression fearful. She fanned 
the air, her nose wrinkling. Pee-yew! If theyre smart 
enough to get a man on the moon, why cant they make 
a perm lotion that dont stink? She picked up a plastic 
cape from the nearest chair and assessed me with a 
practiced eye. Boy oh boy. You sure do have a hair 
emergency. Take a seat.

I looked around to see who she was talking to. 
Who, me?

Arent you the one who just called?

No, Im here on some business for Morley Shine, 
but his office is locked up.

Oh. Well, I hate to be the one to tell you, honey, 
but Morley passed away this week.

Im aware of that. Sorry. I guess I should have 
introduced myself. I took out my identification and 
held it out to her.

She studied it for a moment and then frowned, 
pointing to my name. How do you pronounce that?

Kinsey, I said.

No, the last name. Does that rhyme with baloney?

No, it doesnt rhyme with baloney. Its Mill-hone.

Oh. Mill-hone, she said, mimicking me dutifully. 
I thought it was Mill-hony, like the lunch meat. She 
looked back at the photocopy of my private investigators 
license. Are you from Los Angeles, by any 
chance?

No, Im a local.

She looked up at my hair. I thought maybe that 
was one of those new mod cuts like they do down on 
Melrose. Asymmetrical, they call it, with a geometrical 
ellipse. Something like that. Usually looks like its been 
whacked off with a ceiling fan. She laughed at herself, 
giving her chest a pat.

I leaned back to catch a glimpse of myself in the 
nearest mirror. It did look kind of weird. Id been 
growing my hair for several months now and it was 
definitely longer on one side than it was on the other. It 
also seemed to have a few ragged places and a stick-up 
part near the crown. I experienced a moment of uncertainty. 
You think I need a cut?

She hooted out a laugh. Well, I should hope to 
shout. It looks like some lunatic hacked your hair off 
with a pair of nail clippers!

I didnt think the analogy was quite as funny as she 
did. Maybe some other time, I said. I decided to get 
down to business before she talked me into a haircut I 
would later regret. Im working for an attorney by the 
name of Lonnie Kingman.

Sure. I know Lonnie. His wife used to go to my 
church. Whats he got to do with it?

Morley was doing some work for him and Im 
taking over the case. Id like to get into his office.

Poor guy, she said. With his wife sick and all 
that. He moped around here for months, doing nothing 
as far as I could tell.

I think he did a lot of work from his home, I said. 
Uh, can I get into his office through here? I saw the 
door back there. Does that connect to his suite?

Morley used to use it when he had a bill collector 
on his doorstep. She began to walk me toward the 
back, which I took as cooperation.

Was that often? I asked. It was hard for me to 
mind my own business when I had someone elses 
business within range of me.

It was lately.

Would you mind if I stepped in and picked up the 
files I need?

Well, I dont see why not. Theres nothing in there 
worth stealing. Go ahead and help yourself. Its just a 
thumb-lock on this side.

Thanks.

I let myself in through the connecting door. There 
was one room, the back bedroom in the days when 
the bungalow was used as a residence. The air smelled 
musty. The carpeting was a mud brown, a color probably 
chosen because it wouldnt show dirt. What 
showed up instead was all the lint and dust. There was 
a small walk-in closet that Morley used for storage, a 
small bathroom with a brown vinyl tile floor, a commode 
with a wooden seat, a small Pullman sink, and 
a fiberglass shower stall. For one depressing moment, 
I wondered if this was how Id end up: a small-town 
detective in a dreary nine-by-twelve room that smelled 
of mold and dust mites. I sat down in his swivel chair, 
listening to the creak as I rocked back. I snagged his 
Month at a Glance. I checked his drawers one by one. 
Pencils, old gum wrappers, a stapler empty of staples. 
Hed been sneaking fatty foods on the sly. A flat white 
bakery box had been folded in half and shoved down 
in the wastebasket. A large grease stain had spread 
across the cardboard and the remains of some kind of 
pastry had been tossed in on top. He probably came 
into the office every morning to sneak doughnuts and 
sweet rolls.

I got up and crossed to the file cabinets on the far 
wall. Under V as in VOIGT/BARNEY, I found several 
manila file folders stuffed with miscellaneous papers. I removed the folders and began to stack them on the 
desk. Behind me the door banged open and I felt myself 
jump.

It was Betty, from the beauty shop. You find everything 
you need?

Yes. This is fine. Turns out he kept most of his files 
at home.

She made a face, tuning in to the musty odor in 
the room. She went over to the desk and picked up the 
wastebasket. Let me get this out of here. The trash 
isnt picked up until Friday, but I dont want to risk the 
ants. Morley used to order his pizzas here where his 
wife couldnt check on him. I know he was supposed to 
diet, but Id see him in here with cartons of take-out 
Chinese, bags from McDonalds. I tell you, the man 
could eat. Of course, it wasnt my place to make a 
fuss, but I wished hed taken a little bit better care of 
himself.

Youre the second person whos said that today. 
I guess you have to let people do what theyre going 
to do. I picked up the files and the calendar. Thanks 
for letting me in. I imagine someone will come over in 
a week or so and clean the place out.

Youre not looking for office space yourself?

Not this kind, I said without hesitation. It 
occurred to me later she might have taken offense, but 
the words just popped out. The last I saw of her, she was opening his front door so she could stick the 
wastebasket out on the porchlet.

I returned to my car, dumped the stack of files in the 
backseat, and backtracked into town, where I turned 
into the parking garage adjacent to the public library. 
I grabbed a clipboard from the backseat, locked my 
car, and headed for the library. Once inside, I went 
down to the periodicals room, where I asked the guy 
at the counter for the six-year-old editions of the Santa 
Teresa Dispatch. In particular, I wanted to look at the 
news for December 25, 26, and 27 of the year Isabelle 
Barney was murdered. I took the reel of tape to one of 
the microfilm readers and threaded it through the 
viewer, patiently cranking my way back through time 
until I reached the period that interested me. I made 
notes about the few significant events of that weekend. 
Christmas had fallen on a Sunday. Isabelle had died 
very early on Monday. Maybe itd be helpful to jog 
peoples memories with a few peripheral facts. A storm 
had dumped heavy rain over most of California, resulting 
in a major pileup on the northbound 101 just south 
of town. Thered been a minor crime wave that included 
the hit-and-run fatality of an elderly man, whod been 
struck by a pickup out on upper State Street. There was 
also a market robbery, two household burglaries, and a 
suspected-arson fire, which destroyed a photographers 
studio in the early-morning hours of December 26. I also jotted down a reference to an incident in which a 
two-and-a-half-year-old boy suffered minor injuries 
when he fired a .44-caliber revolver left in the car with 
him. As I read the news accounts, I could feel my own 
memory ignite briefly. Id forgotten all about the fire, 
which Id actually caught sight of as I drove home at 
the close of a stakeout. The harsh glow of the blaze 
had been like a torch against the lowering night sky. 
The rain had contributed a surreal misty counterpoint 
and Id been startled when James Taylors rendition of 
Fire and Rain suddenly came on my car radio. The 
fragment of memory terminated as abruptly as a light 
going out.

I combed the rest of the reel, but nothing much stood 
out. I went back to the beginning and made copies of 
everything except the print ads and the classifieds. I 
rewound the film and tucked the reel of tape back in 
the box. I paid for the copies at the main desk on my 
way out, thinking about the people whose whereabouts 
Id have to question for those couple of days. How 
much would I remember if someone quizzed me about 
the night Isabelle was killed? One fragment had been 
restored, but the rest was a blank.
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I retrieved my car from the public lot and drove out to 
the Santa Teresa County Sheriffs Department Detention 
and Corrections Facility. Morleys interview with Curtis 
McIntyre was one of the documents Id found in the 
proper file, though the subpoena had never been served. 
Hed apparently spoken to Curtis mid-September and 
no one had talked to him since. According to Morleys 
notes, McIntyre had been in a holding cell with Barney 
his first night in the can. He claimed theyd established 
a friendship of sorts, more on his part than Barneys. 
Hed found himself intrigued because Barney was a 
man who seemed to have everything. Curtis, accustomed 
to doing jail time with losers, had followed the 
case in the papers. When the trial came up, hed made 
a point of being in attendance. He and Barney hadnt 
talked much until the day he was acquitted. As David 
Barney left the courtroom, Curtis McIntyre had stepped 
forward to offer his congratulations. At that point, according to the informant, David Barney made the
remark that implied hed just gotten away with murder.
I couldnt tell if Curtis had elaborated on that or not.

I parked out in front of the jail, across the lot from 
the Santa Teresa County Sheriffs Department with its 
fleet of black-and-whites. I moved up the walk and 
pushed through the front door into the small reception 
area, approaching the L-shaped counter with the glass 
partition along the top. Id done an overnight at the jail 
nearly six weeks before and I was glad to be returning 
in a legitimate guise. It felt much better walking in the 
front door than it had going in the back in the company 
of an arresting officer.

I signed in at the desk and filled out a jail visitation 
pass. The woman at the counter took the information 
and disappeared from the window. I waited in 
the lobby, perusing the bulletin board while she called 
down for someone to bring Curtis up to the interview 
room. On the wall near the pay phone, all the better 
bail bondsmen were listed, along with the Santa Teresa 
taxicab companies. Getting yourself arrested is usually 
an unexpected piece of misery. Once your bails been 
posted, if your cars been impounded, you find yourself 
stuck out in the booniesan added element of distress 
after a night of humiliations.

The woman behind the counter caught my attention. 
Your clients coming up in a minute. Booth two.

Thanks.

I traversed the short hallway and passed through the 
door leading to the visitors booths. There were only 
three in that section, set up so that inmates could confer 
in private with their attorneys, probation officers, or 
anyone else they had a legitimate reason to consult. I 
let myself into the second room, which was maybe 
four feet wide, furnished with a glass window, a four-foot 
length of counter, and a footrail of the sort youd 
find in a bar. I hied myself up to the counter and put 
my foot up, leaning on my elbows. Beyond the glass 
was a roomette that mirrored the one I was in, with a 
door in the back wall through which the inmates were 
brought. Within minutes, the door opened and Curtis 
McIntyre was ushered in. He seemed puzzled at the 
unscheduled visit, perplexed at the sight of me when 
hed probably expected his attorney.

He was twenty-eight, lean and long-waisted with 
hips so narrow they hardly held his pants up. He looked 
good in jail blues. His shirt was short-sleeved, showing 
long, smooth arms, the perfect epidermal canvas for a 
dragon tattoo. My guess was that somebodyd once 
told Curtis he had soulful eyes because he seemed 
determined to make deep, meaningful eye contact with 
me. He was clean-shaven, with an innocent-looking 
face (for a convicted felon). His hair was ill cut, which 
was no big surprise as the man had been in jail for months. I didnt picture his having a regular salon cut
and blow-dry in the best of circumstances.

I introduced myself, explaining my purpose, which 
was to get his written statement. From Mr. Shines 
notes, I gather you met David Barney in a holding cell 
the first night after his arrest.

You single?

I checked behind me. Who, me?

He smiled the kind of smile youd have to practice in 
the mirror, eyes boring into mine. You heard me.

Whats that got to do with it?

His voice softened to the coaxing tone reserved for 
stray dogs and women. Come on. Just tell me. Im a 
nice guy.

I said, Im sure youre very nice, but its none of 
your business.

This amused him. How come youre afraid to 
answer? Are you attracted to me? Because Im attracted 
to you.

Well, youre very forthcoming and I appreciate that, 
Curtis. Uh, now, could you tell me about the time you 
spent with David Barney?

He smiled faintly. All business. I like that. You take 
yourself serious.

Thats right. And I hope youll take me serious, 
too.

He cleared his throat, sobering, clearly trying to 
make a good impression. Him and me were in a cell 
together. He was arrested on a Tuesday and we didnt 
go before the judge until Wednesday afternoon. Seemed 
like a nice guy. By the time his trial come up, Ise out, 
so I figured Id sit in on it and see what all the fuss was 
about.

Did the two of you talk about the murder at the 
time of his arrest?

Naw, not really. He was upset, which I could 
understand. Lady got shot in the eye, thats ugly. I dont 
know what kind of persond do a thing like that, he 
said. Turns out it was him, I guess.

What did you talk about?

I dont know. Nothin much. He was asking what 
all I was in for and stuff like that, what judge I thought 
wed pull for the arraignment the next day. I give him a 
rundown on which ones are tough, which is most of em. Well, that one guys a pussy, but the rest is mean.

What else?

Thats about it.

And on the basis of that, you sat through the whole 
trial?

Not the whole trial. You ever sit through a whole 
trial? Its boring, idnt it? Ise glad I never went to law 
school.

Ill bet. I checked through my notes. Ive read the 
deposition Mr. Kingman took

You single?

You asked me that before.

I bet you are. You know how I know? He tapped 
himself on the temple. Im psychic.

Well, then, you can probably tell me what Im going 
to ask you next.

He flushed happily. Not really. I dont know you 
that well, but Id like to.

Maybe youll be able to intuit the answers to some 
questions I have.

Ill try. Absolutely. Go ahead. Im all ears. He 
lowered his head and his expression became serious.

Tell me again what he said to you once the acquittal 
came down.

Said . . . lets see now. He goes, something like . . . 
Hey, dude. How you doin? How about that? Now 
you see what a high-priced attorney buys? And Im 
like, Way to go, man. Thats great. I never thought you 
done her. He just got this big shipardon methis 
big grin. He kind of leaned over close and said, Ha ha 
ha, I guess the jokes on them.

This seemed like an improbable conversation to me. 
Id never met David Barney, but I couldnt believe hed 
talk like that. I watched Curtiss face. And from that, 
you concluded what?

I concluded he done her. You have a boyfriend?

Hes a cop.

Bullshiiiit. I dont believe you. Whats his name?

Lieutenant Dolan.

Whats he do?

Homicide. STPD.

Dont you never date anybody else?

Hes too jealous for that. Hed rip your head right 
off your neck if he found out you were hustling me. 
Did you talk to David Barney any other time?

Besides jail and court? I dont think so. Just them 
two occasions.

It seems odd that hed say that.

How come? Lets discuss that. He put his chin on 
his fist, ready to engage me in protracted discourse.

The man hardly knows you, Curtis. Why would he 
confide something so significant? And right there in 
court. . . . I cupped a hand to my ear. With the sound 
of the judges gavel still ringing in the air.

Curtis frowned thoughtfully. Youd have to ask 
him that, but if youre asking me, Id say he knows Im 
a jailbird. He might have felt more comfortable with 
me than all his high-tone friends. Anyhow, why not? 
Trial was over. Whats anybody going to do? Even if 
they heard him theres no way they can touch him on 
account of double jeopardy.

Where were you when this conversation was taking 
place?

Outside the door. It was Department Six. He come
out and I clapped him on the shoulder, shook his 
hand

What about reporters? Wasnt he being mobbed at 
that point?

Oh, God, yes. They was everyplace. Yelling his 
name, stickin microphones in his face, asking how he 
felt.

I could feel the skepticism rise. And in the middle 
of it he stopped and made that remark?

Well, yeah. He leaned over and spoke in my ear 
just like I said. Youre a private detective? Is that really 
what you do?

I shrugged to myself and began to print his account 
of events. Thats really what I do, I said.

So like when I get out, if I have a problem, I can 
look you up in the phone book?

I wasnt paying much attention to him since I was 
in the process of converting his version into a written 
statement. I guess so. If you can read.

How much do you charge for a service like that? 
Whats that cost?

Depends on what you want.

But about what?

Three hundred bucks an hour, I said, lying automatically. 
At fifty bucks an hour he might possibly 
afford me.

Go onnn. I dont believe it.

Plus expenses.

Goddamn, I cant believe it. Are you shittin me or 
what? Three hundred an hour. Every hour you work?

Its the truth.

You sure make a lot of money. For a girl? Lord, 
he said. How about if you lend me some? Fifty dollars, 
or a hundred. Just till Im out and then I can pay you 
back.

I dont think men should borrow money from 
women.

Who else you gonna borrow from? I mean, I dont 
know dudes with dough. Unless theyre drug kings, 
something like that. Santa Teresa, we dont even get the 
kings. We get more like the jacks. He snorted out a 
laugh. You have a gun?

Sure I do, I said.

He rose halfway off his seat and peered down 
through the glass like I might have a six-shooter 
strapped to one hip. Hey, come on. Let me see.

I dont have it with me.

Wheres it at?

My office. I keep it down there in case somebody 
should refuse to pay a bill. Could you read this and 
see if it accurately reflects your recollection of your 
conversation with Mr. Barney? I passed it under the 
glass partition, along with a pen.

He barely glanced at it. Close enough. Hey, you 
print pretty good.

I was a whiz in grade school, I said. Could I ask 
you to sign it?

How come?

So well have a record of your testimony. That way 
if you forget, we can refresh your memory in court.

He scribbled a signature and passed the statement 
back. Ask me something else, he said. Ill tell you 
anything.

This is fine. Thanks a lot. If I have any other questions, 
Ill be in touch.

After I left Curtis, I sat out in the parking lot 
watching cop cars come and go. This was too good 
to be true. Heres Curtis McIntyre driving nails 
into David Barneys coffin and it just didnt sound right. 
David Barney refused to talk now, nearly five years 
after the fact, two years since his acquittal. From what 
Lonnied said, extracting the most benign information 
from the man had been like pulling teeth. Why would 
he blab a makeshift confession to a dimwit like Curtis? 
Oh, well. Its hard to reconcile the inconsistencies in 
human nature. I started the car and pulled out of the 
parking lot.
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According to the files, Isabelle Barneys sister, Simone 
Orr, was still living on the Barney property in Horton 
Ravine, one of two exclusive neighborhoods favored 
by the Santa Teresa well-to-do. Promotional materials 
from the Chamber of Commerce refer to Horton 
Ravine as a sparkling jewel in a parklike setting, 
which should give you some idea how puffed up these 
pamphlets can get. To the north, the Santa Ynez 
Mountains dominate the sky. To the south lies the 
Pacific Ocean. The views are always described as breathtaking, 
stunning, or spectacular.

In the real estate ads describing the area words 
like serenity and tranquillity abound. Every noun has 
an adjective attached to give it the proper tone and 
substance. The lush, well-manicured lots are large, 
maybe five acres on average, and zoned for horses. 
The elegant, spacious homes are set well away from 
the roads, which wind through hills dotted with bay, 
sycamore, live oak, and cypress. Lots of dotteds and 
amids.

I found myself rhapsodizing in salespeak as I drove 
up the long, circular drive to the stately, secluded 
entrance to this classic Mediterranean home with its 
sweeping, panoramic views of serene mountains and 
sparkling ocean. I drove into the splendid flagstone 
courtyard and parked my used VW amid a Lincoln 
and a Beamer. I got out and entered a walled garden,
passing along the handsome paved gallery. The entire 
four-acre parcel was dotted with seasonal perennials, 
lush ferns, and imported palms. Also, two gardeners 
trailing four hundred yards of hose between them.

Id put a call through to Simone in advance of my 
arrival and shed instructed me carefully how to reach 
her little cottage, which was situated on the lower 
terrace amid lush lawns and assorted outbuildings, like 
the poolhouse and the tool-shed. I rounded the eastern 
wing of the house, which Id been told was designed 
by a well-known Santa Teresa architect whose name 
Id never heard. I crossed the Spanish tiled entertainment 
terrace, complete with custom-built, black-bottom 
swimming pool, lava rock waterfall, spa, wading pool, 
and koi pond surrounded by short, perfectly trimmed 
hedges of lantana and yew. I descended a flight of stairs 
and followed a flagstone path to a wooden bungalow 
tucked up against the hillside.

The house was tiny, built of board and batten, with 
a steeply pitched shingle roof and wooden decking 
on three sides. The exterior was Shaker blue, the trim 
painted white. Wood frame windows formed the upper 
portion of the walls on all sides. The top half of the 
Dutch door stood open. December in Santa Teresa can 
be like spring in other parts of the countrygray days, 
a bit of rain, but with a lot of blue sky shining through.

I stopped in my tracks, completely smitten with the
sight. I have a special weakness for small, enclosed 
spaces, a barely disguised longing to return to the 
womb. After the death of my parents, when I first 
went to live with my maiden aunt, I established a 
separate residence in an oversize cardboard box. I had 
just turned five and I can still remember the absolute 
absorption with which I furnished this small corrugated 
refuge. The floor was covered with bed pillows. I had a 
blanket and a lamp with a fat blue ceramic base and 
a sixty-watt bulb that heated the interior to a tropical 
pitch. I would lie on my back, reading endless picture 
books. My favorite was about a girl who discovered a 
tiny elf named Twig who lived in an overturned tomato-juice 
can. Fantasies within fantasies. I dont remember 
crying. For four months, I hummed and I read my 
library books, a little closed-circuit system designed to 
deal with grief. I ate cheese-and-pickle sandwiches like 
the ones my mother made. I fixed them myself because 
they had to be just right. Some days I substituted peanut 
butter for the cheese and that was good. My aunt went 
about her business, leaving me to work through my 
feelings without intrusion. My parents died Memorial 
Day. That fall, I started school. . . .

Are you Kinsey?

I turned to look at the woman as if waking from a 
sleep. Thats right. And youre Simone?

Yes. Nice to meet you. She carried a pair of
gardening scissors and a shallow wicker basket piled 
with cut flowers, which she set down. Her smile was 
brief as she held out her hand for me to shake. I judged 
her to be in her late thirties or very early forties. She 
was slightly shorter than I with wide shoulders and a 
stocky build, which she managed to minimize by the 
clothes she wore. Her hair was a reddish-blond, a fine 
flyaway shade much darker at the roots, cut shoulder 
length and crinkled from a perm. Her face was square, 
her mouth wide. Her eyes were an unremarkable shade 
of blue with mascara-darkened lashes and fine reddish 
brows. The outfit she wore was a black-and-white 
geometric print, a washable silk jacket over a long 
black tunic top, her long loose skirt brushing the tops 
of black suede boots. Her fingers were blunt and there 
was clear polish on her nails. She wore no jewelry and 
very little makeup. Belatedly, I noticed that she used a 
cane. I watched while she transferred it from her left 
hand to her right. She adjusted her stance and shifted 
some of her weight to the cane as she leaned down and 
picked up the basket at her feet.

I have to get these in water. Come on in. She 
opened the bottom portion of the Dutch door and I 
followed her in.

I said, Sorry to have to trouble you again on this. 
I know you talked to Morley Shine several months 
ago. I suppose you heard about his death.

I spotted his obituary in this mornings paper. I 
called Lonnies office first thing and he said youd be 
in touch. She moved over to the small tiled kitchen 
peninsula that served as both a work surface and a 
breakfast bar, with two wooden stools tucked under it. 
She hooked the cane over the edge of the counter and 
took out a clear glass pitcher, which she filled with tap 
water. She bunched the flowers nicely and stuck them 
in the makeshift vase, then set the arrangement on the 
windowsill and dried her hands on a towel.

Have a seat, she said. She pulled out one stool and 
perched on it while I took the other.

Ill try not to take too much of your time, I said.

Listen, if it helps convict the shitheel, you can take 
all the time you want.

Isnt it a bit awkward, your living on the property 
just a hundred yards away from him?

I hope so, she said. The depth of bitterness in her 
voice seemed to affect its very pitch. She looked up in 
the direction of the big house. If its awkward for 
me, think how it must feel to him. I know it galls him 
that I refuse to be driven off. Hed love nothing better 
than to force me out.

Can he do that?

Not as long as I have anything to say about it. 
Izzy left me the cottage. It was part of her will. She 
and Kenneth bought the property many years ago. They
paid a small fortune for it. When that marriage folded, 
she got it as part of the financial settlement. She had it 
listed as her sole and separate property when she and 
David got married. She also made him sign prenups.

Sounds very businesslike. Did she do that with the 
others?

She didnt have to. The first two had money. Kenneth 
was number two. With David, it was different. 
Everybody told her he was after her money. I guess she 
thought the prenups would prove he wasnt. What a 
joke.

So hell never get title to this place?

Simone shook her head. She rewrote her will, leaving 
him a life interest. When he dieswhich I hope is 
real soon, I might addit goes to her daughter, Shelby. 
The little house is mineas long as Im alive, of course. 
When I die, it reverts.

And youre not afraid?

Of David? Absolutely not. He got away with murder 
once, but the mans not a fool. All he has to do is 
sit tight. If he wins this civil suit, its all his, isnt it?

It looks like it.

He could come out of the whole deal smelling like 
a rose. So why in the world would he jeopardize that? 
Something happened to me, hes the first place theyd 
look.

What if he loses?

My guess is hed head straight for Switzerland. Hes 
probably salting away money in a secret bank account. 
Hes too clever to kill again. What would be the point?

But why did Isabelle set it up like that? Why tempt 
the Fates? As I understand it, between the prenuptial 
agreement and the terms of the will, she might as well 
have gone ahead and stuck her head in the noose.

She was in love with the guy. She wanted to do 
right by him. She was also a realist. He was husband 
number three and she didnt want to get ripped off. 
Look at it from her perspective. You marry some guy, 
you dont think hes going to kill you. If you really 
thought that, you wouldnt marry him in the first 
place. Her eyes strayed to her watch. Jesus, its nearly 
one. I dont know about you, but Im starving. Have 
you had lunch?

You go ahead, I said. I shouldnt be too much 
longer. Ill grab a bite on the way back to the office.

Its no problem. Please join me. Im just making 
sandwiches. Id like the company.

The invitation seemed genuine and I smiled in 
response. All right. Thatd be nice.
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She moved into the tiny kitchen area and began to take 
items from the tiny fridge.

Can I do anything to help?

No, thanks. There isnt really room enough for two 
of us to work. Guys love it, unless it turns out they 
have a passion for cooking. Then they take over here 
and I sit out there where you are.

I half turned on the stool, checking out the room 
behind me. Great house, I remarked.

She flushed with pleasure. You like it? Isabelle 
designed it . . . the start of her career.

She was an architect? I didnt know that.

Well, she wasnt really, but she passed for one in 
some respects. Look around if you like. Its only three 
hundred square feet.

Is that all? It seems bigger. I stepped out onto the 
front porch, curious to see how the general layout 
related to the interior. Since the windows were cranked
open, I could talk to her easily as I rounded the 
structure. The cottage felt as if it had been miniaturized, 
scaled down from human-size dimensions to a 
little playhouse for grown-ups. Every comfort seemed 
attended to, without flourish or wasted space. There 
was even a small chimney. I stuck my head in the 
window so I could peer at the compact fireplace. 
Many interior surfaces, including the hearth, sills, and 
countertops, were covered with hand-painted blue-and-white tiles in a flower motif. This is wonderful.

Simone flashed me a smile.

I withdrew from the window and circled the perimeter. 
Herbs had been planted in every sunny spot. I 
could smell rosemary and thyme when the breeze whiffled through. The house was situated on an apron of 
grass that spread out in a half-moon. Below, the hillside 
fell away steeply into a tangle of live oak and chaparral. 
The view was to the mountains across the town of 
Santa Teresa. I reentered the only door, which opened 
into the kitchen. Youll have to see my place sometime. 
It has a similar feel to it. A perfect little hideaway.

I continued my survey while she cut several slices 
from a loaf of wheat bread. The place was so small I 
could tour without moving far. The furnishings were 
antique: a crude pine table, two cane-bottom chairs, 
a corner cabinet with wavy, blue-tinted glass panes, a 
brass bed with a patchwork quilt, white on white. The
bathroom was small, the only portion of the house that 
was fully enclosed. The rest was essentially one large 
room, with areas defined according to function. Everything 
was open, airy, tidy, full of light. Every detail was 
perfect, like a series of illustrations for a glossy household 
magazine. There were views from the front and 
side windows, but none from the back, where the slope 
rose again sharply to the main house above.

I pulled a stool up to the counter and watched her 
make sandwiches. Shed assembled plates, cutlery, and 
blue-and-white cloth napkins, which she passed to me. 
I set two places at the table. If she wasnt an architect, 
howd she do this?

She was like an unpaid apprentice to a local architect. 
Dont ask me how she managed it or why he 
agreed. She sort of went in when it suited her and did 
what she pleased.

Not a bad deal, I said.

Thats where she met David. He came to work for 
the same firm. Her bosss name was Peter Weidmann. 
Have you talked to him yet?

No, but I intend to, as soon as I leave here.

Oh, good. He and Yolanda live close by. About a 
mile from here. Hes a nice man, retired now. He really 
taught Isabelle a lot. She was an artist by nature, but 
she didnt have the discipline. She could do anything 
she wanted, but she was always such a dilettantefull 
of great ideas, but lousy at development. She lost 
interest in most thingsuntil she started doing this.

This, meaning what?

She designed tiny houses. Mine was the first. Somehow 
Santa Teresa Magazine heard about it and did a 
big photo spread. The response was incredible. Everybody 
wanted one.

For guests?

Or for teens, in-laws, art studios, meditation 
retreats. The beauty is you can tuck one into any 
corner of your property . . . once you get past the 
zoning sharks. She and David pulled out of Peters 
firm when this whole thing took off. The two of them 
went into business and made a fortune overnight. She 
was written up everywhere, from the snooty publications 
to the mundane. Architectural Digest, House & 
Garden, Parade. Plus, she won all these design awards. 
It was astonishing.

What about David? How did he fit in?

Oh, she had to have him. She was such an airhead 
about business. She originated the designs, did preliminary 
sketches, and roughed out the floor plans. David 
had a degree and he was AIA, so he was responsible for 
drafting, all the blueprints and specs, things of that sort. 
He also did the marketing, advertising . . . the grunt 
work, in effect. Hasnt anybody told you this?

Not a bit, I said. I met Ken Voigt last night and
he talked about Isabelle briefly. As I said on the phone, 
Ive read all the files, but this is the first time Ive heard 
the particulars. How did Barney feel about her getting 
all the glory?

He probably resented it, but what could he do? His 
career had gone nowhere. The same was true of Peter 
Weidmann.

Simone moved to the table with a pitcher of iced 
tea and a plate of sandwiches. We sat down to eat. 
The coarse-textured bread was thinly sliced and lightly 
buttered. Leaves hung out of the sandwich like the 
trimmings from a garden.

Watercress, she said when she caught my expression.

My favorite, I murmured, but it turned out to be 
goodvery peppery and fresh. You have a picture of 
her?

Oh sure. Hang on and Ill get it.

No hurry. This is fine, I said with my mouth full, 
but she was up and moving over to the bed table, 
returning seconds later with a photograph in an ornate 
silver frame.

She passed me the picture and sat down again. She 
and I were twins. Fraternal, not identical. She was 
twenty-nine when that was taken.

I studied the picture. It was the first glimpse Id had 
of Isabelle Barney. She was prettier than Simone. She
had a softly rounded face with glossy dark hair that fell 
gracefully to her shoulders, silky strands forming a 
frame for her wide cheekbones. Her eyes were a clear 
brown. She had a strong short nose, a wide mouth, 
muted makeup, if any. She seemed to be wearing some 
kind of scoop-necked T-shirt, dark brown like her hair. 
I found myself nodding. I can see the resemblance. 
Whats your family background?

I passed the picture back and she propped it up at 
one end of the table. Isabelle watched us gravely as the 
conversation continued. Both our parents were artists 
and a bit eccentric. Mother had family money so she 
and Daddy never really did much. They went to Europe 
one summer on a six-week tour and ended up staying 
ten years.

Doing what?

She took a bite of sandwich, chewing some before 
she answered. Just bumming around. I dont know. 
They traveled and painted and lived like Bohemians. 
I guess they hung out on the fringes of polite society. 
Expatriates, like Hemingway. They came back to the 
States when World War Two broke out and somehow 
ended up in Santa Teresa. I think they read about it in 
a book and thought it sounded neat. Meanwhile, money 
was getting tight and Daddy decided hed better pay 
more attention to their investments. He turned out to be a whiz. By the time we were born, they were rolling
in it again.

Who was the oldest, you or Isabelle?

She took a sip of her iced tea and dabbed her mouth 
with a napkin. I was, by thirty minutes. Mother was 
forty-four when she had us and nobody had a clue she 
was carrying twins. Shed never been pregnant so she 
assumed she was in menopause when she first stopped 
having periods. She was a Christian Scientist and 
refused to see a doctor until the last possible minute. 
Shed been in labor fifteen hours when she finally agreed 
to have Daddy take her to the nearest hospital. They 
barely got her upstairs when I arrived. She was all set 
to hop off the table and go home again. She figured 
that was the end of it and the doctor did, too. He was 
expecting the placenta when Isabelle slid out.

Your parents still living?

She shook her head. Both died within a month of 
each other. We were nineteen at the time. Isabelle got 
married for the first time that year.

Are you married?

Not me. I feel like Ive been married, watching her 
go through hers.

Voigt was the second?

Right. Number one was killed in a boating accident.

What was it like being twins? Were the two of you 
alike?

Unh-unh. No way. God, we couldnt have been 
more different. She inherited the family talent and all 
the vices that went with it. Artwise, she excelled, but 
it all came so easily she didnt take it seriously. The 
minute she mastered a skill, she lost interest. Drawing, 
painting. She did a little bit of everything. She made 
jewelry, she sculpted. She got into textiles and did 
incredible work, but then she got restless. She wasnt 
satisfied. She always wanted to do something else. In a 
way, the tiny houses saved her, though she might have 
gotten bored if shed lived long enough.

I gather, from what Ken says, she had a problem 
with low self-esteem.

Among other things. She had all the inclinations of 
an addict. She smoked. She drank. She took pills any 
chance she got. She toked two or three joints a day. For 
a while, she dropped acid.

Howd she get any work done? Id be a basket 
case.

It didnt affect her in the least. Besides, she could 
afford all that stuff, which is too bad in a way. She 
never really had to work because we inherited money. 
Fortunately, she never got into cocaine or shed have 
gone through every cent.

Wasnt that hard on you, her being out of control?

It was hard on all of us. I was always the heavyparental, responsible. Especially since we were so young 
when our parents died. Isabelle got married, but I still 
felt like her mother. I admired her tremendously, but 
she was difficult. She couldnt sustain a relationship. 
She had nothing to give on a day-to-day basis. She was 
very self-involved. It was me, me, me.

Narcissistic, I supplied.

Yes, but I dont want to give the wrong impression. 
She had some wonderful qualities. She was warm and 
witty and she was terribly bright. She was fun. She had 
a good time. She really knew how to play. She taught 
me a lot about how to lighten up.

Tell me about David Barney.

David. Thats a tough one, she said and then 
paused to consider. Ill try to be fair. Id say hes 
handsome. Charming. Trivial. He and his wife moved 
up here from Los Angeles when he joined Peters firm.

He was married?

Not for long.

What happened to his ex?

Laura? Shes still around someplace. After David 
dumped her, she was forced to go to work, like every 
other ex-wife in town. God, women are getting screwed 
in divorces these days. For every guy who claims hes
been taken by some babe, I can show you six, eight, 
ten women whove been had financially. Anyway, Im 
sure shes in the book.

Go on.

Yes, well, David was a snob. He didnt want to 
work for a living any more than Isabelle did, except she 
was loving every minute of the work, not surprisingly. 
I mean, she had this sudden celebrity status and she ate 
it up. He was pushing her to sell the business while it 
was hot, before it peaked. He had some cockamamie 
scheme about prefabs and franchises. Im not really sure 
what his idea was, but she hated it. By then, she was 
disenchanted with the marriage anyway, feeling bullied 
and suffocated. She wanted out from under.

If theyd divorced, the business would have been 
considered community property, wouldnt it?

Sure. It would have been divided in half and hed 
have lost really big. Whatd she need him for? She could 
find half a dozen guys to fill his slot, but that wasnt 
true for him. Without her, he had zip. On the other 
hand, if she died, the business came to him intact . . . 
more or less. Her portion would go to Shelby, but he 
didnt have to worry about a four-year-old. At that 
point, Isabelle had already come up with so many 
preliminary sketches he could afford to coast and survive 
on the proceeds. Plus, with her dead, he must have
counted on collecting the insurance. Again, some would 
go to Shelby, but hes still going to rake in a bunch.

If he wins, I said. Wheres the house he leased 
when they separated?

She flapped her hand toward the ocean. As you 
leave the drive you turn left and its down half a mile. 
A big white monstrosity, one of those contemporary 
houses made out of glass and concrete. Its so ugly, you 
cant miss it.

Within easy walking distance?

He could have crawled its so close.

Were you here at the cottage the night she was 
killed?

Well, yes, but I didnt hear the shot. Shed phoned 
down here earlier to tell me the Seegers would be 
arriving late. Theyd called about the car trouble and 
she didnt want me to worry if I saw lights on in the 
house. We chatted for a while and she sounded great. 
Shed been such a mess.

Because of his harassment?

And the quarrels and the threats. Her life was a 
nightmare, but she was excited about San Francisco, 
looking forward to a little shopping, the theater, and 
the restaurants.

What time did you talk to her?

About nine, I guess. It wasnt late. Isabelle was a
night owl, but she knew I was usually in bed by ten. 
The first time I realized there was something wrong 
was when Don Seeger came down. He said they were 
worried because they couldnt get Isabelle to answer 
the door. They could see the fisheye was missing 
from the door and the hole looked burned. I grabbed a 
robe, got my key, and went up to the main house with 
him. We went in through the back door and found her 
in the foyer. I felt like a zombie. I was absolutely numb. 
So cold. It was awful, the worst night of my life. I 
could see tears for the first time and her face was 
suffused with pain. She fumbled in her pocket for a 
Kleenex and blew her nose. Sorry, she murmured.

I studied her for a moment. And you really think 
he killed her?

Theres not a doubt in my mind. I just dont know 
how youre going to prove it.

Me neither, I replied.

It was 2:34 when I left Simone and returned to my 
car. A heavy marine layer had begun to settle in, 
obscuring the view. The afternoon light already had the 
gray feel of twilight and the air was chilly. There was 
something distinctly unpleasant about having to pass 
the main house. I glanced quickly at the windows that 
looked out over the courtyard. There were lights burning 
in the living room, though the rooms upstairs were 
dark. No one seemed to be aware of my passing. The BMW was still parked where it had been when I
arrived. The Lincoln was gone. I unlocked my car and
slid under the steering wheel. I tucked the key in the
ignition and paused to scan the house again.

On this side, a loggia ran along the second story, the 
red tile roof supported by a series of white columns. 
A vine had grown up the pillars and trailed now along 
the overhang, lacy green with a white blossom, probably 
fragrant if you got close enough. The front door was 
bisected by a shadow from the balcony overhead, the 
view further eclipsed by the branches of the live oaks 
that crowded the walled garden. Because the driveway 
was long and curved up at such an angle, the house 
wasnt visible from the road below. A passerby might 
have caught sight of someone, approaching or departing, 
but at 1:30 in the morning, whod be up and 
about? Teenagers, perhaps, getting home from a date. I 
wondered if thered been a concert or a play that night, 
some charitable event that might have kept the area 
residents out after midnight. Id have to check back 
through the papers and find out what was going on, if 
anything. Isabelle had been killed in the early morning 
hours on the day after Christmas, which didnt sound 
promising. The fact that no one had ever stepped 
forward with information made the possibility of a 
witness seem even more remote.

I started the car and shifted into reverse, backing
around to my left so I could head down the driveway. 
David Barney had claimed he was out for a night 
jog when Isabelle was shot. Night jogging, right, in a 
neighborhood dark as pitch. Much of Horton Ravine 
had a rural feel to itwooded stretches without streetlights 
and no sidewalks at all. While no one could 
corroborate his story, there was no one to contradict it 
either. It didnt help matters that the cops had never 
come up with a single piece of evidence tying Barney to 
the scene. No witnesses, no weapon, no fingerprints. 
How was Lonnie going to nail the sucker if he had no 
ammunition?

I eased the VW down the driveway and hung a left 
at the bottom. I kept one eye on the odometer and the 
other on the road, cruising past several houses until 
I spotted the one that I was looking forthe place 
David Barney leased when he left Isabelles. The house 
in question was the architectural equivalent of a circus 
tent: white poured concrete, with a roof line broken 
into wedges that fanned out from a center pole. Each 
triangular section was supported by three gaily painted 
metal pipes. Most of the windows were irregularly 
shaped, angled to catch some aspect of the ocean view. 
My guess was that inside the floors would be aggregate 
concrete, with the plumbing and furnace ducts plainly 
visible and raw. Add some corrugated plastic panels 
and an atrium done up in wall-to-wall Astroturf and
youd have the kind of house Metropolitan Home 
might refer to as assured, unsparing, or brilliantly 
iconoclastic. Unremittingly tacky would also cover 
it. Pay enough for anything and it passes for taste.

I parked my car on the berm and hiked back along 
the road. I reached Isabelles driveway in exactly seven 
minutes. Walking up the drive might take another five 
at best. If you made the trip at night and didnt want 
to be seen, youd have to step off into the bushes if a 
car went past. At that hour, you werent likely to find 
anyone else out on foot. Returning to my car, I timed 
myself again. Eight minutes this round, but I wasnt 
really pushing it. I made a note of the numbers on the 
mailboxes by the road. The neighbors might know 
something that would be of help. Id have to do a door-to-door canvass to satisfy myself on that point.

Id scheduled my appointment with the Weidmanns 
for 3:30, which gave me twenty minutes to spare. In 
most investigations Im hired for, the object of the 
exercise is to flush out culprits: burglars, deadbeats, 
embezzlers, con artists, perpetrators of insurance fraud. 
Occasionally, I take on a missing-persons search, but 
the process is much the samelike picking at a piece 
of knitting until you find a loose thread. Pull at the 
right point and the whole garment comes unraveled. 
This one was different. Here, the quarry was known. 
The question wasnt who, but how to bring him down.
Morley Shine had already done a thorough (though 
poorly organized) investigation and hed come up with 
zilch. Now it was my turn, but what was left? I made 
some doodles on the page, hoping something would 
occur to me. Most of my doodles looked like great big 
goose eggs.
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Its been my observation that the rich like to subdivide 
into the haves and the have-mores. Whats the point 
in achieving status if you cant still be compared 
favorably with someone else in your peer group? Just 
because the wealthy band together doesnt mean theyve 
relinquished their desire to be judged superior. The 
circle is simply more select and the criteria more exotic. 
The assessment of personal real estate is a case in 
point. Mansions, while easily distinguished from middle-income 
tract houses, can be further classified according 
to a few easily remembered yardsticks. The size and 
location of the property should be given first consideration. 
Additionally, the longer the driveway, the 
more points will be accorded. The presence of a private 
security guard or a pack of attack-trained dogs would 
naturally be counted more discerning than mere electronic 
equipment, unless of an extremely sophisticated 
sort. Beyond that, one must factor in such matters as
guesthouses, spiked gates, reflecting pools, topiary, and 
excessive outdoor lighting. Obviously the fine points 
will vary from community to community, but none of 
these categories should be overlooked in assessing individual 
worth.

The Weidmanns lived on Lower Road, one of 
Horton Ravines less prestigious addresses. Despite the 
pricey tone of the neighborhood, half the homes were 
nondescript. Theirs was unremarkable, a one-story pale 
green stucco, adorned with wrought-iron porch supports 
and topped with a flat rock-composite roof. The 
lot was large and nicely landscaped, but the house was 
too close to the road to count for much. Given the fact 
that Peter Weidmann was an architect, Id expected a 
lavish layout, an entertainment pavilion or an indoor 
pool, embellishments that would reflect the full range 
of his design talents. Or maybe this one did that.

I parked on a concrete apron to one side of the 
house. Once on the porch, I rang the bell, and waited. I 
half expected a maid, but Mrs. Weidmann came to the 
front door herself. She must have been in her seventies, 
smartly turned out in a two-piece black velour sweatsuit 
and a pair of Rockport walking shoes.

Mrs. Weidmann? Im Kinsey Millhone, I said, 
holding out my hand politely.

She seemed disconcerted by the move and there was one of those embarrassing delays until we actually 
shook hands. There was something in the hesitationdistaste or pruderythat caused me to bristle inwardly. 
Her hair was a stiff cap of platinum blond, parted 
down the middle, the strands separating into two 
tense curls, like rams horns in the center. She had bags 
under her eyes and her upper lids had begun to droop, 
reducing the visible portion of her irises to mere hints 
of blue. Her skin was a peachy color, her cheeks tinted 
a hot pink. She looked like shed just flunked a stress 
test, but a closer examination showed she was simply 
wearing foundation and blusher in a shade far too vivid 
for her coloring.

She stared at me, as if waiting for a little door-to-door 
salesmanship. What was this regarding? Im 
afraid its slipped my mind.

I work for Lonnie Kingman, Kenneth Voigts attorney 
in his suit against David Barney

Oh! Yes, yes, yes. Of course. You wanted to speak 
to Peter about the murder. Terrible. I believe you said 
the other fellow died. What was his name, that investigator. 
. . . She tapped her fingers on her forehead as if 
to stimulate thought.

Morley Shine, I said.

Thats the one. She lowered her voice. I thought 
he was dreadful. I didnt like him.

Really, I said, feeling instantly defensive. Id 
always thought Morley was a good investigator and a 
nice man besides.

She wrinkled her nose and the corners of her mouth 
turned up. He smelled so peculiar. Im sure the man 
drank. Her expression was one of perpetual pained 
smiles superimposed on profound disapproval. Age 
plays cruel tricks on the human face; all our repressed 
feelings become visible on the surface, where they 
harden like a mask. He was here several times, asking 
all these silly questions. I hope you dont intend to do 
that.

I will have to ask some, but I hope not to be a 
bother. May I come in?

Of course. Please excuse my bad manners. Peters 
in the garden. We can chat out there. I was going out 
for my walk when you knocked, but I can do that in a 
bit. Do you exercise?

I jog

Joggings very bad. All that pounding is much too 
hard on the knees, she said. Walkings the thing. My 
doctor is Julian Clifford . . . do you know him?

I shook my head.

Hes a top orthopedic surgeon. Hes also a neighbor 
and a very dear friend. I cant tell you how often hes 
warned me about the harm people do in their determination 
to jog. Its absurd.

Really, I said faintly.

She went on in this vein, her tone argumentative 
though I offered no resistance. I had no intention of 
altering my regimen for a woman who thought Morley 
smelled bad. Her shoes made no sound as we crossed 
the marble-tiled foyer and moved down a hallway to 
the rear of the house. While the exterior was strictly 
fifties ranch style, the interior was furnished in an 
Oriental motif: Persian carpets, matching silk-paneled 
screens, ornate mirrors, a black lacquer chest inlaid 
with mother-of-pearl. She had two matching cloisonn 
vases the size of umbrella stands. Many items seemed 
to come in pairs, one placed on either side of something 
grotesque.

I followed her through the kitchen and out the back 
door, where a concrete patio ran across the rear of the 
house. Four low steps led down to a brick walk that 
extended into a small formal garden. Toward the rear 
of the property, I could see a woody area peppered with 
toadstools, some growing singly, some in fairy rings. 
The air smelled damply of dead leaves and mosses. A 
few forlorn birds were still perched in the treetops, their 
singing disconsolate as winter crept closer.

The patio furniture was wrought iron and canvas, 
the seat cushions fading from exposure to the weather. 
Peter Weidmann was napping, a thick hardback book 
lying open in his lap. Id glanced at a copy in a bookstore recently: Part One of some celebritys boring 
autobiography as told to some writer whod been 
hired to render it intelligent. It looked as if hed read all 
the way to page five. A sprinkling of cigarette butts 
surrounded his chair. He was probably not allowed to 
smoke in the house.

He looked like a man whod lived all his life in a 
business suit. Now retired, he wore dark, stiff jeans 
and a new plaid flannel shirt, packing creases still 
showing, two buttons open to expose a portion of his 
white undershirt. Why does a man like that look so 
vulnerable in leisure clothes? He was narrow through 
the face, with black unruly eyebrows and short-cropped 
white hair. He and Yolanda had reached that stage in 
their fifty-year marriage where she looked more like his 
mother than his wife.

This is called active retirement, she said with a 
laugh. I wish I could retire, but of course, I never 
had a job. Her tone of voice was jocular, though 
her comment was bitter. The pretended humor barely 
served to mask the bite underneath. She nudged his 
shoulder, relishing the excuse to disturb his peace and 
quiet. Someone to see you, Peter.

I can come back a little later. Theres no need to 
wake him.

He wont mind a bit. Its not as if hes done any 
hard work today. She leaned close and said, Peter.

He roused himself with a start, disoriented by the 
depths of his sleep and the sudden voice in his ear.

We have company. Its about Isabelle and David. 
This young woman is Mr. Kingmans secretary. She 
turned to me with a sudden worry. I hope thats right. 
Youre not an attorney yourself, are you?

Im a private investigator.

I didnt think you looked like an attorney. Your 
name again is what?

Mr. Weidmann set his book aside and rose to his 
feet. He extended his hand. Peter Weidmann.

We shook hands. Im Kinsey Millhone. Sorry to 
disturb you.

Thats quite all right. Would you like some coffee 
or a cup of tea?

Thanks, but Im fine.

Yolanda said to him, Well, its much too chilly to 
be out on the porch. And then to me, Hes had the 
flu twice this winter and Im not about to go through 
that again. I was exhausted from all the fetching and 
carrying. Men are such babies when it comes to being 
sick. The complaint was accompanied by a wink to 
me. Shed claim she was teasing if Peter took offense.

Im afraid I dont make a very good patient, he 
said.

Its not something youd want to be good at, I 
replied.

He made a gesture toward the house. We can talk 
in the den.

We formed a little three-person procession into 
the house, which seemed nearly stuffy after the damp 
air outside. The den was small and the furniture had 
the same shabby feel as the porch chairs. I suspected the 
house was divided into his and hers. Her portion 
was well appointedexpensive, overdecorated, filled 
with objects probably collected from various trips to 
foreign ports. Shed co-opted the living room, the 
formal dining room, the kitchen, the breakfast room, 
and most probably all the bathrooms, the guest bedroom, 
and the master suite. Hed been accorded the 
back porch and the den, where hed carefully hoarded 
all the household items she was threatening to throw 
out.

As soon as we entered the paneled den, she began to 
wave her hands in the air, making a face about the 
smell of cigarette smoke. For heavens sake, Peter, 
this is dreadful. I dont see how you can stand it. She 
moved over and cranked a window open, fanning the 
air with a magazine shed picked up.

Im not all that fond of cigarette smoke myself, but 
with her making such a scene, I found myself coming 
to his defense. Dont worry about it. It doesnt bother 
me, I said.

She picked up a filled ashtray and made a face. Well, it might not bother you, but its disgusting, 
she said. Just let me fetch the Airwick. She moved 
out of the room taking the offending ashtray with her. 
The tension level dropped a notch. I turned my attention 
to the wall above the fireplace, which was hung 
with framed celebrity photographs. I moved closer to 
have a look. These are you?

In the main, he said.


There were pictures of Peter Weidmann with the 
mayor at a groundbreaking ceremony, Isabelle Barney 
in the background; Peter at a banquet receiving some 
kind of placard; Peter at a construction site, posed 
with the contractor. The latter photo had apparently 
been run in the local newspaper because someone had 
clipped it, framed it, and hung it beside the original. 
The caption identified the occasion as the dedication of 
a new recreational facility. From the various cars visible 
in the background, I judged the majority of the pictures 
had been taken in the early seventies. Along with the 
commercial projects, there were photographs of residential 
sites. Two photographs featured minor-level movie 
stars whose homes hed apparently designed and built. 
I took a moment to view the whole gallery, as interested 
in seeing Isabelle as I was in seeing him. I like to watch 
people at work. Our occupations bring out aspects of 
our personalities no one would ever dream of if they 
met us in civilian settings.


In his hard hat and coveralls, Peter looked young, 
very sure of himself. It wasnt simply that the pictures 
had been taken years ago when he was, in fact, 
younger. This must have been the apex of his career, 
with everything going right. He had had big projects in 
the works. He must have had recognition, influence, 
money, friends. He looked happy. I glanced over at the 
man beside me, so lusterless by comparison.


I caught him watching my reaction. This is great, 
I said.

He smiled. Ive been very fortunate. He pointed to 
one of the photos. Sam Eaton, the state senator, he 
said. I did a house for him and his wife, Mary Lee. 
This is Harris Angel, the Hollywood film producer. 
Youve probably heard of him.

I said, The name sounds familiar, though it didnt 
at all.

Yolanda returned with the Airwick. Maria put this 
in the refrigerator of all places, she said. She set the 
bottle on the table and exposed the wick. The scent that 
wafted out, a cross between Raid and shoe polish, made 
me long for the smell of cigarette smoke instead.

I took in the rest of the room at a glance. There 
was a stack of newspapers on the floor beside Peters 
leather wing chair, a smaller pile of papers on the ottoman, 
magazines on the end table, and evidence of lunch 
dishes. There was a library table arranged under the
windows that overlooked the backyard. On it was an 
old portable typewriter, a stack of books, and a second 
ashtray filled with cigarette butts. An old dining-room 
chair was pulled up to the table, with a second chair 
nearby piled high with paperbacks. The wastebasket 
was full.

She caught my eye. Hes working on a history of 
Santa Teresa architecture. I realized in a flash that in 
spite of her hostility, she was also proud of him.

Sounds interesting.

Its just something Im fooling around with, he put 
in.

She had to laugh again. Ive got plenty for him to 
do if he gets tired of that. Have a seat if you can find a 
place. I hope you can stand the mess. I wont even let 
the cleaning woman in here. Its too far gone. She can 
do the whole house in the time it takes her to get this 
one room straightened up.

He smiled uncomfortably. Now, Yolanda. Be fair. 
I clean the place myself . . . sometimes as often as twice 
a year.

But not this year, she said, topping him.

He let the subject matter drop. He cleared his leather 
wing chair for her and pulled over a dining-room chair 
for me. I pushed some files aside, making room to sit.

Just put those files on the floor, she said.

This is fine. I was already tired of the game they playedher put-downs, his collusion, my pro forma 
reassurances. Did you want to get your walk in? I 
didnt mean to hold you up.

Her expression shifted. Being brittle herself, she was 
easily injured. I can certainly do that if you think Im 
in the way.

Now, now, now. You stay right where you are, he 
said. Im sure shes here to talk to both of us.

I suppose we could have some sherry, she said 
hesitantly.

He waved her into the chair. Ill do that. You just 
have a seat.

Please dont go to any trouble. I have to be somewhere 
else shortly. This was not entirely true, but I 
wasnt sure how much more I could endure. I took 
my notebook out of my handbag and leafed through 
the pages. Let me ask a couple of questions and then 
I can get out of here. I dont want to take any more 
of your time than I have to.

Peter sank into a chair. Exactly what is it youre 
doing?

Yolanda adjusted one of the rings she wore, making 
sure the square-cut diamond was properly centered 
on her finger. Youll have to pardon Peter. I only 
explained it to him twice.

This is a follow-up to Morley Shines investigation, I said, ignoring her. Frankly, were hoping to 
strengthen the plaintiffs case. Did you have contact 
with David or Isabelle on the day she died?

He said, I dont remember anything specific, but it 
seems unlikely.

Well, of course its unlikely. You were in the hospital, 
dont you remember? Your heart attack was 
December fifteenth that year. You were at St. Terrys 
until January second. I was afraid to tell you about 
Isabelle because I didnt want you upset.

His look was blank. I suppose thats right. Id 
forgotten that it all happened in that same period, 
he said to her. And then to me, Theyd pulled out of 
the firm by then and set up offices of their own.

Taking any client they could, she inserted with 
acid.

Was there bad blood about that?

She fiddled primly with her ring. Not to hear him 
tell it, but of course there was.

Now, Yolanda, thats not true. I wished her all the 
best.

Peter hates to make a fuss. He wont confront 
anyone, least of all someone like her. After all hed 
done.

As I understand it, Isabelle came up with the idea 
for tiny houses while she was working for you.

Thats right.

What about . . . whats it called . . . proprietary 
rights? Wouldnt the idea actually belong to you?

Peter started to answer, but Yolanda broke in. Of 
course. He never even asked her to sign the form. The 
woman walked out with everything. He wouldnt even 
press the point, though I begged him to. In effect, 
Isabelle stole millions from himliterally millions. . . .

I formed my next question with care. I could already 
tell Peter was much too circumspect to be of any use in 
my investigation. Yolanda, the spite queen, was going 
to serve me well if I could set her up right. You must 
have been furious.

And why wouldnt I be? She was a self-indulgent, 
degenerate She bit off the sentence.

Go on, I said.

Yolanda, Peter said with a warning look.

She amended her stance. I wouldnt want to speak 
ill.

It wont hurt her at this point. I understand she was 
excessive

Excessive doesnt begin to cover it. She was downright 
dishonest!

Peter leaned toward his wife. I dont think we 
should present a totally biased view. You may not have 
been fond of her, but she was talented.

Yes, she was, Yolanda said, coloring. And I supposeto be fair about ither problems were not all 
her fault. Sometimes I almost felt sorry for her. She was 
neurotic and high-strung. The woman had everything 
but happiness. David latched onto her like a parasite 
and he sucked her dry.

I waited for more, but she seemed to have run down. 
I looked at Peter. Is that your analysis?

Its not my place to judge.

Im not asking you to judge her. Id like your point 
of view. It might help me understand the situation.

He thought about that one briefly and apparently 
decided it made sense. She was unfortunate. I dont 
know what else to say.

How long did she work for you?

A little over four years. An informal apprenticeship.

Simone told me she didnt actually have an architectural 
degree, I said.

Thats correct. Isabelle had no formal design training. 
She had wonderful ideas. She bubbled over with 
enthusiasm. It was almost as if the same reservoir fed 
both her creativity and her destruction.

Was she a manic-depressive?

She seemed to live with very high levels of anxiety, 
which is why she drank, he said.

She drank because she was an alcoholic, Yolanda 
put in.

We dont know that, he said.

She had to laugh at that, patting herself on the chest 
to curb her merriment. Youll never get a man to 
admit a beautiful woman is flawed.

I could feel the tension collecting again at the back 
of my neck. What sort of man is David Barney? I 
gather hes an architect. Is he talented?

Yolanda said, Hes a carpenter with pretensions.

Peter brushed her response aside. Hes a very good 
technician, Peter said.

Technician?

Thats not meant as criticism.

Hes the defendant. You can criticize all you like.

Im reluctant to do that. After all, were in the same 
profession even though Im retired. Its a small town. 
I dont feel its my place to comment on his qualifications.

What about the man himself?

I never cared for him personally.

Oh, for Gods sake, Peter. Why dont you tell her 
the truth? You cant stand the man. Nobody can abide 
him. Hes sly and dishonest. He manipulates left and 
right

Yolanda

Dont you Yolanda me! Shes asked for an opinion 
and Im giving her mine. Youre so busy being nice you forget how to tell the truth. David Barney is a spider. 
Peter thought we should all socialize, and we did, over 
my protest. I felt it was going too far. When the two of 
them were in Peters firm, I tried to be pleasant. I didnt 
care for David, but I did what was expected. Isabelle 
had brought in a great deal of business and we were 
appreciative of that. Once she got involved with David 
. . . he was not a good influence.

I refocused my attention. Shed be great on the 
witness stand if she could keep from losing it. Howd 
she manage to bring in so much business?

She had a lot of money and she traveled in the right 
circles. People looked up to her because it was clear she 
had exquisite taste. She was very stylish. Whatever she 
took up, everyone else followed suit.

When she and David left, they took a lot of clients 
with them?

Thats not unusual, Peter said hastily. Its unfortunate, 
of course, but it happens in every business.

It was a disaster, Yolanda said. Peter retired 
shortly afterwards. The last time we saw them was the 
dinner party they gave Labor Day weekend.

When the gun disappeared?

The two exchanged a look. Peter cleared his throat 
again. We heard about that later.

We heard about it at the time. There was a frightful
quarrel upstairs in the master bedroom. Of course, 
we didnt know the subject, but thats certainly what 
it was.

Whats your theory about who might have taken 
it?

Well, he did, of course, Yolanda said without the 
slightest hesitation.
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I stopped by the office briefly and typed up my notes. 
The light on my answering machine was blinking merrily. 
I punched the Replay button and listened to the message. 
It was Isabelles friend Rhe Parsons, sounding harried 
and dutiful, the kind of person who returns a phone call 
just to get it over with. I tried her number, letting the 
phone ring while I leafed through one of the files sitting 
on my desk. Where was I going to find a witness who 
could put David Barney at the murder scene? Lonnies 
suggestion was facetious, but what a coup that would 
be. Four rings . . . five. I was just about to hang up when 
someone answered abruptly on the other end. Yes?

Oh, hi. This is Kinsey Millhone. May I speak to 
Rhe Parsons?

Youre doing it. Whos this?

Kinsey Millhone. I left a message

Oh, right, right, she cut in. About Isabelle. I 
dont understand what you want.

Look, I know you talked to Morley Shine a couple 
of months ago.

Who?

The investigator who was handling this. Unfortunately, 
he had a heart at

I never talked to anyone about Isabelle.

You didnt talk to Morley? He was working for an 
attorney in the lawsuit filed by Kenneth Voigt.

I dont know about any of this stuff.

Sorry. Maybe I was misinformed. Why dont I tell 
you whats going on, I said. I went through a brief 
explanation of the lawsuit and the job Id been hired to 
do. I promise I wont take any more of your time than 
I have to, but I would like to have a quick chat.

Im swamped. You couldnt have called at a worse 
time, she said. Im a sculptor with a show coming up 
in two days. Every minute Ive got is devoted to that.

What about coffee or a glass of wine later this 
afternoon? It doesnt have to be nine to five. I can come 
at your convenience.

But it has to be today, right? Cant it wait a week?

We have a court date coming up. Were all busy, I 
thought.

Look, I dont mean to sound bitchy, but shes been 
gone for six years. Whatever happens to David Barney, 
it wont bring her back to life. So whats the point, you 
know?

I said, Theres no point to anything if you get right 
down to it. We could all blow our brains out, but we 
dont. Sure, shes gone, but her death doesnt have to 
be senseless.

There was a silence. I knew she didnt want to do it 
and I hated to press, but this was serious.

She shifted her position, still annoyed, but willing to 
bend a bit. Jesus. I teach drawing at Adult Ed from 
seven to ten oclock tonight. If you stop by, we can talk 
while the students work. Thats the best I can do.

Great. Thats perfect. I appreciate your help.

She gave me directions. Room ten, at the back.

Ill see you there.



I arrived home at 5:35 and saw that Henrys kitchen 
light was on. I walked from my back door to his, 
peering in through the screen. He was sitting in his 
rocker with his daily glass of Jack Daniels, reading 
the paper while his supper cooked. Through the screen, 
I was assailed by the heady scent of frying onions and 
sausage. Henry set his paper aside. Come on in.

I opened the screen door and stepped into the 
kitchen. A big pot of water was just coming to a boil 
and I could see tomato sauce simmering on the back 
burner. Hi, babe, how are you? Whatever youre cooking, 
it smells divine.

Hed be handsome at any age, but at eighty-three 
he was eleganttall, lean, with snowy white hair and 
blue eyes that seemed to burn in his tanned face. 
Im putting together a lasagna for later. William gets 
in tonight. Henrys older brother William, who was 
eighty-five to his eighty-three, had suffered a heart 
attack in August and hadnt been doing well since. 
Henry had debated a trip back to Michigan to see 
him, but had decided to postpone the visit until Williams 
health improved. Apparently he was better because 
Henryd received a call to say he was coming here.

Thats right. I forgot. Well, that should be an 
adventure. How long will he stay?

I agreed to two weeks, longer if I can stand him. 
Itll be a pain in the ass. Physically, hes recovered, but 
hes been depressed for months. Really down in the 
dumps. Lewis says hes totally self-obsessed. Im sure 
Lewis is sending him out here to get even with me.

What did you do to him?

Oh, who knows? He wont say. You know how 
parental Lewis gets. He likes to have me think about 
my sins in case theres one I havent told him about. I 
stole a girl from him once back in 1926. I think this is 
to retaliate for her, but maybe not. Hes got a long 
memory and not a shred of beneficence. Henrys 
brother Lewis was eighty-six. His brother Charlie was 
ninety-one, and his only sister would be ninety-four on the thirty-first of December. Actually, Ill bet it wasnt 
his idea at all. Nells probably throwing William out. 
She never liked him that much and now she says all he 
does is talk about death. She doesnt want to hear it 
with a birthday coming up. Says its bumming her out.

What times his plane get in?

Eight-fifteen, if it doesnt crash, of course. I thought 
Id bring him back here for salad and lasagna, maybe 
go up to Rosies for a beer after that. You want to join 
us for supper? I made a cherry pie for dessert. Well, 
actually, I made six. The other five go to Rosie to pay 
off my bar tab. Rosies is the local tavern, run by a 
Hungarian woman with an unpronounceable last name. 
Since Henrys retirement from commercial baking, hes 
begun to barter his wares. He also caters tea parties in 
the neighborhood, where hes much in demand.

Cant do it, I said. Ive got an appointment at 
seven and it may run late. I thought Id grab a quick 
bite up at Rosies before I head out.

Maybe you can catch us tomorrow. I dont know 
how well spend the day. Depressed people never do 
much. Ill probably sit around and watch him take his 
Elavil.



The building that houses Rosies looks as if it might 
once have been a grocers. The exterior is plain and narrow, the plate-glass windows obscured by peeling beer 
ads and buzzing neon signs. The tavern is sandwiched 
between an appliance repair shop and an ill-lighted 
Laundromat whose patrons wander into Rosies to wait 
out their washing cycles, chugging beer and smoking 
cigarettes. The floors are wooden. The walls are plywood, 
stained a dark mahogany. The booths that line 
the perimeter are crudely built, destined to give you 
splinters if you slide too fast across the seat. There are 
eight to ten tables with black Formica tops, usually 
one leg out of four slightly shorter than the rest. Mealtime 
at Rosies is often spent trying to right the wobble, 
with the endless intervention of stacked paper matchbooks 
and folded napkins. The lighting is the sort that 
makes you look like youve been abusing your Tan-in-a-Bottle.

Dinner was uneventful once I knuckled under and 
ordered what Rosie told me. Shes a formidable presence: 
in her sixties, Hungarian, short, top-heavy, a 
merciless enforcer for the food Mafia. The special that 
night was called gulyashus, which had to translate to 
beef stew.

I was thinking of a salad. I need to clean up my act 
after too much junk food.

Salad is for after. The gulyashus comes first. I make 
very authentic. Youre gonna love it, she said. She was 
already penciling the order in the little notebook shed
begun to carry. I wondered if she kept a running 
account of all the meals Id eaten there. I tried to peek 
at the page once and she rapped me with her pencil.

Rosie, I dont even know what gulyashus is.

Just hush and Im telling you.

Tell me then. I cant wait.

She had to get herself all settled for the recital, 
like a concert violinist with her feet placed properly. 
She makes a point of speaking lumpy English which 
she apparently thinks contributes to her authority. In 
Hungarian, the word gulys means herdsman. Like a 
shepherd. This dish originate in ninth century. His very 
good. The shepherd cook up these cubes of meat with 
ongion, very little moisture. No paprika then so I dont 
use myself. When all the liquid is boil out, the meat is 
dried in the sun and then stored in this bag made of the 
sheeps . . . how you say . . .

Balls?

Estomach.

Previously digested. Very tasty. Ill take it. I dont 
want to hear the rest.

Good choice, she said complacently.

The dish she brought was actually what my aunt 
used to call galoshes, cubes of beef simmered with 
onion and thickened with sour cream. It really was 
wonderful and the tart salad afterward was the perfect 
contrast. Rosie allowed me to have a glass of mediocre red wine, some rolls and butter, and a cheese tray for 
dessert. The dinner cost only nine dollars so I couldnt 
complain. Dimly I wondered if, for total obedience, Id 
sold out too cheap.

While I drank my coffee, she stood by my table and 
complained. Her busboy, Miguel, a sullen lad of forty-five, was threatening to quit if she didnt give him a 
raise. Is ridiculous. Why should he get more? Just 
because he learned to wash a dish like I teach him? 
He should pay me.

Rosie! I said. The man started washing dishes 
when Ralph quit six months ago. Now hes doing two 
jobs and he ought to be paid. Besides, its nearly 
Christmas.

Is easy work, she remarked, undismayed by the 
notions of fair play, justice, or seasonal generosity.

Its been two years since his last raise. He told me 
that himself.

You taking his side, I see.

Well, of course I am. Hes been a good employee. 
Without him, youd be lost.

Her look was stubborn. I dont like men who 
pout.



The Adult Education facility where Rhe Parsons was 
teaching was located on Bay Street, on the far side of
the freeway about two blocks from St. Terrys Hospital. 
Once an elementary school, the complex consisted of 
some offices, a small auditorium, and countless portable 
classrooms. Room ten was at the rear of the parking 
lot, an oversize art studio with a door on either end. 
Light poured out onto the walkway. I have a natural 
aversion to educational institutions, but drawing seemed 
benignunlike math or chemistry. I peered in.

The interior was unfurnished except for easels and a 
few straight-backed wooden chairs. In the center of the 
room there was a low platform where a woman in a 
bathrobe, presumably the model, was perched on a tall 
wooden stool, reading a magazine. Students milled 
about, their ages ranging from late thirties into the 
seventies. In Santa Teresa, most adult education courses 
are offered free of charge. In a lab class like this there 
might be a two-dollar fee for materials, but most enrollment 
is open and costs the students nothing. I stood in 
the back of the studio. Behind me, cars were still pulling 
into the parking lot. It was 6:52 and people were 
still arriving, chatting as they entered the classroom. 
I watched as several women dragged additional easels 
from a small supply room. A coffee urn had been set 
up and I could see a big pink bakery box, probably 
filled with cookies to have with coffee during the break. 
A tape of Kitaros Silk Road was playing, the sound 
low, infiltrating the room with a seductive tone. I could smell oil paint and chalk dust and the first bubbling
evidence of strong coffee perking.

I spotted the woman I assumed to be Rhe Parsons 
emerging from a small supply closet with a roll of 
newsprint and a box of pencils; jeans, a denim work 
shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a pack of cigarettes 
visible in her left breast pocket. No makeup, no bra. 
She wore heavy leather sandals and a hand-tooled 
leather belt. Her hair was dark, pulled back in a 
French braid that extended halfway down her back. 
I placed her in her late thirties and wondered if shed 
been at Woodstock once upon a time. Id seen clips of 
the concert and I could picture her cavorting barefoot 
through the mud, stark naked, with a joint, her hair 
down to her waist and daisies painted on her cheek. 
Growing up had made her crabby, which happens to 
the best of us. She set the pencils on the counter and 
carried the newsprint to a big worktable where she 
began to cut off uniform sheets, using an industrial-size 
paper cutter. Several students without sketch pads 
formed a ragged line, waiting for her to finish. She must 
have sensed my scrutiny. She looked up, catching sight 
of me, and then went on about her business. I crossed 
the room and introduced myself. She couldnt have 
been more pleasant. Perhaps, like many habitually 
cranky people, her irritation passed in the moment, to 
be replaced by something sunnier.

Sorry if I seemed short with you on the telephone. 
Let me get these guys going and we can talk out in the 
breezeway. She checked her watch, which she wore 
on the inner aspect of her wrist. It was seven straight 
up. She clapped her hands once. Okay, people. Settle 
down. Were paying Linda by the hour. Were going 
to start with quick sketches, one minute each. This 
is to loosen up so dont worry about the small stuff. 
Think big. Fill the paper. I dont want any tight-ass tiny 
images. Betsys going to be the timekeeper. When the 
bell rings, grab the next sheet of newsprint and start 
again. Any questions? Okay, then. Lets have some fun 
with this.

There was a bit of a scramble while the late students 
found empty easels. The model hopped off the stool, 
dropped her robe, and struck a pose, leaning forward 
with her hands on the wooden stool, a graceful curve 
to her back. It was comforting to see that she looked 
like an ordinary mortalround and misproportioned, 
her torso softened by motherhood. The woman working 
next to me studied the model briefly and began to 
draw. Fascinated, I watched her capture the line of 
the models shoulder, the arch of her spine. The quiet 
in the room was intense against the lyrical meandering 
of the music.

Rhe was watching me. Her eyes were a khaki green, 
her brows ragged. She moved toward the rear exit and I followed. The night air was fifteen degrees cooler than 
the room itself. She reached for a cigarette and lit it, 
leaning against one of the supports. You ever draw? 
You seemed interested.

Can you really teach people how to do that?

Of course. You want to learn?

I laughed. I dont know. It makes me nervous. Ive 
never done anything remotely artistic.

You ought to try it. I bet youd like it. I teach the 
basics fall semester. This is life drawing, for people 
with a little drawing experience. Do what I tell you, 
you could pick it up in no time. Her gaze strayed out 
across the parking lot.

Are you expecting someone?

She looked back at me. My daughters stopping by. 
She wants to borrow my car. Hang around long enough 
and I may bum a ride home.

Sure, I could do that.

She went back to the subject, maybe hoping to 
postpone any talk of Isabelle. Ive been drawing since 
I was twelve. I can remember when it happened. Sixth 
grade. We were out on a field trip in a little park with 
a pond. Everybody else drew the fountain with these 
flat stick people at the edge. I drew the spaces between 
the chicken wire in the fence. My drawing looked 
real. Everybody elses looked like sixth graders on a 
field trip. It was like an optical illusion . . . something shifted. I felt my brain do a sudden quickstep and it 
made me laugh. After that, I was like this art prodigy 
. . . the star of my class. I could draw anything.

I envy you that. I always thought itd be neat. Can 
I ask about Isabelle? You said your time was in short 
supply.

She looked away from me then, her voice dropping 
somewhat. You might as well. Why not? I talked to 
Simone this afternoon and she filled me in.

Sorry about the confusion over Morley Shine. 
According to the files, hed already talked to you. I was 
just going to fill in the blanks.

She shrugged. I never heard a word from him, 
which is just as well. Id have really been annoyed if 
I had to have the same conversation twice. Anyway, 
what is it you want to know?

Howd you meet?

Out at UCST. We took a printmaking class. I was 
eighteen, unmarried, with a kid on my hands. Tippy 
was two. I knew who the father was. Hes always 
pitched in with her and helped me out with the money, 
but hes not the kind of guy Id ever marry. . . .

I pictured a dope dealer with his nose pierced, a tiny 
ruby sitting on his nostril like a semiprecious booger, 
long, unwashed hair tumbling halfway down his back.

. . . Isabelle had just turned nineteen and she was 
engaged to the guy who was later killed in a boat. We were both way too young for the shit that was coming 
down, but it bonded us like cement. We were friends 
for fourteen years. I really miss her.

Are you close to Simone?

In some ways I am, but its not like Isabelle. For 
sisters, they were very different . . . remarkably so. Iz 
was special. She really was. Very gifted. She paused to 
take the last drag from her cigarette, which she flipped 
into the parking lot. Tip adored Isabelle, who was like 
a second mother to her. She told Iz the secrets she didnt 
have the nerve to tell me. Which is just as well, in my 
opinion. There are things Im not sure any mother needs 
to know about her kid. She interrupted herself by 
holding an index finger up. Let me take a break here 
and see how the class is doing.

She moved to the doorway and looked in on the 
class. I saw one of the students, a man in his sixties, 
turn a befuddled face toward her. He put a tentative 
hand up. Hang on a sec, she said, I better earn my 
paycheck.

The man whod summoned her launched into a long-winded 
question. Rhe used hand gestures as she made 
her response, almost like American Sign Language for 
the deaf. Whatever her point, he didnt seem to get it at 
first. The model had changed her pose and was perched 
again on the stool, one bare foot resting on the second 
rung. I could see the angle of her hip and the line where
her buttock was flattened out by the wood. Rhe had 
moved on. I waited while she completed the circuit, 
making her way from one easel to the next.

I heard footsteps behind me and I turned, glancing 
back. A young woman was approaching in tight jeans 
and high-heeled cowboy boots. She wore a Western-cut 
shirt and a big leather bag slung across her shoulder 
like a mail pouch. Her face was a clumsier version of 
Rhes, though I suspected the maturation process 
would refine her features somewhat. At the moment, 
she looked like a rough pencil sketch for a portrait in 
oil. Her face was wide, her cheeks still rounded with 
the last vestiges of baby fat, but she had the same 
green eyes, the same long, dark hair pulled up in a braid. 
I placed her in her late teens or very early twenties. 
Bright-looking, good energy. She flashed me a smile.

Is my mother in there?

Shell be out in a minute. Are you Tippy?

Yes, she said, surprised. Do I know you?

I was just talking to your mom and she said youd 
be stopping by. My name is Kinsey.

You teach here, too?

I shook my head. Im a private investigator.

She half smiled, getting ready for the punch line. 
For real?

Yep.

Cool. Investigating what?

Im working for an attorney on a case going into 
court.

Her smile faded. Is this about my aunt Isabelle?

Yes.

I thought that already went to court and the guy 
got away with it.

Were trying again. A different angle this time. We 
may nail him if were lucky.

Tippys expression seemed to darken. I never liked 
him. What a creep.

What do you remember?

She made a face . . . reluctance, resistance, a touch 
of regret perhaps. Nothing much, except we all cried 
a bunch. Like for weeks. It was awful. I was sixteen 
when she died. She wasnt my real aunt, but we were 
really close.

Rhe emerged from the classroom with her key ring 
in her hand. Hi, baby. I thought that was you out 
here. I see you met Miss Millhone.

Tippy gave her mothers cheek a kiss. We were just 
waiting for you. You look tired.

Im okay. How was work?

Work was fine. Corey says I might get a raise, but 
its only like three percent.

Dont knock it. Way to go, Rhe said. What time 
are you picking Karen up?

Fifteen minutes ago. Im already late.

Tippy and I watched while Rhe slipped the car key 
from the ring and then pointed toward the parking lot. 
Its in the third row, to the left. I want the car back by 
midnight.

Were not even out until quarter of! Tippy yelped 
in protest.

As soon as possible after that. And dont run me 
out of gas the way you did last time.

It was empty when you gave it to me!

Would you just do what I say?

Why, you have a date? Tippy asked impishly.

Tippy . . .

Im just teasing, she said. She plucked the key 
from her mothers hand and started off across the 
parking lot, bootheels clacking.

Gee, Mom, I hope this isnt inconvenient, Rhe 
called toward her departing form. Thank you, darling 
mother.

Youre welcome, Tippy called back.

Rhe shook her head with the kind of mock disgust 
that only a totally smitten parent indulges in. Twenty 
years theyre totally self-involved, then they turn around 
and get married.

I know people must say this to you all the time, but 
you really dont look old enough to be her mother.

Rhe smiled. I was sixteen when she was born.

She seems like a neat kid.

Well she is, thanks to AA, which she joined when 
she was sixteen.

Alcoholics Anonymous? Are you serious?

The drinking started when she was ten. I was 
working to support us and the baby-sitter was a lush. 
Tip would go there after school and guzzle beer every 
chance she got. I never had a clue! Here I am thinking 
its neat because my child is so docile and obedient. She 
never once complained. She never whined if I was late 
or had to leave her overnight. I had other friends who 
were single moms like me. They had a bitch of a time. 
Their kids ran away, or caused trouble. Not my little 
Tippy. She was so easy to get along with. She didnt do 
well in school and she had the flu a lot, but otherwise 
she seemed fine. I guess I was in denial, because I know 
now she was drunk or hung over half the time.

Youre lucky she straightened out.

Part of that was Izzys death. It did us in. It made 
us closer. We lost the best friend we ever had, but at 
least it brought us back together.

Howd you find out about her drinking?

She reached a point where she was drinking so 
much I couldnt miss it. By the time she reached high 
school, she was really out of control. Popping pills. 
She smoked dope. Shed had her drivers license six 
months and shed already had two wrecks. Plus, she 
stole anything that wasnt nailed down. This was actually the autumn before Isabelles murder at Christmastime. 
Shed started her junior year, cutting classes, 
flunking tests. I couldnt handle it. I kicked her out, so 
she went to live with her father. When Iz died, she came 
back. She stopped to light another cigarette. Jesus. 
Whym I telling you this stuff? Look, I gotta get back 
to class. Do you mind hanging out? I really do need a 
ride home if you can do me that.

Sure. Id be happy to.
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I drove her home at 10:30 after class had ended. Most 
of the students were gone by five after ten, cars spilling 
out of the darkened parking lot with the sweep of 
headlights, engines thrumming. I offered to help her 
tidy up, but she said itd be quicker if she did it herself. 
I wandered around the room, doing an idle survey 
while she emptied the coffee urn and rinsed it out, put 
away the drawing supplies, and then flipped out the 
lights. She locked the doors behind us and we headed 
for my VW, which was the only car left in the parking 
lot.

As we drove through the gated driveway, she said, 
I live in Montebello. I hope thats not too far out of 
your way.

Dont worry about it. Im on Albanil, near the 
beach. I can come back along Cabana and its no big 
deal.

I turned right onto Bay, and then right again on Missile, picking up the freeway about two blocks down. 
She gave me directions to her place and for two miles 
we chatted idly, while I tried to decide what I could 
learn from her. Howd you first hear about Isabelles 
death?

The cops called about two-thirty and told me what 
had happened. They asked if Id come over there and 
just sit with Simone. I threw some clothes on, hopped 
in the car, and barreled over there right away. I was 
just in shock. The whole time I was driving, I kept 
talking to myself like some kind of nut. I didnt cry till 
I got there and saw the look on Simones face. The 
Seegers were a mess. They kept telling the same story 
over and over again. I dont know which of us was in 
worse shape. Actually, I think I was. Simone was numb 
and out of it until David showed up. Then she lost it 
completely. She really came unglued.

Oh, thats right. He claimed he was jogging in the 
middle of the night. Did you believe him?

God, I dont know. I did and I didnt. Hed been 
doing night runs for years. He said he liked it because 
it was quiet and he didnt have to worry about all the 
traffic and exhaust fumes. I guess he suffered from 
insomnia and roamed the house at all hours.

So he used the jogging to wind down when he 
couldnt sleep?

Well, yeah, but on the other hand, the night of the murder, it seemed awfully contrived. She twisted a 
finger in an imaginary dimple in her cheek like a ditzy 
blonde. What a coincidence. I was just passing by on 
my two A.M. run.

Simone tells me he was living down the road at that 
point.

She made a face. In that awful house. He told the 
cops he was just getting back from a run when he saw 
the lights up at Isabelles and stopped to see what was 
going on.

Did he seem upset?

Well, I wouldnt say that, but then nothing seemed 
to move him. It was one of her big complaints. He was 
an emotional robot.

You mentioned Simone going nuts. Whatd you 
mean by that?

She got hysterical when he showed up, convinced 
hed killed Isabelle. She always maintained the story 
about the stolen gun was pure bullshit. Wed all been 
in the house on countless other occasions. Why would 
any one of us suddenly sneak upstairs and steal Davids 
thirty-eight, for Gods sake? She figured it was part of 
a setup. I guess Id have to agree.

So, you were at the dinner party Labor Day weekend 
when the gun disappeared?

Sure, I was there and so was everybody else. Peter 
and Yolanda Weidmann, the Seegers, the Voigts.

Kenneth was there? Her ex-husband and his wife?

Hey, current etiquette. One big happy family, 
except of course for Francesca. Thats Kenneths wife, 
the long-suffering. What a martyr she was. Sometimes 
I think Isabelle just invited them to bug her. All Francesca 
had to do was refuse to go.

What was her problem?

She knew Ken was still hung up on Isabelle. After 
all, Iz was the one who gave Kenneth the boot. He 
married Francesca on the rebound.

Sounds like a soap opera.

It gets worse, Rhe said. Francescas beautiful. 
Have you met her? I shook my head and she went on. 
Shes like a model, perfect features and a body to die 
for, but shes insecure, always choosing men who withhold. 
You know what I mean? Ken was ideal because 
she knew shed never really have his full attention.

I said, Let me ask you this. I heard his version last 
night and he claims Isabelle was the one who was 
insecure. Is that true?

Not from my point of view, but she may have 
shown a different side of herself to men, she said. She 
pointed to a series of driveways coming up on the left. 
Its this first one, she said.

We were in the section of Montebello known as 
the slums, where the houses only cost $280,000 each. 
I pulled up in front of a small stucco cottage painted white. She opened the car door on her side, getting out. 
Id ask you in for some wine, but I really do have to 
get to work. Ill be up half the night.

Dont worry about it. Thats fine. Im bushed. I 
appreciate your time, I said. By the way, wheres the 
show?

The Axminster Gallery. Theres a champagne reception 
Friday evening at seven. Stop by and see it if you 
can.

Ill do that.

And thanks for the ride. If you think of any other 
questions, you can let me know.




Henrys house was dark by the time I got home. 
There were no messages on my machine. As a way of 
unwinding, I tidied up the living room and scrubbed 
the downstairs bath. Cleaning house is therapeuticall 
those right-brain activities, dusting and vacuuming, washing 
dishes, changing sheets. Ive come up with many a 
personal insight with a toilet brush in hand, watching 
the Comet swirl around in the bowl. Tomorrow night 
Id dust my way up the spiral staircase, then tackle the 
loft and the upstairs bathroom.

I slept well, got up at 6:00 A.M., and did my usual 
run, whizzing through my morning routine on automatic 
pilot. On my way into the office, I stopped off at the bakery and bought a huge Styrofoam container of 
caff latte with a lid. I had to park my car two blocks 
away, and by the time I got to my desk the coffee was 
the perfect drinking temperature. While I sipped, I sat 
and stared at the file folders strewn across every available 
surface. I was going to have to straighten things up 
just to figure out what was what. I drained half the 
coffee and set the cup aside.

I pushed my sleeves up and went to work, getting 
organized. I emptied both boxes, plus the brown grocery 
bag full of files Id picked up at Morleys house, 
adding in the few additional files from his office. I 
rearranged the piles alphabetically and then painstakingly 
reconstructed the sequence of reports, using 
Morleys invoices as a master index. In some instances 
(Rhe Parsons being a case in point), I had a name 
itemized on his bill without a file to match. For Francesca 
V., whom I took to be the current Mrs. Voigt, 
I found a file folder neatly labeled, but there was no 
report in it. The same was also true of a Laura Barney, 
who I assumed was Davids ex-wife. Had Morley talked 
to them or not? The former Mrs. Barney apparently 
worked at the Santa Teresa Medical Clinic in some 
capacity. Morleyd noted a telephone number, but 
there was no way to tell if hed gotten through to her. 
Hed been paid for sixty hours worth of interviews, in 
some cases with accompanying travel receipts, but the corresponding paperwork didnt add up to much. I
made a penciled notation of any name without attendant
notes or a written report.

By 10:30, I had a list of seventeen names. Just as a 
spot check, I tried two. First, I placed a call to Francesca, 
who answered after one ring, sounding cool and 
distant.

I identified myself and verified, first of all, that she 
was married to Kenneth Voigt. Im reorganizing some 
files and I wondered if you remember what date you 
talked to Morley Shine.

I never talked to him.

Not at all?

Im afraid not. He called and left a message about 
three weeks ago. I returned his call and we agreed to 
meet, but then he canceled for some reason. As a matter 
of fact, I asked Kenneth about it just last night. It 
seemed odd somehow. Since I testified at the first trial, 
I assumed Id be called the second time around.

I glanced down at Morleys memo, which seemed 
to indicate theyd had a meeting. We better set up an 
appointment as soon as possible.

Hang on a minute and Ill get my book. She put 
the phone down on her end and I heard the tap of heels 
across hardwood. She returned to the telephone with a 
rustle of paper. Im busy this afternoon. Whats this 
evening look like for you?

That sounds fine to me. What time?

Could we make it seven? Kenneth usually doesnt 
get home until nine, but Im assuming you dont need 
him to sit in.

Actually, Id prefer to have the time alone.

Good. Then Ill see you at seven.

I tried the clinic next and found myself connected 
with what I guessed was the reception desk. The person 
who answered was female and sounded young.

Santa Teresa Medical Clinic, this is Ursa. May I 
help you?

I said, Can you tell me if you have a Laura Barney 
working at the clinic?

Mrs. Barney? Sure. Hang on and Ill get her.

I was placed on hold briefly.

This is Mrs. Barney.

I introduced myself, explaining, as I had with Francesca, 
who I was and why I was calling. Can you tell 
me if you talked to Morley Shine in the last couple of 
weeks?

As a matter of fact, I had an appointment with 
him last Saturday, but he never showed up. I was very 
annoyed because Id canceled some plans in order to 
make time for him.

Did he give you any indication what he meant to 
ask?

Not really, but I assumed it was in conjunction with this lawsuit coming up. I was married to the man 
acquitted of the criminal charges.

David Barney.

Thats right. We were married for three years.

Id like to talk to you. Can we set up a time this 
week? In the background, I could hear another line 
begin to ring insistently.

Im usually here until five. If you stop by tomorrow 
I can probably make some time.

Four-thirty or five?

Either one is fine.

Good. Ill stop by as close to four-thirty as I can 
make it. Ill let you pick up your other call.

She said thanks and clicked off.

I went back to my list and called nine other names 
at random. Not one of them had ever heard from 
Morley Shine. This was not looking good. I buzzed Ida 
Ruth in the outer office. Is Lonnie still in court?

As far as I know.

What times he get back?

Lunchtime, he said, but he sometimes skips lunch 
and heads for the law library instead. Why, whats up? 
You want to get a message to him?

A low-level dread had begun to churn in my chest. 
I better go over there and have a chat with him myself. 
Which courtroom, did he say?

Judge Whitty, Department Five. Whats going on, 
Kinsey? You sound very strange.

Ill tell you later. I dont want to commit myself 
quite yet.

I walked over to the courthouse, which was only 
two blocks away. The day was sunny and clear, with a 
mild breeze ruffling the grass on the courthouse lawn. 
The architecture of the building itself is Mediterranean, 
complete with towers, turrets, sandstone arches, and 
open-air galleries. The exterior landscaping is a bright 
mix of magenta bougainvillea, red bottlebrush, junipers, 
and imported palms. A low-growing fringe of 
ground cover along the sidewalk threw out a heady 
perfume.

I went up the wide concrete steps, through ornate 
wooden doors. The corridor was empty. The floor was 
paved with glossy irregular stone tiles the color of old 
blood. The lofty ceilings were hand-stenciled and crisscrossed 
with dark beams. The lighting fixtures were 
wrought-iron replicas of Spanish lanterns, the windows 
secured by sturdy grillwork. The place might have 
been a monastery once; all cold surfaces, stripped of 
ornament. As I passed, the door to the jury assembly 
room opened and prospective jurors poured out into 
the hallway, filling the air with the tap-tapping of footsteps 
and the murmur of voices. Soon I could hear the incessant squeaking of stall doors in the rest rooms
across the hall. Department 5 was located another two
doors down the hall on the right, the lighted sign above
the door indicating that court was still in session. I
eased the door open and slipped into a seat in the rear.

Lonnie and opposing counsel were involved in a case 
management conference, their voices droning on the 
warm air like big fat bumblebees. The judge was in 
the process of referring the case to judicial arbitration, 
setting the dates for both the completion of the arbitration 
and a future case management conference. As 
usual, I wondered how individual fates could be decided 
through a process that sounded, on the face of it, so 
dull. When the judge broke for lunch, I waited by the 
door, catching Lonnies eye as he turned and headed 
through the little swinging gate that separated the spectators 
pews from the court. He took one look at my 
face and said, Whats the matter?

Lets go outside where its private. Youre not going 
to like this.

We walked side by side without a word, footsteps 
clattering, down the corridor, down the concrete 
steps, out the front entrance to the sidewalk. We struck 
off across the grass just far enough to ensure that we 
wouldnt be overheard. He turned and looked at me 
and I plunged in.

I dont know a nice way to say this so Ill get right to the point. It turns out Morleys files are more than 
disorganized. Half the reports are missing and what 
hes got there is suspect.

Meaning what?

I took a deep breath. I think he was billing you for 
work he never did.

Lonnies face went blank as the news sank in. 
Youre shittin me.

Lonnie, he had a heart condition and his wife is 
very sick. From what I gather, he was hard up for 
money, but he didnt have the time or the energy to 
do much.

Howd he think he could get away with that? I 
got a court date in less than a month. Did he think 
I wouldnt notice? he asked. Hell, whats the matter 
with me? I didnt notice, did I?

I shrugged. In the past, from what Ive heard, his 
work was always great. Small comfort to an attorney 
who could end up in court with nothing in his hand but 
his dick.

Lonnie seemed to pale, apparently conjuring up the 
same image of himself. Jesus, what was he thinking 
of?

Who knows what he was thinking? Maybe he was 
hoping he could get caught up.

How bad is it?

Well, you still have the witnesses from the criminal trial. It looks like most of them have been subpoenaed, 
so youre cool on that score. Im guessing maybe half 
the witnesses on the new list never heard from him. I 
could be wrong. All I did was a spot check. Im really 
judging by the number of reports I cant find.

Lonnie closed his eyes and wiped his face with one 
hand. I dont want to hear this. . . .

Look, we still have some time. I can go back and 
fill in, but if we run into a snag, were up shit creek. 
Some of these people may not even be available.

Jesus, this is my fault. Ive been tied up with this 
other matter and it never occurred to me to question 
his paperwork. What I saw looked okay. I knew he was 
backlogged, but what he gave me seemed fine.

Yeah, whats there is fine. Its whats not there that 
worries me.

How long will it take?

Two weeks at the very least. I just wanted you to 
be aware of what youre up against. With the holidays 
coming up, a lot of people are going to be tied up or 
out of town.

Do what you can. At two, Im taking off for Santa 
Maria for a two-day trial. I get back late on Friday, but 
I wont come into the office until Monday morning. We 
can talk about it then.

Will you be staying up there?

Probably. I could come home at night if I had to, 
but I hate losing the hour drive time each way. After a 
full day in court, I just want to grab a quick bite 
somewhere and then hit the sack. Ida Ruth will have 
the motel number if theres an emergency. In the meantime, 
do what you can, okay?

Sure.

I went back to the office. As I passed Lonnies office 
door I spotted Ida Ruth talking on the telephone. She 
caught sight of me and waved frantically, motioning me 
back. She put the party on hold and then put her hand 
across the receiver, as if to further muffle her side of the 
conversation in progress. I dont know who this guy 
is, but hes asking for you.

Whats he want?

He just read Morleys obituary. He says its urgent 
he talk to whoevers taking over for him.

Let me get back to my desk and Ill pick it up in 
there. Maybe hes got some information for us. What 
lines he on?

She held up two fingers.

I trotted down the hall, closed the office door behind 
me, dumped my handbag, and reached across my desk, 
punching line two, which was blinking steadily. This 
is Kinsey Millhone. Is there something I can help you 
with?

I read in the paper Morley Shine died. What 
happened? The voice was well modulated, the tone 
cautious.

He had a heart attack. Who is this?

There was a pause. Im not sure thats relevant.

It is if you want to talk to me, I said.

Another pause. My name is David Barney.

My heart did one of those sudden hard bangs. 
Excuse me. Im the wrong person to ask about Morley 
Shine

He cut in, saying, Listen to me. Now, just listen. 
Theres something screwy going on. I talked to him last 
Wednesday

Morley called you?

No, maam. I called him. I heard some ex-con 
named Curtis McIntyre is set to testify against me. 
He claims I told him that I killed my wife, but thats 
bullshit and I can prove it.

I think we should stop this conversation right here.

But Im telling you

Tell it to your attorney. You have no business 
calling me.

Ive told my attorney. I told Morley Shine, too, and 
look how he ended up.

I was silent for half a second. Whats that supposed 
to mean?

Maybe the guy was getting too close to the truth.

I rolled my eyes. Are you implying he was murdered?

Its possible.

So is life on Mars, but its not likely. Why would 
anybody want to murder Morley Shine?

Maybe hed found something that exonerated me.

Oh, yeah, really. Such as what?

McIntyre claims he talked to me outside the courtroom 
the day I was acquitted, right?

I said nothing.

Right? he asked again. I hate guys who insist on a 
line-by-line response.

Make your point, I said.

The fucker was in jail then. It was May twenty-first. Check his rap sheet for that year. Youll see it 
plain as day. I told Morley Shine the same thing Wednesday 
morning and he said hed look into it.

Mr. Barney, I dont think its a good idea for us to 
talk like this. I work for the opposition. Im the enemy, 
you got that?

All I want to do is tell you my side of it.

I held the phone out and squinted at the receiver in 
disbelief. Does your attorney know youre doing this?

To hell with that. To hell with him. Ive had it up 
to here with attorneys, my own included. We could have settled this years ago if anybodyd had the decency
to listen. This from a man who shot his wife in the
eye.

Hey, you have the legal system if you want someone 
to listen. Thats what its all about. You say one thing. 
Kenneth Voigt says something else. The judge will hear 
both sides and so will the jury.

But you wont.

No, I wont listen because its not my place, I said 
irritably.

Even if Im telling the truth?

Thats for the court to decide. That isnt my job. 
My job is to gather information. Lonnie Kingmans 
job is to put the facts before the court. What good is it 
going to do to tell me anything? This is stupid.

Jesus Christ! Someone has to help me. His voice 
broke with emotion. I could hear mine getting colder.

Talk to your attorney. He got you off a murder rap 
. . . so far, at any rate. I wouldnt mess with success if I 
were you.

Could you meet with me . . . just briefly?

No, I cant meet with you!

Lady, Im begging you. Five minutes is all I ask.

Im going to hang up, Mr. Barney. This is inappropriate.

I need help.

Then hire some. My services are taken.

I put the phone down and jerked my hand back. 
Was the man nuts? Id never heard of a defendant 
trying to enlist the sympathies of the opposition. Suppose, 
in desperation, the guy came after me? I snatched 
up the phone again and buzzed Ida Ruth.

Yessum?

The guy who just called. Did you give him my 
name?

Of course not. Id never do such a thing, she said.

Oh, shit. I just remembered. I gave it to him 
myself.
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I picked up the phone again and placed a call to 
Sergeant Cordero in Homicide. She was out, but Lieutenant 
Becker picked up. Hi, this is Kinsey. I need 
some information and I was hoping Sheri could help.

She wont be back until after three, but maybe I 
can help. Whats the scoop?

I was going to ask her to call the county jail and 
have someone check the jail release forms for a fellow 
named Curtis McIntyre.

Wait a minute. Let me grab a pencil. That was 
McIntyre?

Right. Hes an informant set to testify on a case for 
Lonnie Kingman. I need to know if he was incarcerated 
on May twenty-first, five years ago, which is when he 
claims he talked to the defendant. I can get the information 
by subpoena, but its probably just a wild-goose 
chase and I hate to go to all the trouble.

Shouldnt be hard to check. Ill call you back when Ive got it, but it may take a while. I hope youre not in 
any crashing hurry.

The sooner the better.

Aint that always the way? Lieutenant Becker said.

Once I hung up the phone, I sat and thought about 
the situation, wondering if there was a quicker means 
of verifying the information. I could certainly wait until 
midafternoon, but it would prey on my mind. David 
Barneys call had left me feeling restless and out of 
sorts. I was reluctant to waste time checking out what 
was probably pure fabrication on his part. On the 
other hand, Lonnie was counting on Curtis McIntyres 
testimony. If Curtis McIntyre was lying, we were sunk, 
especially with Morleys investigation coming unraveled 
at the same time. This was my first job for Lonnie. I 
could hardly afford to get fired again.

In my head, I reran the conversation Id had with 
Curtis at the jail. In his account, hed intercepted David 
Barney in the corridor just outside the courtroom on 
the day he was acquitted. I didnt think I could count 
on Barneys attorney, Herb Foss, to corroborate 
Curtiss claim, but could there have been another witness 
to their encounter? Just the countless reporters 
with their Minicams and mikes.

I grabbed my jacket and my shoulder bag. I left the 
office and dogtrotted the two blocks to the side street 
where Id finally managed to squeeze my car into a bare stretch of curb. I took Capilla Boulevard across town, 
through the heart of the commercial district, and 
headed up the big hill on the far side of the freeway.

KEST-TV was located just this side of the summit. 
From the bluff where the station sat, there was a 180-degree living mural of the city of Santa Teresa: 
mountains on one side, the Pacific Ocean on the other. 
There was parking for about fifty cars and I pulled into 
a spot designated for visitors. I got out of the car and 
paused for a moment to take in the view. The wind was 
buffeting the dry grasses along the hill. In the distance, 
the pale ocean stretched to the horizon, looking flat and 
oddly shallow.

I remembered the story Id once heard from a 
marine archaeologist. He told me there was evidence 
of primitive offshore villages, underwater now, located 
at the mouths of ancient sloughs or arroyos. Over the 
years, the sea had offered up broken vessels, mortars, 
abalone spangles, and other artifacts, probably eroding 
from former cemeteries and middens along the now-submerged 
beach. In legend, the Chumash Indians 
recount a time when the sea subsided and remained 
that way for hours. A house was exposed at the far 
reaches of the low tide . . . a mile out, or two miles . . . 
this miraculous shanty. People gathered on the beaches, 
murmuring with amazement. The waters receded further 
and a second house appeared, but the witnesses were too frightened to approach. Gradually the waters
returned and the two structures vanished, covered by
the slow swell of the incoming tide.

There was something eerie about the tale, Holocene 
ghosts offering up this momentary vision of a tribal site 
lost from view. Sometimes I wondered if Id have dared 
venture out across that stretch of exposed channel. 
Perhaps half a mile out, it plunged downward like the 
sides of a mountain, underwater cliffs tumbling ever 
deeper to the canyon below. I pictured the sediment on 
the ocean bottom, glistening, dead gray from the lack 
of light, cobbled and pockmarked with all its blunt 
and stony treasures. Time covers the truth, leaving 
scarcely a ripple on the surface to suggest all the plains 
and valleys that lie below. Even now, dealing with a six-year-old murder, much was hidden, much submerged. 
I was left to gather artifacts washed up like rubble on 
the shores of the present, uneasy about the treasures, 
undiscovered, lying just out of reach.

I turned and went into the station. The building itself 
was a one-story stucco structure, painted a plain sand 
color, bristling with assorted antennae. I went into the 
lobby with its pale blue carpeting, furnished with the 
kind of Danish Modern furniture an affluent college 
student might rent for a semester. Christmas decorations 
were just going up: an artificial tree in one corner, 
boxes of ornaments stacked in a chair. On the wall to my right, numerous broadcast awards were mounted
like bowling trophies. A color television was tuned to a
morning game show, the gist of which seemed to be
identifying a series of celebrities whose first names were
Andy.

The receptionist was a pretty girl with long dark hair 
and vivid makeup. The name on the placard read Tanya 
Alvarez. Rooney! she called, her eyes pinned to the 
set. I turned and looked at the picture. Andy Rooney 
was correct and the audience was applauding. The next 
clue came up and she said, Oh, shoot, who is that? 
Whats-his-face? Andy Warhol! Right again, and she 
flushed with pleasure. She looked over at me. I could 
make a fortune on that show, except probably the 
day I got on itd be some category I never heard of. 
Blowfish, or exotic plants. Can I help you?

Im not sure. Id like to look at some five-year-old 
news footage, if you have it.

Something we taped?

Thats what Im assuming. This was the verdict on 
a local murder trial and Im pretty sure youd have 
covered it.

Hang on a minute and Ill see if somebody back 
there can help you. She rang through to somebody 
in the bowels of the building, briefly describing the 
nature of my quest. Lelandll be out in five minutes, 
she said.

I thanked her and spent the mandatory waiting period 
wandering from the front entrance, which looked out 
onto the parking lot, to the sliding glass doors on the 
far side of the reception area, which looked out onto a 
wide concrete patio furnished with molded white plastic 
chairs. A three-dimensional view of the city wrapped 
around the patio like a screen. I could imagine the station 
employees having lunch out in the hot sunwomen with 
cotton skirts discreetly pulled up, men without shirts. A 
big dish antenna dominated the view. The air looked 
hazy from up here. . . .

Im Leland. What can I do for you?

The fellow whod appeared through the doorway 
behind me was in his late twenties and had to be a 
hundred pounds overweight. He had a mop of curly 
brown hair surrounding a baby face, with wire-rimmed 
glasses, clear blue eyes, flushed cheeks, and no facial 
hair. With a name like Leland, he was doomed. He 
looked like the kind of kid whod been tormented by 
his schoolmates since the first day of school, too bright 
and too big to avoid the involuntary cruelties of other 
middle-class children.

I introduced myself and we shook hands. I explained 
the situation as succinctly as possible. What occurred 
to me was that with local reporters present on the day 
Barney was acquitted, there were probably Minicams 
rolling as he emerged from the courtroom.

Okay, he said.

Okay wasnt really the response I was looking 
for, Leland. I was hoping you had a way to go back 
and check the old news tapes.

Leland gave me a blank look. I wish a P.I.s job 
were half as easy as they make it look on television. Ive 
never opened a dead bolt with a pass of my credit card. 
I cant even force mine into a doorjamb without breaking 
it off. And whats it supposed to do once you slide 
it in there? Most of the latch bolts Ive seen, the slanted 
angle is on the inside so its not as though you could 
slip a credit card along the face of it and force the latch 
to move back. And where the angle faces the outside, 
the strike plate resists the insertion of even the most 
flexible object. Leland seemed to be taking the same 
implacable position.

Whats the matter? Dont you keep that stuff?

Its not that. Im sure theres a copy of the footage 
youre looking for. The master tapes are catalogued by 
subject matter and date, cross-referenced and cross-filed 
on three-by-five index cards.

You dont have it on computer?

He shook his head, with just a hint of satisfaction. 
The logistics of the system dont really matter much 
because I cant let you see the master tape without a 
properly executed subpoena.

Im working for an attorney. I can get a subpoena. 
This is no big deal.

Go ahead then. I can wait.

Yeah, well, I cant. I need the information as soon 
as possible.

In that case, you got a problem. I cant let you see 
the master tape unless you have a subpoena.

But if I could get it eventually, what difference 
does it make? Im entitled to the information. Thats 
the bottom line, isnt it?

No tickee, no washee. Thats the bottom line, he 
said.

I was beginning to see why his imaginary classmates 
liked to torture him. Could we try this? I pulled out 
a mug shot of Curtis McIntyre. Why dont you look 
at the tape and tell me if hes on it. Thats all I want to 
know.

He stared at me with that blank look all petty 
bureaucrats assume while they calculate the probabilities 
of getting fired if they say yes. Why do you want 
to know? I really wasnt listening before.

This fellow claims he had a conversation with the 
defendant in a murder trial shortly after he was acquitted. 
He says the cameras were rolling as the guy left 
the courtroom, so if what he says is true, he ought to 
be clearly visible on the tape, right?

Yeeess, he said slowly. I could tell he thought 
there was some kind of trick to it.

This isnt a violation of anybodys civil rights, I 
said reasonably. Could you just look?

He held his hand out. I gave him Curtiss mug shot. 
He continued to hold his hand out.

I stared for a moment. Oh, I said. I opened my 
handbag and took out my wallet. I peeled off a twenty 
and put it in his palm. His expression didnt actually 
change, but I knew he was insulted. Im sure its 
the same look youd get from a New York taxi driver if 
you tipped him a dime.

I peeled off another twenty. No reaction. I said, I 
really hate corruption in someone so young.

Its disgusting, isnt it? he replied.

I added a third.

His hand closed. Come with me.

He turned and headed back through the doorway 
and into a narrow corridor. I followed without a 
word. Offices opened up on either side of us. Occasionally, 
we passed other station employees wearing jeans 
and Reeboks, but no one was doing much. The spaces 
seemed cramped and irregular, with too much knotty 
pine veneer paneling and too many cheaply framed 
photographs and certificates. The whole interior of 
the building had been done up with the sort of do-it-yourself home improvements that later make a house
impossible to sell.

At the rear, we passed into a tiny concrete cul-de-sac 
with a wood-and-metal stairway leading up to an attic. 
Just to the right was an old-fashioned wooden file 
cabinet, with a smaller wooden file sitting on top. He 
opened the drawer for the year we wanted and began 
to sort through the index cards, starting with the 
name Barney. We wont have the actual field tapes, 
he remarked while he looked.

Whats a field tape?

That would be like the whole twenty minutes of 
tape the guy shot. We keep the ninety seconds to two 

minutes of edited footage that actually goes on the air.

Oh. Well, even that would help.

Unless the guy youre looking for stepped up 
and spoke to your suspect after the cameras finished 
rolling.

True enough, I said.

Nope. Nothing, he said. Well, lets see here. 
What else could it be under? He tried Murder, 
Trials, and Courtroom Cases, but there was no 
reference to Isabelle Barney.

Try homicides, I suggested.

Oh, good one. He shifted to the Hs. There it was, 
with a numerical designation that apparently referred to the number of the tape on file. We went up the 
narrow stairs and through a door so low we were 
forced to duck our heads. Inside, there was a warren 
of tiny rooms with six-foot ceilings, lined with videocassette 
containers, neatly labeled and filed upright. 
Leland located and retrieved the cassette we were looking 
for and then led me downstairs again and around 
to the right where there were four stations set up with 
monitoring equipment. He flipped on the first machine 
and inserted the tape. The first segment appeared on 
the screen in front of us. He pressed Fast Forward. I 
watched the news for that year whiz by like the history 
of civilization in two minutes flat, everybody very animated 
and jerky. I spotted a still of Isabelle Barney. 
There she is, I yelped.

Leland backed the tape up and began to run it at 
normal speed. An anchorperson I hadnt seen for years 
was suddenly doing the voice-over commentary as snippets 
of the case, neatly spliced together, spelled out the 
highlights of Isabelles death, David Barneys arrest, and 
the subsequent trial. The acquittal, in condensed form, 
had the speedy air of instant justice, well edited, swiftly 
rendered, with liberty for all. David Barney emerged 
from the courtroom looking slightly dazed.

Hold it. Let me look at him.

Leland stopped the tape and let me study the image. 
He was in his forties with light brown wavy hair combed away from his face. His forehead was lined and 
there were lines radiating from the corners of his eyes. 
He had a straight nose and a tense grin over artificially 
even teeth. His chin was strong and I could see that he 
had strong hands with blunt-cut nails. He was slightly 
taller than medium height. His attorney looked very tall 
and gray and somber by comparison.

Thanks, I said. I realized belatedly that Id been 
holding my breath. Leland pushed Play and the coverage 
quickly switched to another subject altogether. 
He handed me Curtis McIntyres mug shot. No sign 
of him.

For the money Id given him, he could have feigned 
disappointment. Could it be the camera angle? I 
asked.

We got a wide and a close. You saw em come 
through the door alone. Nobody approached in the 
footage we caught. Like I said, the guy might have 
stepped up and spoken once the press conference was 
over.

Well. Thanks, I said. I guess Ill have to rely on 
my other source.

I went back to my car, not sure what to do next. 
If I got verification of Curtis McIntyres incarceration, 
I intended to confront him, but I couldnt do that 
yet. In theory, I had numerous interviews to conduct, 
but David Barneys phone call had thrown me. I didnt want to spend time shoring up David Barneys alibi, 
but if what he said was true, wed end up looking like 
a bunch of idiots.

I took the winding road down the backside of the 
hill and turned right on Promontory Drive, following 
the road along the ocean and through the back entrance 
to Horton Ravine. I used the next hour and a half 
canvassing the old neighborhood to see if anybody had 
been out and about on the night Isabelle was murdered. 
It didnt thrill me to be in range of David Barney, but I 
couldnt see a way around it and still get the information 
I wanted. A canvass by telephone is the same as 
not doing it. Its too easy for people to hang up, tell 
fibs, or shine you on.

One neighbor had moved and another had died. A 
woman on the adjacent property thought shed heard a 
shot, but she hadnt paid much attention to the time 
and shed later wondered if it hadnt been something 
else. Like what, I thought. I wasnt sure if it was my 
paranoia or not, but any time I heard what sounded 
like a gunshot, I checked the clock to see what time it 
was.

Of the eight remaining homeowners variously peppered 
along that stretch of road, none had been out 
that night and none had seen a thing. I got the impression 
that it had all happened far too long ago to bear worrying about at this point. A six-year-old murder 
doesnt engage the imagination. Theyd already told 
their versions of the story one too many times.

I went home for lunch, stopping off at my apartment 
just long enough to check for messages. My machine 
was clear. I went next door to Henrys. I was looking 
forward to meeting William.

I found Henry standing in his kitchen, this time up 
to his elbows in whole wheat flour, kneading bread. 
Pellets of dough clung to his fingers like wood putty. 
Usually, Henrys kneading has a meditative quality, 
methodical, practiced, soothing to the observer. Today, 
his manner seemed faintly manic and the look in his 
eyes was haunted. Beside him, at the counter, stood a 
man who looked enough like him to be a twin; tall 
and slim, with the same snowy white hair and blue 
eyes, the same aristocratic face. I took in the similarities 
in that first glance. The differences were profound and 
took longer to assimilate.

Henry wore a Hawaiian shirt, white shorts, and 
thongs, his long limbs sinewy and tanned as a runners. 
William wore a three-piece pin-striped suit, a starched 
white shirt, and a tie. His bearing was erect, nearly stiff, 
as if to compensate for the underlying feebleness Id 
never known Henry to exhibit. William held a pamphlet 
in a slightly shaking hand and he pointed with a fork to a drawing of the heart. He paused for introductions 
and we went through the proper litany of inaugural 
sentiments. Now where was I? he asked.

Henry gave me a bland look. Williams been detailing 
some of the medical procedures associated with his 
heart attack.

Quite right. Youll be interested in this, William 
said to me. Im assuming your knowledge of anatomy 
is as rudimentary as his.

I couldnt pass a test, I said.

Nor could I, William replied, until this episode. 
Now Henry, youll want to pay attention to this.

I doubt that, Henry said.

You see, the right side of the heart receives blood 
from the body and pumps it through the lungs, where 
carbon dioxide and other waste products are exchanged 
for oxygen. The left side receives the blood full of 
oxygen from the lungs and pumps it out into the body 
through the aorta. . . . The diagram he was using 
looked like the road map of a park with lots of one-way 
roads marked with black-and-white arrows. Block 
these arteries and thats where you have a problem. 
William tapped on the diagram emphatically with the 
fork. Its just like a rockslide coming down across a 
road. All the traffic begins to pile up in a nasty snarl. 
He turned a page in the pamphlet, which he held open 
against his chest like a kindergarten teacher reading aloud to a class. The next diagram showed a cross section
of a coronary artery that looked like a vacuum
cleaner hose filled with fluffies.

Henry interrupted. Have you had lunch?

Thats why I came home.

Theres some tuna in the refrigerator. You can 
make us some sandwiches. Do you eat tuna, William?

Ive had to give it up. Its a very fatty fish to begin 
with and when you add mayonnaise . . . He shook his 
head. Not for me, thanks. Ill open one of the cans 
of low-sodium soup I brought with me. You two go 
ahead.

Turns out William cant eat lasagna, Henry said 
to me.

Much to my regret. Fortunately, Henry had some 
fresh vegetables I was able to steam. I dont want to be 
a bother and I said as much to him. Theres nothing 
worse than being a burden to your loved ones. A heart 
condition doesnt have to be a death sentence. Moderation 
is the key. Light exercise, proper nutrition, 
sufficient rest . . . theres no reason to believe I couldnt 
go on into my nineties.

Everyone in our family lives into their nineties, 
Henry said tartly. He was slapping loaves into shape, 
plunking one after another into a row of greased pans.

I heard a dainty ping.

William removed his pocket watch and flipped the case open. Time for my pills, he said. I believe Ill 
take my medication and then have a brief rest in my 
room to offset the stress of jet lag. I hope youll excuse 
me, Miss Millhone. Its been a pleasure meeting you.

Nice to meet you, too, William.

We shook hands again. He seemed somewhat invigorated 
by his lecture on the hazards of fatty foods.

While I put the sandwiches together, Henry put six 
loaves of bread in the oven. We didnt dare say a word 
because we could hear William in the bathroom filling 
his water glass, then returning to his room. We sat 
down to lunch.

I think its safe to say this is going to be a very long 
two weeks, Henry murmured.

I moved over to the refrigerator and took out two 
Diet Pepsis, which I brought back to the table. Henry 
popped both tops and passed one back to me. While 
we ate, I filled him in on the investigation, in part 
because he likes hearing about the work I do, and in 
part because I find it clarifies my thinking when I hear 
what I have to say.

Whats your feeling about this Barney fellow? he 
asked.

I shrugged. The mans a creep, but then I dont 
think much of Kenneth Voigt, either. Talk about grim. 
Fortunately for them, the judicial system doesnt seem 
to hinge on my personal opinions.

You think the informant is telling the truth?

Ill know a lot more when I find out where he was 
on May twenty-first, I said.

Why would he lie? Especially when its so easy to 
check? From what youve said, if he was actually in jail, 
all you have to do is go back and look at his paperwork.

But why would David Barney lie about it when the 
same possibility applies? Apparently, nobodys thought 
to verify the date so far

Unless Morley Shine checked it out before he died. 
Henry imitated the significant moment music on a 
radio drama: Duh-duh-duh.

I smiled, mouth too full of sandwich to articulate 
a reply. Oh, great. Thats all I need, I said when I 
could. I do my job right and I die, too. I wiped my 
mouth on a paper napkin and took a sip of Pepsi.

Henry gestured dismissively. Barneys probably 
generating some kind of smoke screen.

I hope thats what it is. If some of this shit checks 
out, I dont know what Im going to do.

Famous last words. Before I left, I put in a call to 
Lieutenant Becker to see if hed heard from Inmate 
Records.

I just got off the phone with them. The guy was 
right. Curtis McIntyre was being arraigned that day on 
a burglary charge. He might have passed Barney in the hall on his way to see the magistrate, but hed have 
been shackled to the other prisoners. Theres no way 
they could have talked.

I better find out whats going on here, I said.

You better do it quick. McIntyre got out of jail this 
morning at six.
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