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Robert Dietz came back into my life on Wednesday, January 8. I remember the date because it was Elvis Presley’s birthday and one of the local radio stations had announced it would spend the next twenty-four hours playing every song he’d ever sung. At six A.M. my clock radio blared on, playing “Heartbreak Hotel” at top volume. I smacked the Off button with the flat of my hand and rolled out of bed as usual. I pulled on my sweats in preparation for my morning run. I brushed my teeth, splashed water on my face, and trotted down the spiral stairs. I locked my front door behind me, moved out to the street where I did an obligatory stretch, leaning against the gatepost in front of my apartment. The day was destined to be a strange one, involving as it did a dreaded lunch date with Tasha Howard, one of my recently discovered first cousins. Running was the only way I could think of to quell my uneasiness. I headed for the bike path that parallels the beach.

Ah, January. The holidays had left me feeling restless and the advent of the new year generated one of those lengthy internal discussions about the meaning of life. I usually don’t pay much attention to the passing of time, but this year, for some reason, I was taking a good hard look at myself. Who was I, really, in the scheme of things, and what did it all add up to? For the record, I’m Kinsey Millhone, female, single, thirty-five years old, sole proprietor of Kinsey Millhone Investigations in the southern California town of Santa Teresa. I was trained as a police officer and served a two-year stint with the Santa Teresa Police Department before life intervened, which is another tale altogether and one I don’t intend to tell (yet). For the last ten years, I’ve made a living as a private investigator. Some days I see myself (nobly, I’ll admit) battling against evil in the struggle for law and order. Other days, I concede that the dark forces are gaining ground.

Not all of this was conscious. Much of the rumination was simmering at a level I could scarcely discern. It’s not as if I spent every day in a state of unremitting angst, wringing my hands and rending my clothes. I suppose what I was experiencing was a mild form of depression, triggered (perhaps) by nothing more complicated than the fact it was winter and the California sunlight was in short supply.

I started my career investigating arson and wrongful-death claims for California Fidelity Insurance. A year ago, my relationship with CFI came to an abrupt and ignominious halt and I’m currently sharing space with the law firm of Kingman and Ives, taking on just about anything to make ends meet. I’m licensed, bonded, and fully insured. I have twenty-five thousand dollars in a savings account, which affords me the luxury of turning down any client who doesn’t suit. I haven’t refused a case yet, but I was strongly considering it.

Tasha Howard, the aforementioned first cousin, had called to offer me work, though the details of the job hadn’t yet been specified. Tasha is an attorney who handles wills and estates, working for a law firm with offices in both San Francisco and Lompoc, which is an hour north of Santa Teresa. I gathered she divided her time just about equally between the two. I’m normally interested in employment, but Tasha and I aren’t exactly close and I suspected she was using the lure of business to insinuate herself into my life.

As it happened, her first call came on the day after New Year’s, which allowed me to sidestep by claiming I was still on vacation. When she called again on January 7, she caught me off guard. I was at the office in the middle of a serious round of solitaire when the telephone rang.

“Hi, Kinsey. This is Tasha. I thought I’d try you again. Did I catch you at a bad time?”

“This is fine,” I said. I crossed my eyes and pretended I was gagging myself with a finger pointed down my throat. Of course, she couldn’t see that. I put a red eight on a black nine and turned up the last three cards. No play that I could see. “How are you?” I asked, perhaps a millisecond late.

“Doing well, thanks. How about you?”

“I’m good,” I said. “Gee, your timing’s uncanny. I was just picking up the phone. I’ve been making calls all morning and you were next on my list.” I often use the word gee when I’m lying through my teeth.

“I’m glad to hear that,” she said. “I thought you were avoiding me.”

I laughed. Ha.Ha.Ha. “Not at all,” said I. I was about to elaborate on the denial, but she plowed right on. Having run out of moves, I pushed the cards aside and began to tag my blotter with a little desktop graffiti. I block-printed the word BARF and gave each of the letters a three-dimensional cast.

She said, “What’s your schedule like tomorrow? Can we get together for an hour? I have to be in Santa Teresa anyway and we could meet for lunch.”

“I can probably do that,” I said with caution. In this world, lies can only take you so far before the truth catches up. “What sort of work are we talking about?”

“I’d rather discuss it in person. Is twelve o’clock good for you?”

“That sounds fine,” I said.

“Perfect. I’ll make reservations. Emile’s-at-the-Beach. I’ll see you there,” she said, and with a click she was gone.

I put the phone down, set the ballpoint pen aside, and laid my little head down on my desk. What an idiot I was. Tasha must have known I didn’t want to see her, but I hadn’t had the nerve to say so. She’d come to my rescue a couple of months before and though I’d repaid the money, I still felt I owed her. Maybe I’d listen to her politely before I turned her down. I did have another quick job in the works. I’d been hired to serve two deposition subpoenas in a civil case for an attorney on the second floor of our building.

I went out in the afternoon and spent thirty-five bucks (plus tip) on a legitimate salon haircut. I tend to take a pair of nail scissors to my own unruly mop about every six weeks, my technique being to snip off any tuft of hair that sticks out. I guess I must have been feeling insecure because it wouldn’t ordinarily occur to me to pay real bucks for something I can do so handily myself. Of course, I’ve been told my hairstyle looks exactly like a puppy dog’s backside, but what’s wrong with that?

The morning of January 8 inevitably arrived and I pounded along the bike path as if pursued by wild dogs. Typically, I use my jog as a way to check in with myself, noting the day and the ongoing nature of life at the water’s edge. That morning, I had been all business, nearly punitive in the energy I threw into the exercise. Having finished my run and my morning routine, I skipped the office altogether and hung around my place. I paid some bills, tidied up my desk, did a load of laundry, and chatted briefly with my landlord, Henry Pitts, while I ate three of his freshly baked sticky buns. Not that I was nervous.

As usual, when you’re waiting for something unpleasant, the clock seems to leap forward in ten-minute increments. Next thing I knew I was standing at my bathroom mirror applying cut-rate cosmetics, for God’s sake, while I emoted along with Elvis, who was singing “It’s Now Or Never.” The sing-along was taking me back to my high school days, not a terrific association, but amusing nonetheless. I hadn’t known any more about makeup in those days than I do now.

I debated about a new outfit, but that’s where I drew the line, pulling on my usual blue jeans, turtleneck, tweed blazer, and boots. I own one dress and I didn’t want to waste it on an occasion like this. I glanced at the clock. It was 11:55. Emile’s wasn’t far, all of five minutes on foot. With luck, I’d be hit by a truck as I was crossing the street.

Almost all of the tables at Emile’s were occupied by the time I arrived. In Santa Teresa, the beach restaurants do the bulk of their business during the summer tourist season when the motels and bed-and-breakfast establishments near the ocean are fully booked. After Labor Day, the crowds diminish until the town belongs to the residents again. But Emile’s-at-the-Beach is a local favorite and doesn’t seem to suffer the waxing and waning of the out-of-town trade.

Tasha must have driven down from Lompoc because a sassy red Trans Am bearing a vanity license plate that read TASHA H was parked at the curb. In the detective trade, this is what is known as a clue. Besides, flying down from Lompoc is more trouble than it’s worth. I moved into the restaurant and scanned the tables. I had little appetite for the encounter, but I was trying to stay open to the possibilities. Of what, I couldn’t say.

I spotted Tasha through one of the interior archways before she spotted me. She was seated in a small area off the main dining room. Emile had placed her by the front window at a table for two. She was staring out at the children’s play equipment in the little beach park across the street. The wading pool was closed, emptied for the winter, a circle of blue-painted plaster that looked now like a landing pad for a UFO. Two preschool-age children were clambering backward up a nearby sliding board anchored in the sand. Their mother sat on the low concrete retaining wall with a cigarette in hand. Beyond her were the bare masts of boats slipped in the harbor. The day was sunny and cool, the blue sky scudding with clouds left behind by a storm that was passing to the south of us.

A waiter approached Tasha and they conferred briefly. She took a menu from him. I could see her indicate that she was waiting for someone else. He withdrew and she began to peruse the lunch choices. I’d never actually laid eyes on Tasha until now, but I’d met her sister Liza the summer before last. I’d been startled because Liza and I looked so much alike. Tasha was cut from the same genetic cloth, though she was three years older and more substantial in her presentation. She wore a gray wool suit with a white silk shell showing in the deep V of the jacket. Her dark hair was streaked with blond, pulled back with a sophisticated black chiffon bow sitting at the nape of her neck. The only jewelry she wore was a pair of oversized gold earrings that glinted when she moved. Since she did estate planning, she probably didn’t have much occasion for impassioned courtroom speeches, but she’d look properly intimidating in a skirmish nonetheless. Already I’d decided to get my affairs in order.

She caught sight of me and I saw her expression quicken as she registered the similarities between us. Maybe all the Kinsey girl cousins shared the same features. I raised a hand in greeting and moved through the lunch crowd to her table. I took the seat across from hers, tucking my bag on the floor beneath my chair. “Hello, Tasha.”

For a moment, we did a mutual assessment. In high school biology, I’d studied Mendel’s purple and white flowering peas; the crossbreeding of colors and the resultant pattern of “offspring.” This was the very principle at work. Up close, I could see that her eyes were dark where mine were hazel, and her nose looked like mine had before it was broken twice. Seeing her was like catching a glimpse of myself unexpectedly in a mirror, the image both strange and familiar. Me and not me.

Tasha broke the silence. “This is creepy. Liza told me we looked alike, but I had no idea.”

“I guess there’s no doubt we’re related. What about the other cousins? Do they look like us?”

“Variations on a theme. When Pam and I were growing up, we were often mistaken for each other.” Pam was the sister between Tasha and Liza.

“Did Pam have her baby?”

“Months ago. A girl. Big surprise,” she said dryly. Her tone was ironic, but I didn’t get the joke. She sensed the unspoken question and smiled fleetingly in reply. “All the Kinsey women have girl babies. I thought you knew.”

I shook my head.

“Pam named her Cornelia as a way of sucking up to Grand. I’m afraid most of us are guilty of trying to score points with her from time to time.”

Cornelia LaGrand was my grandmother Burton Kinsey’s maiden name. “Grand” had been her nickname since babyhood. From what I’d been told, she ruled the family like a despot. She was generous with money, but only if you danced to her tune—the reason the family had so pointedly ignored me and my aunt Gin for twenty-nine years. My upbringing had been blue collar, strictly lower middle-class. Aunt Gin, who raised me from the age of five, had worked as a clerk/typist for California Fidelity Insurance, the company that eventually hired (and fired) me. She’d managed on a modest salary, and we’d never had much. We’d always lived in mobile homes—trailers, as they were known then—bastions of tiny space, which I still tend to prefer. At the same time, I recognized even then that other people thought trailers were tacky. Why, I can’t say.

Aunt Gin had taught me never to suck up to anyone. What she’d neglected to tell me was there were relatives worth sucking up to.

Tasha, likely aware of the thicket her remarks were leading to, shifted over to the task at hand. “Let’s get lunch out of the way and then I can fill you in on the situation.”

We dealt with the niceties of ordering and eating lunch, chatting about only the most inconsequential subjects. Once our plates had been removed, she got down to business with an efficient change of tone. “We have some clients here in Santa Teresa caught up in a circumstance I thought might interest you. Do you know the Maleks? They own Malek Construction.”

“I don’t know them personally, but the name’s familiar.” I’d seen the company logo on job sites around town, a white octagon, like a stop sign, with the outline of a red cement mixer planted in the middle. All of the company trucks and job-site Porta Potti’s were fire engine red and the effect was eye-catching.

Tasha went on. “It’s a sand and gravel company. Mr. Malek just died and our firm is representing the estate.” The waiter approached and filled our coffee cups. Tasha picked up a sugar pack, pressing in the edges of the paper rim on all sides before she tore the corner off. “Bader Malek bought a gravel pit in 1943. I’m not sure what he paid at the time, but it’s worth a fortune today. Do you know much about gravel?”

“Not a thing,” I said.

“I didn’t either until this came up. A gravel pit doesn’t tend to produce much income from year to year, but it turns out that over the last thirty years environmental regulations and land-use regulations make it very hard to start up a new gravel pit. In this part of California, there simply aren’t that many. If you own the gravel pit for your region and construction is booming—which it is at the moment—it goes from being a dog in the forties to a real treasure in the 1980s, depending, of course, on how deep the gravel reserves are and the quality of those reserves. It turns out this one is on a perfect gravel zone, probably good for another hundred and fifty years. Since nobody else is now able to get approvals . . . well, you get the point I’m sure.”

“Who’d have thunk?”

“Exactly,” she said and then went on. “With gravel, you want to be close to communities where construction is going on because the prime cost is transportation. It’s one of those backwater areas of wealth that you don’t really know about even if it’s yours. Anyway, Bader Malek was a dynamo and managed to maximize his profits by branching out in other directions, all building-related. Malek Construction is now the third-largest construction company in the state. And it’s still family owned; one of the few, I might add.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“I’ll get to that in a moment, but I need to back up a bit first. Bader and his wife, Rona, had four boys—like a series of stepping-stones, all of them two years apart. Donovan, Guy, Bennet, and Jack. Donovan’s currently in his mid-forties and Jack’s probably thirty-nine. Donovan’s the best of the lot; typical first child, steady, responsible, the big achiever in the bunch. His wife, Christie, and I were college roommates, which is how I got involved in the first place. The second son, Guy, turned out to be the clunker among the boys. The other two are okay. Nothing to write home about, at least from what Christie’s said.”

“Do they work for the company?”

“No, but Donovan pays all of their bills nonetheless. Bennet fancies himself an ‘entrepreneur,’ which is to say he loses great whacks of money annually in bad business deals. He’s currently venturing into the restaurant business. He and a couple of partners are opening a place down on Granita. Talk about a way to lose money. The man has to be nuts. Jack’s busy playing golf. I gather he’s got sufficient talent to hit the pro circuit, but probably not enough to earn a living at it.

“At any rate, back in the sixties, Guy was the one who smoked dope and raised hell. He thought his father was a materialistic, capitalistic son of a bitch and told him so every chance he could. I guess Guy got caught in some pretty bad scrapes—we’re talking criminal behavior—and Bader finally cut him off. According to Donovan, his father gave Guy a lump sum, ten grand in cash, his portion of the then-modest family fortune. Bader told the kid to hit the road and not come back. Guy Malek disappeared and he hasn’t been seen since. This was March 1968. He was twenty-six then, which would make him forty-three now. I guess no one really cared much when he left. It was probably a relief after what he’d put the family through. Rona had died two months before, in January that same year, and Bader went to his attorney with the intention of rewriting his will. You know how that goes: ‘The reason I have made no provision for my son Guy in this will is not due to any lack of love or affection on my part, but simply because I have provided for him during my lifetime and feel that those provisions are more than adequate—blah, blah, blah.’ The truth was, Guy had cost him plenty and he was sick of it.

“So. Fade out, fade in. In 1981, Bader’s attorney died of a heart attack and all of his legal files were returned to him.”

I interrupted. “Excuse me. Is that common practice? I’d assume all the files would be kept by the attorney’s estate.”

“Depends on the attorney. Maybe Bader insisted. I’m not really sure. I gather he was a force to be reckoned with. He was already ill by then with the cancer that finally claimed him. He’d also suffered a debilitating stroke brought on by all the chemo. Sick as he was, he probably didn’t want to go through the hassle of finding a new attorney. Apparently, from his perspective, his affairs were in order and what he did with his money was nobody else’s business.”

I said, “Oh, boy.” I didn’t know what was coming, but it didn’t sound good.

“ ‘Oh, boy’ is right. When Bader died two weeks ago, Donovan went through his papers. The only will he found was the one Bader and Rona signed back in 1965.”

“What happened to the later will?”

“Nobody knows. Maybe the attorney drew it up and Bader took it home for review. He might have changed his mind. Or maybe he signed the will as written and decided to destroy it later. The fact is, it’s gone.”

“So he died intestate?”

“No, no. We still have the earlier will—the one drawn up in 1965, before Guy was flung into the Outer Darkness. It’s properly signed and fully executed, which means that, barring an objection, Guy Malek is a devisee, entitled to a quarter of his father’s estate.”

“Will Donovan object?”

“He’s not the one I’m concerned about. The 1965 will gives him voting control of the family business so he winds up sitting in the catbird seat regardless. Bennet’s the one making noises about filing an objection, but he really has no proof the later will exists. This could all be for naught in any case. If Guy Malek was hit by a truck or died of an overdose years ago, then there’s no problem—as long as he doesn’t have any kids of his own.”

“Gets complicated,” I said. “How much money are we talking about?”

“We’re still working on that. The estate is currently assessed at about forty million bucks. The government’s entitled to a big chunk, of course. The estate tax rate is fifty to fifty-five percent. Fortunately, thanks to Bader, the company has very little debt, so Donovan will have some ability to borrow. Also, the estate can defer payment of estate taxes under Internal Revenue Service code section 6166, since Malek Construction, as a closely held company, represents more than thirty-five percent of the adjusted gross estate. We’ll probably look for appraisers who’ll come up with a low value and then hope the IRS doesn’t argue too hard for a higher value on audit. To answer your question, the boys will probably take home five million bucks apiece. Guy’s a very lucky fellow.”

“Only nobody knows where he is,” I said.

Tasha pointed at me. “That’s correct.”

I thought about it briefly. “It must have come as a shock to the brothers to find out Guy stands to inherit an equal share of the estate.”

Tasha shrugged. “I’ve only had occasion to chat with Donovan and he seems sanguine at this point. He’ll be acting as administrator. On Friday, I’m submitting the will to the probate court. In essence, all that does is place the will on record. Donovan’s asked me not to file the petition for another week or so in deference to Bennet, who’s still convinced the later will will surface. In the meantime, it makes sense to see if we can determine Guy Malek’s whereabouts. I thought we’d hire you to do the search, if you’re interested.”

“Sure,” I said promptly. So much for playing hard to get. The truth is, I love missing-persons’ cases, and the circumstances were intriguing. Often when I’m on the trail of a skip, I hold out the prospect of sudden riches from some recently deceased relative. Given the greediness of human nature, it often produces results. In this case, the reality of five million dollars should make my job easier. “What information do you have about Guy?” I asked.

“You’ll have to talk to the Maleks. They’ll fill you in.” She scribbled something on the back of a business card, which she held out to me. “This is Donovan’s number at work. I wrote the home address and home phone number on the back. Except for Guy, of course, the ‘boys’ are all still living together on the Malek estate.”

I studied the back of the card, not recognizing the address. “Is this city or county? I never heard of this.”

“It’s in the city limits. In the foothills above town.”

“I’ll call them this afternoon.”
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I walked home along Cabana Boulevard. The skies had cleared and the air temperature hovered in the mid-fifties. This was technically the dead of winter and the brazen California sunshine was not as warm as it seemed. Sunbathers littered the sand like the flotsam left behind by the high tide. Their striped umbrellas spoke of summer, yet the new year was just a week old. The sun was brittle along the water’s edge, fragmenting where the swells broke against the pilings under the wharf. The surf must have been dead cold, the salt water eye-stinging where children splashed through the waves and submerged themselves in the churning depths. I could hear their thin screams rising above the thunder of the surf, like thrill seekers on a roller-coaster, plunging into icy terror. On the beach, a wet dog barked at them and shook the water from his coat. Even from a distance I could see where his rough hair had separated into layers.

I turned left onto Bay Street. Against the backdrop of evergreens, the profusion of bright pink and orange geraniums clashed with the magenta bougainvillea that tumbled across the fences in my neighborhood. Idly, I wondered where to begin the search for Guy Malek. He’d been gone for eighteen years and the prospects of running him to ground didn’t seem that rosy. A job of this kind requires ingenuity, patience, and systematic routine, but success sometimes hinges on pure luck and a touch of magic. Try billing a client on the basis of that.

As soon as I got home, I washed off my makeup, I changed into Reeboks, and traded my blazer for a red sweatshirt. Downstairs in the kitchenette, I turned on the radio and tuned the station to the Elvis marathon, which was moving right along. I lip-synched the lyrics to “Jailhouse Rock,” doing a bump and grind around the living room. I pulled out a city map and spread it on my kitchen counter. I leaned on my elbows, backside still dancing while I located the street where the Maleks lived. Verdugo was a narrow lane tucked between two parallel roads descending from the mountains. This was not an area I knew well. I laid Donovan’s business card on the counter beside the map, reached for the wall phone, and dialed the number printed on the front.

I was routed through the company receptionist to a secretary who told me Malek was out in the field but due back at the office momentarily. I gave my name and phone number, along with a brief explanation of my business with him. She said she’d have him return the call. I’d just hung up when I heard a knock at the door. I opened the porthole and found myself face-to-face with Robert Dietz.

I opened the front door. “Well, look who’s here,” I said. “It’s only been two years, four months, and ten days.”

“Has it really been that long?” he asked mildly. “I just drove up from Los Angeles. Mind if I come in?”

I stepped back and he moved past me. Elvis had launched into “Always On My Mind,” which, frankly, I didn’t need to hear just then. I reached over and turned off the radio. Dietz wore the same blue jeans, same cowboy boots, the same tweed sportscoat. I’d first seen him in this outfit, leaning against the wall in a hospital room where I was under observation after a hit man ran me off the road. He was two years older now, which probably put him at an even fifty, not a bad age for a man. His birthday was in November, a triple Scorpio for those who set any store by these things. We’d spent the last three months of our relationship in bed together when we weren’t up at the firing range doing Mozambique pistol drills. Romance between private eyes is a strange and wondrous thing. He looked slightly heavier, but that was because he’d quit smoking—assuming he was still off cigarettes.

“You want some coffee?” I asked.

“I’d love some. How are you? You look good. I like the haircut.”

“Forty bucks. What a waste. I should have done it myself.” I put a pot of coffee together, using the homey activity to assess my emotional state. By and large, I didn’t feel much. I was happy to see him in the same way I’d be happy to see any friend of long standing, but aside from mild curiosity, there was no great rush of sexual chemistry. I felt no strong joy at his arrival or rage that he’d shown up unannounced. He was a man of impulse: impatient, restless, abrupt, reticent. He looked tired and his hair seemed much grayer, nearly ashen along his ears. He perched on one of my kitchen stools and leaned his forearms on the counter.

I flipped on the coffeepot and put the bag of ground coffee back in the freezer. “How was Germany?”

Dietz was a private eye from Carson City, Nevada, who’d developed an expertise in personal security. He left to go to Germany to run antiterrorist training exercises for overseas military bases. He said, “Good while it lasted. Then the funding dried up. These days, Uncle Sam doesn’t want to spend the bucks that way. I was bored with it anyway; middle-aged man crawling through the underbrush. I didn’t have to get out there with ’em, but I couldn’t resist.”

“So what brings you back? Are you working a case?”

“I’m on my way up the coast to see the boys in Santa Cruz.” Dietz had two sons with a common-law wife, a woman named Naomi who had steadfastly refused to marry him. His older son, Nick, was probably twenty by now. I wasn’t sure how old the younger boy was.

“Ah. And how are they?”

“Terrific. They’ve got papers due this week so I said I’d hold off until Saturday and then drive up. If they can get a few days off, I thought we’d take a little trip somewhere.”

“I notice you’re limping. What’s that about?”

He gave a pat to his left thigh. “Got a bum knee,” he said. “Tore the meniscus during night maneuvers, stumbling on a pothole. That’s the second time I’ve injured it and the docs say I need to have a knee replacement. I’m not interested in surgery, but I agreed to give the knee a rest. Besides, I’m in burnout. I need a change of scene.”

“You were burned out before you left.”

“Not burnout. I was bored. I guess neither one is cured by doing more of the same.” Dietz’s gray eyes were clear. He was a good-looking man in a very nonstandard way. “I thought I might stay on your couch for four days if you don’t object. I’m supposed to stay off my feet and put ice on my knee.”

“Oh, really. That’s nice. You drop out of my life for two years and then you show up because you need a nurse? Forget that.”

“I’m not asking you to make a fuss,” he said. “I figure you’re busy so you’ll be off at work all day. I’ll sit here and read or watch TV, minding my own business. I even brought my own ice bags to stick in the freezer. I don’t want anyone hovering. You won’t have to lift a finger.”

“Don’t you think this is a tiny bit manipulative, springing it on me like this?”

“It’s not manipulative as long as you have the option of saying no.”

“Oh, right. And feel guilty? I don’t think so,” I said.

“Why would you feel guilty? Turn me down if it doesn’t suit. What’s the matter with you? If we can’t tell the truth then what’s the point in a relationship? Do as you please. I can find a motel or I can drive on up the coast tonight. I thought it’d be nice to spend a little time together, but it’s not compulsory.”

I regarded him warily. “I’ll think about it.” There was no point in telling him—since I was barely willing to admit it to myself—how flat the light had seemed in the days after he left, how anxiety had stirred every time I came home to the empty apartment, how music had seemed to whisper secret messages to me. Dance or decline. It didn’t seem to make any difference. I’d imagined his return a hundred times, but never this way. Now the flatness of it was inside and all of my past feelings for him had shifted from passionate involvement to mild interest, if that.

Dietz had been watching me and his squint showed he was perplexed. “Are you mad about something?”

“Not at all,” I said.

“Yes, you are.”

“No, I’m not.”

“What are you so mad about?”

“Would you stop that? I’m not mad.”

He studied me for a moment and then his expression cleared. He said, “Ohhh, I get it. You’re mad because I left.”

I could feel my cheeks brighten and I broke off eye contact. I lined up the salt and pepper shakers so their bases just touched. “I’m not mad because you left. I’m mad because you came back. I finally got used to being by myself and here you are again. So where does that put me?”

“You said you liked to be alone.”

“That’s right. What I don’t like is being taken up and then abandoned. I’m not a pet you can put in a kennel and retrieve at your convenience.”

His smile faded. “ ‘Abandoned’? You weren’t abandoned. What’s that supposed to mean?”

Just then the telephone rang, saving us from any further debate. Donovan Malek’s secretary said, “Miss Millhone? I have Mr. Malek on the line for you. Can you hold?”

I said, “Sure.”

Dietz mouthed Did not.

I stuck my tongue out at him. I’m very mature that way.

Donovan Malek came on the line and introduced himself. “Good afternoon, Miss Millhone . . .”

“Call me Kinsey if you would.”

“Thanks. It’s Donovan Malek here. I just spoke to Tasha Howard and she said she talked to you at lunch. I take it she filled you in on the situation.”

“For the most part,” I said. “Is there some way we can get together? Tasha wants to get moving as soon as possible.”

“My attitude exactly. Listen, I’ve got about an hour before I have to be somewhere else. I can give you some basic information—Guy’s date of birth, his Social Security number, and a photograph if that would help,” he said. “You want to pop on out here?”

“Sure, I can do that,” I said. “What about your brothers? Is there some way I can talk to them, too?”

“Of course. Bennet said he’d be home around four this afternoon. I’ll call Myrna—she’s the housekeeper—and leave word you want to talk to him. I’m not sure about Jack. He’s a little harder to catch, but we can work something out. What you don’t get from me, you can pick up from them. You know where I am? On Dolores out in Colgate. You take the Peterson off-ramp and turn back across the freeway. Second street on the right.”

“Sounds good. I’ll see you shortly.”

When I hung up the phone, Dietz was checking his watch. “You’re off and running. I’ve got to touch base with an old friend so I’ll be out for a while. Are you free later on?”

“Not until six or so. Depends on my appointment. I’m trying to track down a guy who’s been gone eighteen years and I’m hoping to pick up some background from his family.”

“I’ll buy you dinner if you haven’t eaten, or we can go out and have a drink. I really don’t want to be a burden.”

“We can talk about it later. In the meantime, you’ll need a key.”

“That’d be great. I can grab a shower before I take off and lock up when I leave.”

I opened the kitchen junk drawer and found the extra house key on a ring of its own. I passed it across the counter.

“Are you okay with this? I know you don’t like to feel crowded. I can find a little place on Cabana if you’d prefer peace and quiet.”

“This is fine for now. If it’s too much, I’ll say so. Let’s just play it by ear,” I said. “I hope you like your coffee black. There’s no milk and no sugar. Cups are up there.”

He put the key in his pocket. “I know where the cups are. I’ll see you later.”

Malek Construction consisted of a series of linked trailers, arranged like dominoes, located in the cul-de-sac of an industrial park. Behind the offices, a vast asphalt yard was filled with red trucks: pickups, concrete mixers, skip loaders, and pavers, all bearing the white-and-red company logo. A two-story corrugated metal garage stretched across the backside of the property, apparently filled with maintenance and service equipment for the countless company vehicles. Gas pumps stood at the ready. To one side, against a tangle of shrubs, I could see six bright yellow Caterpillars and a couple of John Deere crawler dozers. Men in hard hats and red coveralls went about their business. The quiet was undercut by the rumble of approaching trucks, an occasional shrill whistle, and the steady peep-peep-peep signal as a vehicle backed up.

I parked in the side lot in a space marked VISITOR beside a line of Jeeps, Cherokee Rangers, and battered pickups. On the short walk to the entrance, I could hear the nearby freeway traffic and the high hum of a small plane heading for the airport to the west. The interior of the office suggested a sensible combination of good taste and practicality: glossy walnut paneling, steel blue wall-to-wall carpet, dark blue file cabinets, and a lot of matching dark red tweed furniture. Among the male employees, the standard attire seemed to be ties, dress shirts, and slacks without suit coats or sports jackets. Shoes looked suitable for hiking across sand and gravel. The dress code for the women seemed less codified. The atmosphere was one of genial productivity. Police stations have the same air about them; everyone committed to the work at hand.

In the reception area where I waited, all the magazines were work-related, copies of Pit & Quarry, Rock Products, Concrete Journal, and the Asphalt Contractor. A quick glance was sufficient to convince me that there were issues at stake here I never dreamed about. I read briefly about oval-hole void forms and multiproperty admixtures, powered telescopic concrete chutes, and portable concrete recycling systems. My, my, my. Sometimes I marveled at the depths of my ignorance.

“Kinsey? Donovan Malek,” he said.

I looked up, setting the magazine aside as I rose to shake hands with him. “Is it Don or Donovan?”

“I prefer Donovan, if you don’t mind. My wife shortens it to Don sometimes, but I make a rare exception for her. Thanks for being so prompt. Come on back to my office and we can chat.” Malek was fair-haired and clean shaven, with a square, creased face and chocolate brown eyes behind tortoiseshell glasses. I judged him to be six feet tall, maybe two hundred twenty pounds. He wore chinos and his short-sleeved dress shirt was the color of café au lait. He had loosened his tie and opened his collar button in the manner of a man who disliked restrictions and was subject to chronic overheating. I followed him out a rear door and across a wooden deck that connected a grid of double-wide trailers. The air conditioner in his office was humming steadily when we walked in.

The trailer he occupied had been subdivided into three offices of equal size, extending shotgun style from the front of the structure to the back. Long fluorescent bulbs cast a cold light across the white Formica surfaces of desks and drafting tables. Wide counters were littered with technical manuals, project reports, specs, and blueprints. Sturdy metal bookshelves lined the walls in most places, crammed with binders. Donovan didn’t seem to have a private secretary within range of him and I had to guess that one of several women up front fielded his calls and helped him out with paperwork.

He motioned me into a seat and then settled into the high-back leather chair behind his desk. He leaned sideways toward a bookshelf and removed a Santa Teresa high school annual, which he opened at a page marked by a paper clip. He held out the annual, passing it across the desk. “Guy, age sixteen. Who knows what he looks like these days.” He leaned back and watched for my reaction.

The kid looking out of the photograph could have been one of my high school classmates, though he preceded me by some years. The two-by-two-inch black-and-white head shot showed light curly hair worn long. Braces on his teeth gleaming through partly opened lips. He had a bumpy complexion, unruly eyebrows, and long, fair sideburns. His shirt fabric was a wild floral pattern. I would have bet money on bell-bottom trousers and a wide leather belt, though neither were visible in the photograph. In my opinion, all high school annuals should be taken out and burned. No wonder we all suffered from insecurity and low self-esteem. What a bunch of weirdos we were. I said, “He looks about like I did at his age. What year did he graduate?”

“He didn’t. He got suspended six times and finally dropped out. As far as I know, he never even picked up his GED. He spent more time in Juvie than he did at home.”

“Tasha mentioned criminal behavior. Can you tell me about that?”

“Sure, if I can think where to start. Remember the rumor that you could get high off aspirin and Coca-Cola? He went straight out and tried it. Kid was disappointed when it had no effect. He was in the eighth grade at that point. Discounting all the so-called ‘harmless pranks’ he pulled back then, I’d say his first serious transgressions dated back to high school when he was busted twice for possession of marijuana. He was into dope big time—grass, speed, uppers, downers. What did they call ’em back then? Reds and yellow jackets and something called soapers. LSD and hallucinogens came in about the same time. Teenagers didn’t do heroin or cocaine in those days, and nobody’d ever heard of crack. I guess that’s been a more recent development. For a while he sniffed glue, but said he didn’t like the effect. Kid’s a connoisseur of good highs,” he said derisively. “To pay for the stuff, he’d rip off anything that wasn’t nailed down. He stole cars. He stole heavy equipment from Dad’s construction sites. You get the picture, I’m sure.”

“This may sound like an odd question, but was he popular?”

“Actually, he was. You can’t tell much from the photograph, but he was a good-looking kid. He was incorrigible, but he had a sort of goofy sweetness that people seemed to find appealing, especially the girls.”

“Why? Because he was dangerous?”

“I really can’t explain. He was this shy, tragic figure, like he couldn’t help himself. He only had one buddy, fellow named Paul Trasatti.”

“Is he still around somewhere?”

“Sure. He and Jack are golfing buddies. Bennet pals around with him, too. You can ask when you talk to him. I don’t remember any other friends offhand.”

“You didn’t hang out with Guy yourself?”

“Not if I could help it,” he said. “I was busy keeping as much distance between us as possible. It got so I had to lock the door to my room so he wouldn’t walk off with everything. You name it, he’d boost it. Stereos and jewelry. Some stuff he did for profit and some was just plain raising hell. After he turned eighteen, he got kind of crafty because the stakes went up. Dad finally flat told him he’d hang him out to dry if he fucked up again. Excuse my bad language, but I still get hot when I think about this stuff.”

“Is that when he took off?”

“That was when he shifted gears. On the surface, he cleaned up and got a job out here, working in the maintenance shed. He was clever, I must say. Good with his hands and he had a good head on his shoulders. He must have seen this place as the answer to his prayers. He forged checks on Dad’s accounts. He used the company credit card to charge stuff and then sold the goods. Dad, God bless him, was still covering. I begged him to blow the whistle, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it. Guy strung him along, telling lie after lie.

“What can I tell you? Dad wanted to believe him. He’d talk tough. I mean, he’d act like he was really cracking down this time, but when it came right down to it, he always gave in and offered him ‘one more chance.’ Jesus, I got sick of his saying that. I did what I could to close the loopholes, but I could only do so much.” Donovan tapped his temple. “Kid had a screw loose. He was really missing some essential sprocket in the morals department. Anyway, the last stunt he pulled—and this didn’t come out until he’d been gone a couple months—was a scam where he cheated some ‘poor old widder woman’ of her nest egg. That was the last straw. Dad had already kicked his ass out, but we were still stuck with the mess.”

“Where were you at that time? I take it you were working for your father.”

“Oh, yeah. I’d graduated by then. I’d been in and out of Vietnam, and I was working here as a mining engineer. I got my degree at Colorado School of Mines. My dad’s degree was civil engineering. He started Malek Construction back in 1940, the year I was born, and bought his first gravel pit in forty-three. We were a construction outfit first and ended up owning all our aggregate sources. In fact, we built the business around that because it gives us a competitive edge. There’s a lot of companies around here that do construction that don’t own their aggregate sources and they end up buying from us. I’m the only one of the kids who went into the family business. I didn’t get married till I was thirty-five.”

“I understand your mother died the year Guy left,” I said.

“That’s right. She’d been diagnosed with lung cancer maybe ten years before. Fought like an alley cat, but she finally went under. I’m sure the uproar didn’t help. Dad never remarried. He didn’t seem to have the heart for it. All he cared about was the company, which is why I was so surprised about the will. Even in 1965, I can’t believe he wanted Guy getting so much as a nickel from his estate.”

“Maybe someone will come across the second will.”

“I’d like to think so, but so far I’ve turned the house upside down. There was nothing like it in the safe deposit box. I hate to consider what’s going to happen if Guy shows up again.”

“Meaning what?”

“He’ll cause trouble of some kind. I can guarantee it.”

I shrugged. “He might have changed. People sometimes straighten out.”

Donovan gestured impatiently. “Sure, and sometimes you win the lottery, but the odds are against. That’s how it is and I guess we’ll have to live with it.”

“You have any idea where he might be?”

“No. And I don’t lie awake at night trying to figure it out either. Frankly, it makes me crazy to think of him coming home to roost. I understand that by law he’s entitled to his fair share of the estate, but I think he ought to be a brick about it and keep his hands to himself.” He picked up a piece of paper and slid it in my direction. “Date of birth and his Social Security number. His middle name is David. What else can I tell you?”

“What about your mother’s maiden name?”

“Patton. Is that for ID purposes?”

“Right. If I find him, I’d like to have a way to confirm it’s really Guy we’re dealing with.”

“You’re picturing an impostor? That’s hard to imagine,” he said. “Who’d want to be a stand-in for a loser like him?”

I smiled. “It’s not that far-fetched. The chances are remote, but it’s been done before. You don’t want to end up turning money over to a stranger.”

“You got that right. I’m not all that thrilled to give the money to him. Unfortunately, it’s not up to me. The law’s the law,” he said. “At any rate, I leave this to you. He was a hard-livin’, hard-drinkin’ kid before the age of twenty-one. As to his current whereabouts, your guess is as good as mine. You need anything else?”

“This should do for the time being. I’ll talk to your brothers and then we’ll see where we stand.” I got to my feet and we shook hands across the desk. “I appreciate your time.”

Donovan came around the desk, walking me to the door.

I said, “I’m sure Tasha will have the proper notices published in the local paper. Guy may get wind of it, if he hasn’t already.”

“How so?”

“He might still be in touch with someone living here.”

“Well. That is possible, I suppose. I don’t know how much more we’re obliged to do. If he never turns up, I guess his share of the estate gets placed in an escrow account for some period of time. After that, who knows? The point is, Tasha insists we get it settled and you don’t want to mess with her.”

“I should think not,” I said. “Besides, closure is always nice.”

“Depends on what kind you’re discussing.”
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I stopped by the office and opened a file on the case, recording the data Donovan had given me. It didn’t look like much, the merest scrap of information, but the date of birth and Social Security number would be invaluable as personal identifiers. If pressed, I could always check with Guy Malek’s former high school classmates to see if anybody’d heard from him in the years since he left. Given his history of bad behavior, he didn’t seem like a kid others would have known well or perhaps cared to have known at all, but he might have had confederates. I made a note of the name Donovan had given me. Paul Trasatti might provide a lead. It was possible Guy had turned respectable in the last decade and a half and might well have come back to his reunions from time to time. Often the biggest “losers” in high school are the most eager to flaunt their later successes.

If I had to make an educated guess about his original destination on the road to exile, I’d have to say San Francisco, which was only six hours north by car, or an hour by plane. Guy left Santa Teresa when the Haight-Ashbury was at its peak. Any flower child who wasn’t already brain-dead from drugs had gravitated to the Haight in those days. It was the party to end all parties, and with ten grand in his pocket his invitation would have been engraved.

At three-thirty, I locked up my office and went down to the second floor to pick up instructions for service on the two deposition subpoenas. I retrieved my car and headed to the Maleks’ place. The house was at the end of a narrow lane, the fifteen-acre property surrounded by an eight-foot wall intersected by an occasional wooden gate. I’d grown up in this town and I thought I knew every corner of it, but this was new to me, prime Santa Teresa real estate dating back to the thirties. The Maleks must lay claim to the last section of flat land for miles. The rear portions of the property must have tilted straight uphill because the face of the Santa Ynez Mountains loomed above me, looking close enough to touch. From the road, I could pick out individual patches of purple sage and coyote brush.

The iron gates at the entrance to the property stood open. I followed the long, curved driveway past a cracked and neglected tennis court into a cobblestone turnaround tucked into the L of the main residence. Both the house and the wall that encompassed the grounds were faced with dusky terra-cotta stucco, an odd shade of red halfway between brick and dusty rose. Massive evergreens towered above the grounds and a forest of live oaks stretched out to the right of the house as far as the eye could see. Sunlight scarcely penetrated the canopy of branches. Near the front of the house, the pine trees had dropped a blanket of needles that must have turned the soil to acid. There was little if any grass and the damp smell of bare earth was pervasive. Here and there, a shaggy palm tree asserted its spare presence. I could see several outbuildings to the right—a bungalow, a gardener’s shed, a greenhouse—and on the left, a long line of garages. The driveway apparently continued on around the rear of the house. A Harley-Davidson was parked on a gravel pad to one side. There were flowerbeds, but even the occasional suggestion of color failed to soften the somber gloom of the mansion and the deep shade surrounding it.

The architectural style of the house was Mediterranean. All of the windows were flanked with shutters. A series of balustrades punctuated the stark lines of the facade and a lovers’ stairway curved up along the left to a second-story veranda. All the trim was done in dark green, the paint color chalky with age. The roof was composed of old red tile, mottled with soft green algae. The poured concrete urns on either side of the front door were planted with perennials that had died back to sticks. The door itself looked like something that had been lifted from one of the early California missions. When I pressed the bell, I could hear a single resonating note strike within, tolling my presence to the occupants.

In due course, the door was opened by a white woman of indeterminant age in a gray cotton uniform. She was of medium height, thick through the middle, her shoulders and breasts slumping toward a waist that had expanded to accommodate the gradual accumulation of weight. I pegged her in her early forties, but I couldn’t be sure.

“Yes?” Her eyebrows needed plucking and her blond hair showed dark roots mixed with gray. This was a woman who apparently whacked at her own hair with some kind of dull instrument, a not-unfamiliar concept. Her bangs had been cut slightly too short, curling across her forehead unbecomingly. Maybe forty dollars for a haircut wasn’t too much to pay.

I handed her my business card. “Are you Myrna?”

“That’s right.”

“I’m Kinsey Millhone,” I said. “I believe Donovan called to say I’d be stopping by this afternoon. Is Bennet at home?”

Her expression didn’t change, but she seemed to know what I was talking about. She was plain, her nose maybe half a size too big for her face. Her lips were antiqued with the remnants of dark lipstick, probably eaten off at lunch or imprinted on the edge of her coffee cup. Now that I’d become an aficionada of drugstore cosmetics, I was acting like an expert. What a laugh, I thought.

“He just got in. He said to put you in the library if you arrived before he came down. Would you like to follow me?”

I said, “Sure.” I loved the idea of being “put” in the library, like a potted plant.

I followed her across the foyer, toward a room on the right. I took in my surroundings surreptitiously, trying not to look like a mouth breather in the process. In the homes of the rich, it doesn’t do to gape. The floor was dark parquet, a complicated herringbone pattern with the polished wooden chevrons blending together seamlessly. The entrance hall was two stories high, but little if any light filtered down from above. Tapestries were hung along the walls at intervals, faded depictions of women with high waists and faces shaped like hard-boiled eggs. Gents in cloaks rode on horseback, trailed by hunting dogs on chains. Behind them, a merry band of woodcutters toted a dead stag that had spears sticking out of its torso like Saint Sebastian. I could tell right away that theirs was a world devoid of animal-rights activists.

The library had the look of a private men’s club, or what I imagine such a place would look like if women were allowed in. Several large red Oriental carpets had been laid side by side to form a continuous floor covering. One wall was paneled in dark walnut and there were floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on the other three. The windows were tall and narrow, diamonds of leaded glass admitting more chill air than afternoon light. There were three groupings of ripped red-leather club chairs and an enormous gray stone fireplace with a gas starter, its inner hearth blackened by countless fires. The room smelled of charred oak and book mold and suggested the kind of dampness associated with poorly laid foundations. For a family that had amassed a fortune in the construction business, they really ought to think about pumping money into the place. Failing major home improvements, a quick trip to Pier I would have done wonders.

For once, left to my own devices, I didn’t bother to snoop. Guy Malek had been gone for eighteen years. I wasn’t going to find a copy of his outbound bus schedule or a drawer filled with personal diaries he’d kept as a lad. I heard someone walking on the second floor, the ceiling creaking as the steps passed from one side to the other of the room above. I circled the library, glancing out of every window I passed. The room was a good thirty feet long. At the far end, a solarium looked out on the rear lawn, a large expanse of dormant grass with a murky-looking koi pond in the center. The surface of the water was choked with lily pads.

I moved back toward the door and heard someone come down the stairs and traverse the hall. The door opened and Bennet Malek came in. He was four years younger than Donovan with the same fair hair. Where Donovan’s was glossy, Bennet’s was coarse, and he kept it cut short to discourage a visible tendency to curl. He’d apparently given up his battle to stay clean shaven and a blond beard and mustache now defined the lower portion of his face. He was heavyset, looking beefy across the shoulders and thick through the chest. He wore jeans and a navy sweatshirt with the sleeves pushed up along forearms densely matted with hair. Tasha had tagged him as a man who invested and lost sums of money on various faulty commercial ventures. I wondered how I might have responded to him if I hadn’t been told in advance of his poor business sense. As it was, I found myself disregarding the hearty confidence he was at pains to project. Belatedly, I noticed that he carried the last half inch of a drink in his right hand, gin or vodka over ice with a twist. He set the drink on the end table closest to him.

He held out his hand and shook mine with unnecessary strength. We weren’t about to arm wrestle so what was the point? His fingertips were icy and faintly moist to the touch. “Bennet Malek, Miss Millhone. Nice to meet you. Don said you’d be coming. Can I offer you a drink?” He had a big booming voice and made solid eye contact. Very manly, I thought.

“Thanks, but I’m fine. I don’t want to take any more time than I have to. I know you’re busy.”

“Fair enough. Why don’t you have a seat?” he said. His attentiveness seemed feigned, a salesman’s maneuver for putting the customer at ease. I’d been in this man’s company thirty seconds or less and I’d already developed an aversion to him.

I perched on the edge of a club chair with a wide, sunken seat. The leather surface was slippery and I had to fight a tendency to skid backward into the depths. As a child, I used to polish the trailer park sliding board to lightning-fast speeds by vigorous rubbings with sheets of Cut-Rite waxed paper. The glossy leather cushion had the same slick feel to it. To avoid losing traction, I had to keep my weight pitched forward, feet together and flat on the floor.

Bennet settled into the chair to my left with a series of creakings. “I understand you’re a private investigator,” he said.

“That’s right. I’ve been licensed for ten years. I was a police officer before that. What about you? What sort of work do you do?”

“I’m into venture capital. I look for promising little companies with cash-flow problems.”

And drain them dry, no doubt. “Sounds like fun,” I remarked.

“It’s gratifying. Let’s put it that way.” His voice had dropped into a confidential tone. “I take it you met with Don?”

“That’s right. I talked to him earlier this afternoon.”

He shook his head almost imperceptibly. “Did he mention the missing will?”

“Tasha told me about that when she was briefing me at lunch,” I said. Vaguely, I wondered why he was raising the subject. The existence of a second will was really not my concern. “I guess your brother lucked out,” I said.

He snorted. “I’ll tell you what bugs me. I remember when Dad signed the second will. I can picture the day just as clear as I’m sitting here. Dad’s attorney and two witnesses came out to the house.”

“Well, that’s interesting. Do you remember who they were?”

“The witnesses? Two women. I remember that much. I assumed they worked for the attorney, but I may have made that up. They weren’t personal friends of Dad’s as far as I know. The four of them came in here and emerged maybe half an hour later.”

“Have you told Tasha about this?”

“I mentioned I was here the day the second will was signed. I can’t remember now if I mentioned witnesses or not.”

“I’d tell her, if I were you. She may find a way to determine who they were. From what I’ve heard, no one disputes the fact that a second will was drawn up, but was it signed in your presence? Were you apprised of the provisions?”

“Well, I wasn’t in the room with him if that’s what you’re getting at. Dad referred to it later, but he never spelled it out. The question is, what happened to it?”

I shrugged. “Your father could have changed his mind. He could have torn it up and tossed it out.”

Bennet stirred restlessly. “So everyone says, though I’m not convinced. It’s an interesting issue, if you think about it. I mean, look at the facts. The will comes up missing and the black sheep of the family makes out like a bandit. Dad signed it in March and Guy left within days.”

“You’re saying your brother stole it?”

“I’m saying, why not? I wouldn’t put it past him. He stole everything else.”

“But what good would that do? Even if he snitched a copy, the attorney probably kept the original. Once Guy was gone, he had no way of knowing your father wasn’t going to turn around and make another will just like it. Or write a third will altogether. From what Donovan’s told me, your father was good at talking tough and not so good when it came to follow-through.”

He shook his head and his expression was patronizing. “True enough. That’s why I’m going back through all of Dad’s personal papers. It’s not that we want to deny Guy any monies he may be entitled to, but this is bullshit in my opinion. He collected his share once. Dad had the second will drawn up with every intention of eliminating Guy’s claim. That’s why he gave him the cash to begin with—to pay him off in full. I heard him allude to it many times over the years. As far as he was concerned, the ten grand he gave my brother was the end of it.”

“Well, I wish I could help, but this is really not my turf. Tasha’s the expert. I suggest you sit down and talk to her.”

“What about my father’s deal with Guy?” he went on argumentatively. “It was a verbal agreement, but doesn’t that count for anything?”

“Hey, you’re asking the wrong person. I have no idea. No one knows where Guy is, let alone what kind of bargain he made the day he left.”

His smile flickered and I could see him curb a desire to continue arguing the point. “You’re right, of course,” he said. “So what can I tell you about Guy?”

“Let’s start with the obvious. Did he say anything to you about his plans before he left?”

“I’m afraid Guy wasn’t in the habit of discussing anything with me.”

I shifted the subject slightly. “Could he have headed up to San Francisco? Donovan says he was into drugs in those days and the Haight might have been a draw.”

“It’s always possible. If that’s where he went, he never said a word to me. I should probably warn you, the two of us weren’t close. I don’t mean to seem uncooperative, but I don’t have much to offer in the way of information.”

“Did you ever hear him mention a possible career? Did he have any personal passions?”

Bennet’s smile was thin. “He made a career out of doing as little as possible. His passion was getting into trouble, making life miserable for everyone else.”

“What about his employment? What kind of jobs did he have?”

“None significant. When he was still in his teens, he worked in a pizza place until he got caught skimming cash. He also got a job doing telephone sales. That lasted two days. I don’t remember his ever doing much else until he started working for Dad. He pumped gas for a while so I suppose he might have become a career gas station attendant.”

“What kind of car did he drive?”

“He drove the family Chevy until he was involved in a hit-and-run accident and his license was suspended. After that, Dad refused to let him use any of the family vehicles.”

“Do you know if his license was ever reinstated?”

“If it wasn’t, he probably drove without. He never cared much about life’s petty little rules and regulations.”

“Did he have any hobbies?”

“Not unless you count smoking dope and getting laid.”

“What about his personal interests? Did he hunt, or fish? Did he skydive?” I was floundering, casting about in an attempt to develop a sense of direction.

Bennet shook his head. “He was a vegetarian. He said nothing should ever have to die so that he could eat. He was petrified of heights so I doubt he ever jumped out of airplanes or climbed mountains or bungee-jumped.”

“Well, at least we can eliminate that,” I said. “Did he have medical problems?”

“Medical problems? Like what?”

“I don’t know. I’m just trying to find ways to get a bead on him. Was he diabetic? Did he have allergies or any chronic illnesses?”

“Oh. I see what you’re getting at. No. As far as I know, his health was good—for someone so heavily into drink and drugs.”

“Donovan says he had one good friend. Somebody named Paul?”

“You’re talking about Paul Trasatti. I can give you his telephone number. He hasn’t gone anywhere.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

He recited the number off the top of his head and I made a quick note in the little spiral-bound notebook I carry.

I tried to think about the areas I hadn’t covered yet. “Was he a draft dodger? Did he protest the war in Vietnam?”

“He didn’t have to. The army wouldn’t take him. He had bad feet. Lucky him. He never gave a shit about politics. He never even voted as far as I know.”

“What about religion? Did he do Yoga? Meditate? Chant? Walk on hot coals?” This was like pulling teeth.

He shook his head again. “None of the above.”

“What about bank accounts?”

“Nope. At least he didn’t have any back then.”

“Did he own any stocks or bonds?”

Bennet shook his head again. He was beginning to seem amused at my persistence, which I found irritating.

“He must have cared about something,” I said.

“He was a fuckup, pure and simple. He never lifted a finger for anyone except himself. Typical narcissist. The girls couldn’t get enough of him. You figure it out.”

“Look, Bennet. I understand your hostility, but I can do without the editorializing. You must have cared about him once.”

“Of course,” he said blandly, averting his gaze. “But that was before he became such a pain in the ass to all of us. Besides, he’s been gone for years. I suppose at some level I have some kind of family feeling, but it’s hard to sustain given his long absence.”

“Once he left, none of you ever heard from him?”

His eyes came back to mine. “I can only speak for myself. He never called me or wrote. If he was in touch with anyone else, I wasn’t told about it. Maybe Paul knows something.”

“What sort of work does he do?”

“He’s a rare-book dealer. He buys and sells autographs, letters, manuscripts. Things like that.” He closed his mouth and smiled faintly, volunteering nothing unless I asked point-blank.

I wasn’t getting anywhere and it was probably time to move on. “What about Jack? Could Guy have confided in him?”

“You can ask him yourself. He’s right out there,” Bennet said. He gestured toward the windows and I followed his gaze. I caught a glimpse of Jack as he crossed the back lawn, heading away from the house toward a slope to the left. The rear of the property picked up just enough sun to foster a mix of coarse, patchy grasses, some of which were dormant at this time of year. He had a couple of golf clubs tucked carelessly under one arm and he carried a bucket and a net in a blue plastic frame.

By the time we caught up with him and Bennet had introduced us, Jack was using a sand wedge to smack golf balls at the net he’d set up twenty yards away. Bennet withdrew and left me to watch Jack practice his chipping shots. He’d swing and I could hear the thin whistle as the club cut through the air. There’d be a whack and the ball would arc toward the net, with an unerring accuracy. Occasionally, a shot would hit the grass nearby, landing with a short bounce, but most of the time he nailed the target he was aiming for.

He wore a visor with PEBBLE BEACH imprinted on the rim. His hair was light brown, a shock of it protruding from the Velcro-secured opening at the back. He wore chinos and a golf shirt with the emblem for St. Andrew’s stitched on the front like a badge. He was leaner than his two brothers and his face and arms were tanned. I could see him measure the trajectory of the ball as it sailed through the air. He said, “I hope this doesn’t seem rude, but I’ve got a tournament coming up.”

I murmured politely, not wanting to break his concentration.

Whistle. Whack. “You’ve been hired to find Guy,” he said when the ball landed. He frowned to himself and adjusted his stance. “How’s it coming?”

I smiled briefly. “So far all I have are his date of birth and his Social Security number.”

“Why did Donovan tell you to talk to me?”

“Why wouldn’t I talk to you?”

He ignored me for the moment. I watched as he walked out to the net and leaned down, gathering the countless balls, which he tossed in his plastic bucket. He came back to the spot where I was standing and started all over again. His swing looked exactly the same—time after time, without variation. Swing, whack, in the net. He’d put the next ball down. Swing, whack, in the net. He shook his head at one shot, responding to my comment belatedly. “Donovan doesn’t have much use for me. He’s a Puritan at heart. It’s all work, work, work with him. You have to be productive—get the job done. All that rah-rah-rah stuff. As far as he’s concerned, golf isn’t worthy of serious consideration unless it nets you an annual income of half a million bucks.” He paused to look at me, leaning lightly on his golf club, as if it were a cane. “I don’t have any idea where Guy went, if that’s what you’re here to ask. I was finishing my senior year at Wake Forest, so I heard about it by phone. Dad called and said he’d told Guy to hit the road. They’d had a quarrel about something and off he went.”

“When was the last time you saw him?”

“When I was home for Mother’s funeral in January. When I came home again for spring break, he’d been gone maybe three days. I figured the whole thing would blow over, but it never did. By the time I graduated and came home in June, the subject was never mentioned. It’s not like we were forbidden to refer to him. We just didn’t, I guess out of consideration for Dad.”

“You never heard from Guy at all? Not a call or a postcard in all these years?”

Jack shook his head.

“Didn’t that bother you?”

“Of course. I adored him. I saw him as a rebel, a true individual. I hated school and I was miserable. I did poorly in most classes. All I wanted was to play golf and I didn’t see why I had to have a college education. I would have gone off with Guy in a heartbeat if he’d told me what was going on. What can I tell you? He never called. He never wrote. He never gave any indication he gave a shit about me. Such is life.”

“And nobody outside the family ever reported running into him?”

“Like at a convention or something? You’re really scraping the bottom of the barrel on that one.”

“You think you’d have heard something.”

“Why? I mean, what’s the big deal? People probably pull this shit all the time. Go off, and nobody ever hears from them again. There’s no law says you have to stay in touch with people just because you’re related.”

“Well, true,” I said, thinking of my own avoidance of relatives. “Do you know of anyone else who might help? Did he have a girlfriend?”

Jack smiled mockingly. “Guy was the kind of fellow mothers warn their little girls about.”

“Donovan told me women found him attractive, but I don’t get it. What was the appeal?”

“They weren’t women. They were girls. Melodrama is seductive when you’re seventeen.”

I thought about it briefly, but this seemed like another dead end. “Well. If you have any ideas, could you get in touch?” I took a card from my handbag and passed it over to him.

Jack glanced at my name. “How’s the last name pronounced?”

“Mill-hone,” I said. “Accent on the first syllable. The last rhymes with bone.”

He nodded. “Fair enough. You won’t hear from me, of course, but at least you can say you tried.” He smiled. “I’m sure Don was way too cool to mention this,” he said mildly, “but we’re all hoping you won’t find him. That way we can file a petition asking the court to declare him dead and his share can be divided among the three of us.”

“That’s what ‘diligent search’ is all about, isn’t it? Tell Donovan I’ll call him in a day or two,” I said.

I walked back across the grass toward the house. What a bunch, I thought. Behind me, I could hear the whistle of Jack’s swing and the sound of the clubhead on impact. I could have knocked at the front door again and asked the housekeeper if Donovan’s wife, Christie, was at home. As an old college chum of Tasha’s, she might at least be gracious. On the other hand, she wasn’t married to Donovan at the point when Guy departed, and I couldn’t believe she’d have anything of substance to contribute. So where did that leave me?

I got in my car and started the engine, shifting into first. I eased down the long drive toward the street beyond. At the front gate, I paused, shifting into neutral and letting the car idle while I considered the possibilities. As nearly as I could tell, Guy Malek hadn’t been a property owner in Santa Teresa County, so there wasn’t any point in checking the tax rolls or real property records. From what his brothers had indicated, he’d never even rented his own apartment, which meant I couldn’t consult with a past landlord, or query the water, gas, electric, or phone companies for a forwarding address. Most of those records aren’t kept for eighteen years anyway. What else? At the time he’d left Santa Teresa, he had no job and no significant employment history, so there wasn’t any point in checking with the local labor unions or with Social Security. He didn’t vote, own a car or a gun, didn’t hunt or fish, which probably meant he didn’t have any permits or licenses on record. He’d probably acquired a driver’s license and a vehicle by now. Also, using past behavior as a future indicator, he probably had a criminal history in the system somewhere, certainly with the National Crime Information Center. Unfortunately, I didn’t have access to that information and, offhand, I couldn’t think of anyone who’d be willing to run a computer check. A law enforcement officer with proper authorization has all sorts of databases available that I couldn’t tap into as a licensed private eye.

I put the VW in first gear, hung a left, and drove over to the Department of Motor Vehicles. It was just shy of closing time and the place was clearing out. I filled out a form, asking for a records’ search. Often, DMV records will be out of date. People move, but the change of address won’t show up in the DMV computers until a driver’s license or a vehicle registration is renewed. In this case, if Guy Malek had left the state, all the data might well be years out of date, if it showed up at all. At the moment, however, it seemed like the quickest way to get a preliminary fix on the situation. Since I didn’t have his driver’s license number, I picked up an ANI Multiple Record Request Form, filling in his full name and date of birth. The Automated Name Index file would either show no record for the criteria given, or would show a match for last name, first name, middle initial, and birthdate. As soon as I got back to the office, I’d put the form in the mail and ship it off to Sacramento. With luck, I could at least pick up his mailing address.

In the meantime, since the office was nearly empty, I asked one of the DMV clerks to check the name through her computer.

She turned and gave me her full attention. “Are you nuts? I could get fired for doing that,” she said. She turned the monitor on its swivel so I couldn’t peek at the screen.

“I’m a PI,” I said.

“You could be the Pope for all I care. You’ll have to wait to hear from Sacramento. You get nothing from me.”

“It was worth a try,” I said. I tried a winsome smile, but it didn’t get me far.

“You got a nerve,” she said. She turned away with a reproving shake of her head and began to pack away her desk.

So much for my powers of persuasion.
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