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CHAPTER ONE




Californias Sacramento Delta is a strange and beautiful place, decades removed from both the political hustle at the state capital to the north, and the glittering sophistication of the San Francisco Bay Area to its west. If you ask the average Californian about the Delta, hes likely to know little, even though it contains a tangled thousand-mile maze of natural waterways and some of the richest agricultural land in the state. More seasoned travelers may harbor vague images of a summertime paradise of slowly drifting sloughs, islands covered with sun-ripening tomatoes and asparagus and fruit, and marinas choked with pleasure boats. But a person who knows the Delta well is aware of its less hospitable side, of rain-lashed winter nights when the floodwaters rise and the narrow levee roads are no place for the timid or the uninitiated.

The Delta is a constant victim of hostile elements. Every few winters, a disastrous series of storms sweeps through it, smashing levees, inundating entire islands, and forcing hundreds of people from their homes. But come clear skies, the inhabitants – many of whom have lost everything – return to dig mud and debris out of their living rooms and start all over again. That seems to be the way with Delta folk; some overwhelming homing instinct draws them back to the land, even though they know that in a few years the waters will rise again, and that one time the destruction may very well be total.

I was finding out firsthand about the Deltas unfriendly side on this harsh February evening. What Id principally learned was how unpredictable and ominously changeable the weather could be. 

Id started from San Francisco about three that afternoon, fighting the early rush-hour traffic up the grade to the Caldecott Tunnel and into the Contra Costa County suburbs. By the time Id gotten beyond the worst of it and was speeding through barren hills that were green from the winter rains, the sky had taken on a high, flat overcast. But it was only a patchy gray, with no hint of an impending storm.

At the town of Antioch – gateway to the Delta – a white arching bridge spanned the San Joaquin River. As I waited at the toll plaza, I checked my watch. It was already close to four-thirty, and I was due at a place called Appleby Island, southeast of the little town of Walnut Grove, by dinnertime. Appleby Island, on the banks of the north fork of the Mokelume River and Hermits Slough.

The names, like many in the Delta, had an intriguing ring, and I wished I were in better spirits, capable of letting my imagination wander and speculate about my destination. But I was feeling low, and as I started across the span, I lapsed back into a dull, automatic driving mood.

From the highest point on the bridge, I could see land that was radically different from the softly rolling terrain behind me; it was flat farmland, reminiscent of the Midwest, with only the faintest suggestion of mountains on the darkening horizon. High-tension towers lined by massive cable stood in formation across the foreground; beyond them patches in the sky had taken on definition, some still gray, others black and backlit by an eerie white glow.

The temperature had dropped sharply, and the air was crisp with ozone. I turned up the heater of my old MG, thinking about the clothes Id thrown in the suitcase that rested on the seat beside me. Had I packed that heavy Irish fishermans sweater? Id laid it out on the bed, but didnt remember actually putting it in the bag. No matter, Patsy would have things I could borrow. She and I had often swapped clothes in the past.

Then I thought: Patsy, God, whats been happening to her? I had to admit that I was worried about my little sister. And that in itself was strange, because of all us McCones, she was the one whom Id always regarded as the most stable and self-sufficient.

I tried to figure it out again, went over our conversation at lunch that day, seeking explanations, clues. But I could come up with nothing concrete. All I knew was that Patsy seemed uncharacteristically frightened and had come to me for help. After a while I quite pondering it, let the blandness of the countryside take over, and merely drove.

In less than half an hour heavy dusk had fallen and the character of the land had changed once more. The road narrowed and wound along the top of a levee; to one side was plowed acreage, to the other tule marsh and a wide slough. The wind had risen, and it whipped the branches of the sycamores and eucalypti that grew at the side of the road. Ragged pieces of bark were flung against my windshield, and one caught under the wiper, momentarily blocking my sight. In the distance I noticed the clockwork superstructure of a raised drawbridge, briefly illuminated as lightning flashed across the cloud-piled sky. And then the rain came – a few patters at first, then sheets blowing slantwise across the glass.

I gripped the wheel hard as the wind began to buffet the little car. When I switched the headlights on high beam, the overhanging trees formed a tunnel over the road. The land dropped perilously on either side, and the slick pavement snaked away into blackness. I rounded the curve and braked hard to avoid skidding into the choppy waters of the slough.

Damn, I said aloud. Oh, goddammit! The words sounded a trifle whiny. Well, who could blame me? What was I doing here, anyway? Prior to Patsys arrival at my house that noon, Id been tired and irritable, but looking forward to a quiet weekend and an upcoming vacation. Now I was driving along a pitch-black road in a violent rainstorm – all because my heretofore sensible sister had allowed herself to be spooked by some minor and probably harmless events.

Normally Im not a nervous driver, even under the worst of conditions. But the near-skid and the constant drumming of rain on the MGs roof and hood had set me on edge. I reached over and switched on the radio for comfort, twirled the dial, but got only static. Finally I gave up and put my right hand back on the steering wheel; the fingers of my left were so cramped from the pressure Id been applying that they ached. I let go and flexed them for a moment. Then I slowed down and turned on the dome light so I could check the directions Patsy had written out. Soon there would be a four-way stop and flashing red light where a drawbridge led left over the Sacramento River to Rio Vista. I was to go straight.

So where is it? I thought. Where?

As if in answer, I saw the red flashes, and then the bulk of the bridge. Across it were the blurred but welcoming lights of the town. Ahead of me the road was once more a dark tunnel. I stopped, even though there were no other cars in sight, shifted into first, and – with a longing look at the bridge – went forward.

After about a mile, the rain began to let up. I was beginning to relax when something appeared in the road only yards form my front bumper. There was a blinding glare as my headlights were reflected back at me, and then a fainter twinkle of taillights. I had to brake sharply to avoid ramming the back of an old pickup truck.

Quickly I geared down and backed off several yards. The truck couldnt be going more than fifteen miles an hour, and since visibility was nil, there was no way of getting around it. The driver must have been aware of my close call, but he didnt speed up. After a few minutes of fuming, I resigned myself to the slowdown. There were worse things, I supposed, than having a pair of taillights to follow along the unfamiliar road. 

My headlights shone steadily on the glass at the back of the trucks cab. The glare had an almost hypnotic effect on me. After about half a mile, the truck made an abrupt left turn without signaling or putting on its brakes. Again I almost rammed it. It turned into a shrubbery-choked side lane and disappeared.

I sucked in my breath and drove on. In spite of the near-collisions I still felt less tense than before, and soon the rain stopped, visibility improved, and I was able to put on speed. I passed the town of Isleton, snuggled down below the levee, and then signs bearing some of the picturesque Delta names began to appear; Porkpie Tract, Snodgrass Slough, Dead Horse Island. When I saw one indicating Hermits Slough, I went slower, watching for the road that led to the Appleby Island ferry. The private ferry, Patsy told me, had been put in by the family who had once owned the island, back in the days when bridge building had been both impractical and uncommon in the area. Although now an outmoded form of transportation, the one – along with a handful of others in the Delta – had not been replaced, and it was the only access to the island.

The road leading to the landing came up quickly, indicated by a weathered board sign with old-fashioned script writing and a more recent crude notation that said DELIVERIES. Deliveries of what? I wondered. Of course – they were restoring the house. Trucks would bring sheetrock and lumber and plumbing fixtures. In a few weeks the interior decorating supplies Patsy had been ordering in the city would arrive. I braked and went in the direction the arrow on the sign pointed, down a steeply slanting gravel drive to the ferry landing. There was a board shack to the left, and as my headlights swept over it, a man in a plaid lumbermans jacket and jeans stepped out and held up his hand for me to stop.

This must be the fellow who operated the ferryboat. Patsy had told me his name, but Id forgotten. I rolled down my window as he came over to the car.

He was probably around fifty; tall and stocky, with a shock of fine black hair that fell over his forehead. His nose was thin and beaky, and over his left eye he wore a black patch.

A pirate, I thought.	

The pirate leaned down to the window of the car. Miss McCone?

Yes.

He extended a rawboned hand through the window. Im Max Shorkey. Glad you finally made it – your sisters been calling over here every ten minutes, afraid something might have happened to you in the storm. He patted his side, and I saw he had a walkie-talkie strapped there.

No, nothing happened, I said. The rain slowed me down, thats all.

Well, good. I suppose youll be wanting to take your car over there. Thats what all of them do. Strikes me as stupid.

Why?

No place to go once youre on the island, unless you want to drive around the orchards. Make more sense to leave the cars and trucks here, closer to the road.

Why do they do it, then?

Search me. Dont understand city ways myself. No offense meant, maam.

None taken.

Well, you go ahead and drive onto the ferry. Ill take you over. I watched as he walked to the barge like vessel at the foot of the ramp. It was about thirty feet long, with room for no more than two cars. Max Shorkey unhooked a heavy chain across its stern and waved me on. I took my foot off the brake and let the MG coast down the ramp and bump onto the boat. In the rearview mirror I saw Shorkey rehook the chain and go into the engine house. Then the motor started grinding and burbling, and we began to move away from the shore.

I got out of the car and went to the front of the ferry, zipping up my navy wool jacket and pulling its hood over my head against the damp, biting cold. Ahead lay a hump of land, and at its top was a white floodlit house. Not a house – a mansion. It was enormous, stucco, of a style I thought was French Regency, with three stories and oval dormer windows in its mansard roof. How many rooms had Patsy said there were? Forty-five or six?

I couldnt tell anything about the rest of the island, but the mansion was enough to occupy my attention. Its high lower windows and French doors were surrounded by fancy sculpted decoration and elaborate ironwork. Cypress trees of the sort that look like furled umbrellas stood at regular intervals along the front wall, and at each corner were tall palms, their thick fronds tossing about in the still-strong wind. As I watched, the front door opened and Patsy came out followed by her nine-year-old daughter, Kelley. She put her arm around Kelley and spoke to her, pointing to the ferry, and then Kelley started to jump up and down.

I guess the kids excited to see her auntie. Max Shorkey spoke from behind me.

At first I was startled that he wasnt back there steering the ferry, but then I remembered Patsy had said it operated on a cable anchored to the floor of the slough. Her aunties excited, too, I said, feeling glad for the first time that Id come. I havent seen Kelley since she was six.

Not close to your sister, then?

Not so much, these past few years.

Well, you can make up for lost time now. Staying long?

Im not sure. The weekend, anyway. I looked back at the floodlit mansion; Patsy and Kelley looked small against its mammoth faade. Now that we were closer, details stood out more clearly; I could see deep cracks in the stucco and places where slate was missing on the roof. Theyve got their work cut out for them, dont they? I said.

Sure do.

You think itll be ready for the summer season?

Maybe, if everything goes like they plan. But there was a note in Shorkeys voice that said he doubted things would go right. After a moment he said, If, in that pessimistic tone, and then started back toward the engine house.

As he walked away, I could have sworn I heard him mutter, Damn fools.




CHAPTER TWO




At noon that day, I would have been very surprised had anyone told me Id be spending the night on a remote island in the Delta. The previous morning Id given testimony at a child-custody hearing; the rest of the day Id devoted to paperwork – client reports and my weekly reckoning of expenses. With my desk at All Souls reasonably clear, I felt justified in taking Friday morning off to run some errands and fix a special lunch for Patsy, who would be in town on some business shed promised to explain later.


The lunch – like many things in my life these last few months – had rapidly turned into a crisis. The last time Id seen my sister, shed been in a health-food stage, raising her own vegetables on a farm she owned near Ukiah. I had no reason to believe that had changed, but I know nothing about vegetarian cooking and even hate salads, unless they have ingredients like shrimp or crab or taco meat. Finally out of deference to her, I opted for a salad; out of deference to me, I put plenty of shrimp and crab in it (taco meat seemed inappropriate even to my eccentric gastronomic tastes.) A loaf of fresh sourdough bread, a pitcher of iced herbal tea for her, and lots of white wine for me rounded out the meal. When my preparations were done, I set the table on the newly completed back deck (cloth napkins and placemats, no less!) and sat down out there to wait – and to wonder why I was getting myself in a stew over what was really only a simple lunch with my own sister.

Actually I already knew that the problem had nothing to do with not having seen Patsy in three years, or with knowing nothing about vegetarian cooking, or with hating salads. What it had to do with was the strange way Id been feeling the past few months, and my increasing inability to deal easily with lifes small things.

Small things. Such as when I went to a restaurant and took forever to make up my mind what to order. Or the way I wasted hours when my bank statement came, trying to get it to balance to the exact penny. For years my poor old MG had languished from my neglect; now Id taken to washing it once a week, and had recently changed my own oil. And every morning I engaged in a painstaking mental debate over which of the items in my never-too-expensive wardrobe to take from the closet; if the garment was wrinkled, Id spend even more time ironing it to perfection. Small things. I focused on them, fretted about them, and let them sap my energy.

I shifted on my deck chair and looked at my watch. Twelve-fifteen. Patsy was late. I felt like having a glass of wine, but I wasnt sure what shed think when she arrived and found me drinking alone. Then I thought; Oh hell, what do I care? and went and got the wine. If she wanted to think her big sister had turned into a drunkard, let her. Truth was, I had been drinking more than usual lately.

And why? The answer to that seemed relatively simple. I may try to avoid too-frequent bouts with introspection, but I am not unperceptive when it comes to my own motives. The increased drinking, like the fanatical fussing over the small things, was my none-too-original way of not dealing with the big things.

The big things. Such as the fact that everything seemed flat lately, that the world looked gray, as if I were viewing it through a pane of dirty glass. Often there was a leaden lump in my stomach to dwell on the past – much more nostalgically than the quality of the past warranted. I performed my work mechanically, actually hoping no important case would come along to challenge me. And the sparkle had gone out of my relationship with Don; hed noticed it too, and wed begun avoiding one another. The big things. Things I didnt want to think about now.

As it happened, I didnt have to. The doorbell chimed, and I went to answer it, carrying my wineglass. 

When I opened the door, my mild concern about what Patsy might think of her older sister drinking when the sun was barely over the yardarm vanished. The woman standing on my front porch was not the Patsy I remembered. For one thing, she was too thin. Her skin looked dry and pale, and deep parentheses around her mouth made her look older than her twenty-seven years. When Id last seen her up at the farm, shed had a plump earth-mother quality; shiny light-brown hair combed straight from a center part or done up in a fat braid; a glowing, tanned complexion; an inner contentment that was revealed in a slight and constant upward curve of her lips. This new Patsy flashed me a bright, theatrical smile. When we embraced, her bones jutted out, and her perfume smelled too exotic and heavy. The chic cotton aviators suite she wore was something the old Patsy wouldnt have allowed in her closet. Even her hair – cut short and permed in a halo around her drawn face – reflected a new, brittle personality.

Taken aback as I was, it was still good to see her. At her request I took her on a quick tour of my half-restored earthquake cottage; front parlor (seldom used, but a handsome room with a tile fireplace); bedroom (with a quilt shed made for me covering the bed); dining room (full of paint and supplies); spiffily remodeled kitchen and bathroom. Throughout Patsy exclaimed over everything in an artificial, chattery manner; she practically went into raptures when I told her of my plans to enclose the back porch and turn it into another bedroom. I was about to say, Knock it off, this is your sister youre talking to, not some stranger at a cocktail party, when her eyes rested on the half-forgotten wineglass I was carrying.

She said, Oh, wine! Can I have some?

So much for Patsys health-food stage.

I fetched the wine and took her out onto the deck, where we sat at the table. It was a sunny afternoon, warm for February, and everything had that hard-edged quality that comes from the air being cleansed by rain. For a moment the days loveliness broke through my dirty glass shield, and I raised my eyes to the sky above the fir trees at the back of the lot and smiled. Then I toasted Patsy and said, heres to seeing you again.

She lifted her own glass in return and took a big swallow of wine. For a moment she seemed about to set it down, but then she took another drink.

Good Lord, I thought, shes in as bad a shape as I am. Worse, maybe, because my discontent doesnt show on the surface yet. With her, its there for everyone to see.

I wondered if her poor emotional state was the cause of her recent lack of communication. Although I hadnt considered it until then – too wrapped up in my own problems, I supposed – shed been strangely silent for six months or more. Patsy had always been an indifferent correspondent, but every now and then shed call or Id find a funny card from her in the mailbox. This past Christmas, however, Id received no package – nor any acknowledgement of my gifts to her and the kids. Maybe, I thought, I should have been more concerned about my little sister. . . .

Now she set her glass down and looked around, eyes skipping restlessly. The old Patsy had been able to sit deep in her own thoughts for long periods of time, quietly self-possessed without conveying any impression of brooding. But now, while silent, she was intense and nervous; her fingers toyed with the edge of the table and she fidgeted crossing and recrossing her slim legs. She certainly didnt look like a woman in love – but that was the one thing shed told me on the phone the day before. She had met the love of her life and was very, very happy.

When it didnt seem she was going to speak, I said, So how are the kids? She had three, each by a different father, none of whom she had bothered to marry.

Fine. Growing. Youd never recognize them.

I waited for her to produce pictures, but none was forthcoming. I said, And the farm – how are things there?

I sold it.

That surprised me even more than her appearance. Patsy had been living on the farm near Ukiah since the late seventies, and had turned it into a self-sufficient operation. She was one of the few people I knew who had been bitten by the back-to-the-land bug and had actually succeeded. Where are you living now? I asked.

In the Delta, at a place called Appleby Island. Evans – thats my new love, Evans Newhouse – and I have gone in with some other people to start a boatel.

It was almost more than I could take in. A what?

Boatel. Where people can rent slips by the night and either stay on their boats or in the bed-and-breakfast . . . whats wrong?

When shed said bed-and-breakfast, my nose had involuntarily wrinkled. Oh, Don and I stayed in one of those a few months ago. 

You didnt like it?

Not particularly. There was no privacy. The johns were down the hall, and you had to share. People kept trying to serve us sherry every time we walked through the parlor. When they turned down the bed at night, they put crummy stale pieces of chocolate on the pillows. There was this bowl of potpourri – smelly weeds, you know? – in the room, and it kept making me sneeze. Finally I stuck it outside the door. The owner acted offended because Id removed it.

Oh. She looked thoughtful, as if she were filing away my objections for further consideration. Well, ours wont be like that. Actually itll be more like a hotel, with a good restaurant. Evans is going to be chef.

I see. Do Ma and Pa know youre doing this?

Her mouth twitched in annoyance. I havent told them yet, no. 

Of course she hadnt; my mother would have been on the phone to me immediately. Why not?

I just want to wait a while, until were making a go of it.

So you dont want me to mention it to them?

No.

Okay. It wasnt unusual for me to keep my knowledge of her activities from the rest of the family. Patsy wasnt estranged from them, but she didnt confide much either. I was the only one shed every really been able to talk to.

Shed run away from home when she was fifteen; by the time my father had located her – here in San Francisco, where she was living in a commune and working as a waitress – shed been pregnant with her first child. Other parents might have forced her to return home, but there had always been a self-sufficiency in Patsy, and after spending some time with her, Pa had concluded shed be okay, maybe even better off.

And she had been; scraping enough money together to buy her land, establishing herself both as a farmer and a seamstress, raising healthy and happy kids, surviving the ends of the relationships with each of their fathers. The family couldnt understand why she never came home, why she wouldnt get married, why shed chosen a lifestyle that was marginal at best. Even I, who knew her best, didnt understand what had driven her away from us at such an early age; but I did sense that it was linked to a deeply rooted need to be independent and alone. She is one of those people who are actually able to be closer to their loved ones at a distance, and in time wed all come to accept that.

But now she no longer wanted to be alone. Because of this new love, shed given up the life shed struggled to build; shed sold her farm and moved away. Shed entered into a risky business operation, changed her appearance, almost changed her personality. A boatel in the Delta sounded like the perfect dream for an independent and adventurous person like Patsy. But I wondered if she were buying into her own dream – or into this Evanss. Suddenly I felt a little afraid for her.

My ready agreement not to tell the family seemed to have softened her, however. She leaned forward and said, Look, I just dont want the folks thinking Im doing something stupid. You remember how they acted when I bought the farm. The never say anything, but Ive always known that deep down they think Im . . . well, a fuck-up, because I dont live their way. This time I have a chance to do something that will make them proud of me.

I hadnt realized she cared that much. But as she spoke, her face had taken on an earnest, almost wistful expression, and behind the makeup and chic faade, I caught a glimpse of the sister Id always known. I said, Dont worry, they will be. Well just wait and surprise them with your success. And then I added, Now tell me about Evans.

Now, suddenly, she did look like a woman in love. Her cheeks flushed and she smiled, and when she spoke her voice had turned husky. Evans is wonderful, she said. Hes handsome and intelligent and talented and good with kids. Hes just turned forty and has been working as a chef off and on for about ten years. He studied in Paris with some of the top people.

Whered you meet him?

At a sushi bar where he was working in Ukiah. Id take the kids in, and hed give them special little delicacies and wed talk. 

A sushi bar in Ukiah didnt sound like the sort of place a chef who had studied with the top people in Paris would end up. I said, Is he from Ukiah?

No, Michigan, originally. One of those rich suburbs north of Detroit.

His family has bucks, then?

Plenty.

That was good; at least he wasnt after her for her profits from selling the farm.

She added, Of course they disowned him when he flunked out of Yale Law School.

I said, Oh.

Evans just didnt care about the law, she said quickly. What he cares about is food. You should see the plans for the new restaurant! Its got everything hes ever dreamed of.

What are you doing–building the hotel?

No, weve bought an old mansion, a whole island, actually. Were restoring it. The mansion, I mean.

And where is it again?

Near Walnut Grove. Its called Appleby Island. The mansion was built back in the 1880s by one of the big agricultural barons. She paused, smiling wryly. Its ironiche made his fortune in pears.

I smiled too.

Anyway, she went on, the island is about thirty-five acres, all covered with gnarled old pear orchards. William Appleby, the one who built the mansion, got rich and bought up orchard land all over the Delta, but in the 1920s the pear market collapsed and his heirs had to sell off the most of their holdings. All they were able to hang on to was the island and the mansion, and they werent able to maintain it very well. Thats why Neal was able to buy it at a reasonable price.

Neal?

Neal Oliver, the guy whos bankrolling the project. Hes an old friend of Evanss from Michigan. Patsy drained her wineglass.

I reached for the bottle and filled the glass again. The animation that had suffused my sisters face when she first spoke of Evans had faded; she looked nervous again, and a little sick. I said, Do you want to eat now?

Not yet. Actually, theres something I . . . want to ask you first.

I settled back in my chair. Okay.

Shari, she said, using the nickname that nobody but my father has called me since I was a child, do you think you could come up there?

Sure, I have a vacation in two weeks, and I could

No, I mean right away. Today.

I frowned. Patsy, what is it? Is something wrong there?

Yes. Well, I mean, I think so. The others all say Im blowing it out of proportion, but . . . I dont know, its all so odd, and I thought since youre a detective . . .

Aha! I thought. Lawyers relatives ask them for free legal advice; doctors relatives want a diagnosis over the dinner table; CPAs get to do the family taxes, gratis. But no one in my family had every asked for my investigative services before. Most of them preferred to pretend I wasnt engaged in a strange andto theminappropriate occupation. Besides, a psychiatrist would have been better suited to their particular brand of problems.

As if she could hear my thoughts, Patsy said, Im not asking you to do this for free. Wed payor at least I would. I was able to bank most of the proceeds from the sale of the farm.

I made a gesture of dismissal. Does Evans know youre asking me to come up there?

Yes, they all do. He and the others dont like the idea much, but since I had to come down here to the decorator showrooms anyway

Wait a minutewhat decorator showrooms?

Oh, thats rightyou dont know.

I dont know anything. I didnt even know youd moved. I sounded a little peevish, but I figured I had a right.

Patsy had the grace to look ashamed. I havent been a very good sister lately, have I? 

Stop with that. I wont carp at you if you just fill me in some more about his boatel project.

Well, all right. There are six of us in on it. Neal and Evans and a couple of other women, one whos going to handle the marina and the other whos business manager. A contractor, and me. Im in charge of the interior decoration. She said the last words proudly, and in spite of her fashionable, grown-up appearancewhich must have been specifically created for her visit to the professional showroomsshe reminded me of a kid who has just landed her first paper route. 

Id say they made a good choice.

She smiledher first smile since shed been there.

Okay, I said, tell me more about the problem. If you are just blowing it out of proportion like the others say, maybe I can help you put it in perspective.

Well . . . She looked anxiously at the wine bottle. I poured us some more, and she continued. These things have been happening. Things that keep slowing up the project. We had five workerslocal peopleand after a few weeks they just didnt show up. When our contractor went looking for them, they refused to come back. They seemed . . . frightened somehow.

And they wouldnt say why?

No. Then one night last month there was a storm, and these canoes wed just bought and had lashed together down by the boathouse all broke free. Most of them sank.

Could the storm have done that?

Both the woman whos to run the marina and the man who operates the ferrytheres a private ferryboat that goes out to the islandsay no. Shes very knowledgeable about boats, and hes a Delta native, used to what storms can do. If anyone would know, its them.

Go on.

Next was an invasion of cockroaches. In all the cupboards, the food.

Is that so unusual in an old house?

It is if youve never had them before. And we hadnt. Its also not the season for them to be hatching from their eggs. Besides, these were big ones, full grown.

I wasnt so sure about her theory on the growth cycle of cockroaches, but I simply said, What else?

Well, Neals brother is coming out from Michigan tomorrow to look the place over. He said hed been warned that Neal might be in over his head, and he wanted to make sure the investment was solid.

Why should he care?

Patsy looked uncomfortable, almost embarrassed. Well, um, Neals money is inherited. But his parents left it tied up in a trust, to be administered by his brother, whos some sort of financial analyst. The brother can cut off his funds if he thinks Neal is mishandling them.

Why did the parents do that?

Oh, well, Neals sort of . . . hes never worked. He inherited some other money from a grandfather, when he was just in college. And hes always lived frugally on that. His parents didnt approve of him not doing anything with his life, so they left his inheritance tied up, subject to Sams approval.

Sam is the brother?

Yes. All he has to do is say the project is shaky, and he can cut off our funds.

Hmmm. Did you say someone had warned him that the investment might not be a good one?

Yes. It was an anonymous letter. Apparently he was really apologetic about taking it seriously, but he feels its his duty to check it out.

It sounds to me like someone is trying to put a stop to your project.

It seems that way to me, too, especially when you take all these all these things together. The others say its just coincidence, but I dont believe that for a minute. She was silent, staring into the depths of her wine. When she looked up at me, her gray eyes were troubledand more than a little afraid.

I said, Theres something else, isnt there?

How did you know?

I just smiled.

Oh, yeahfamily.

Sometimes we do understand one another, you know.

You understand me, maybe. But not Charlene, and never John or Joey

It was the most resentment Id every hear her express. Lets leave off the family for now. Tell me what else is scaring you.

Oh, Shari. For a moment I thought she was getting up to run into the house in tears, but then I realized she was just fetching something from her purse, which sat on the chair by the door. She came back and held out a small object to me.

It was a doll, a plastic doll, and from the jet-black thatch of hair and dusky cast of its skin, I guessed it was supposed to be an Indian. It was old and battered, about the same vintage as the toys my parents had brought us all as a reward for not carrying on too much when they took a second honeymoon to New Mexico back in 1962. But there the resemblance stopped.

The doll was dressed in tattered pieces of cloth that were held on by straight pins and looked like theyd come from a yellow dishrag. The head was cocked to one side, and around its neck was a small, intricately tied noose. The eye had rolled up into the head, leaving the sockets hollow, and the limbs were twisted at torturous angles. In spite of it being only a cheap plastic toy, I felt my flesh ripple.

Where did you get this?

Jessamyn found it. Jessamyn was her five-year-old. It was hangingjust like thatfrom a low limb on one of the pear trees.

I frowned, picturing the gold-blond child who had appeared in Patsys Christmas photo two years ago reaching up to pluck the repulsive figure.

It was like someone had hung it down low so one of the kids would be sure to find it, Patsy said.

I looked at the doll again. It was gruesome, true, but there was no reason such an aura of horror should emanate form it . . .

I said, sounding more sensible than I felt, This doll seems to disturb you a great deal. Why?

Pasty returned to her chair, picking up her glass with an unsteady hand. I noticed now that her nails had been bitten to the quick. Theres more to the story of the island than I told you, she said. Its surrounded by the north fork of the Mokelume River and a body of water called Hermits Slough. The slough is names after an actual hermit who lived there back in the 1850s and 60s. His name was Alf Zeisler. Crazy Alf, they called him. His name was German, but he was mostly Miwok Indian. There used to be a lot of Indian tribes in the Delta, but most of them were killed off in a malaria epidemic in the 1830s. Anyway, Crazy Alf had survived that, and he lived alone on the island, raising potatoes and other vegetables.

She paused to sip wine, then went on. When William Appleby arrived on the island, he tried to drive Alf off. Alf was clever, though. He hid, and sabotaged Applebys orchards and farm buildings. He crept around and tried to frighten the family, and did whatever he could to drive them off in return. The Applebys more or less just put up with him, until one night in the lat 1860s, when he did something so outrageous that William Appleby and his sons murdered himhanged him in the orchard where Jessamyn found that doll.

Good Lord. What was it Crazy Alf did?

No one knows. The Applebys never would talk about it. There wasnt much law in the Delta in those days, and certainly none that would protect an Indian squatter, so the Applebys were never charged with the crime.

I looked down at the hideous doll in my hands.

Patsy went on, her words spilling out now. Ever since Crazy Alfs murder, the islands been said to be cursed. Indian spirits taking their revenge or something like that. William Appleby was mysteriously drowned in Hermits Slough in the 1880s, shortly after the mansion was completed. Other members of the family met with tragedyI dont know the exact details. The last ApplebyStuartshot himself in the library of the mansion two years ago. Neal bought the place from his estate.

So what do think this doll means?

I think it means someone who realizes we know the history of the island is trying to frighten usmuch like Crazy Alf tried to frighten the Applebys. Someone wants us off there.

I examined the doll more carefullyturned it over, shaking it a little. When I turned it so its face looked up at me again, there was a clicking inside, and its black eyes rolled back into their sockets. They stared at me, curiously compelling in spite of their glassy blankness. I thought unpleasantly of a voodoo fetish.

When I glanced at Patsy, I saw she was staring at the doll, too, her face drawn. Quickly I said, So you want to hire me to find out whos doing these things?

She nodded, her gaze still fixed on the doll. The fear in her eyes shocked me enough to force a quick decision. Besides, in the McCone family we had always operated on the principle that when a sibling called for help, you galloped to the rescue.

Then Ill be up there by dinnertime, I said. And speaking of foodI got up and placed the doll on the chair by the door, out of sight behind her purse what do you say we eat, before we get swacked?

Patsy grinned in relief. Id rather get swacked, she said, and then eat.




CHAPTER THREE



When Patsy left at a little after twoslightly unsteady but insisting she was okay to driveI piled up the dishes I the sink, packed my weekend bag, and went to whistle up my cat, Watney. As usual, the fat black-and-white creature was nowhere to be found. During the two years Id owned the house, he had absented himself for longer and longer periods of time, preferring to sleep in a nest hed made for himself under the back porch and spend his waking hours prowling the overgrown yard. Finally Id become resigned to his new habits and installed a cat door. But I missed his friendly presence, which had been so readily available at my former studio apartment, and every now and then I thought I should get a kitten to keep me company. But kittens were trouble, especially when you were fixing up a house, and besides, I wasnt home much anyway . . . Another small thing to incite endless mental debate.

Finally I gave up on the cat and left a note on the neighbors door asking them to please feed him outside if they saw him. Then I threw my bag in the MG and headed for my office. I wanted to check my in-box and speak with my boss before I left town.

All Souls, the law cooperative where I am staff investigator, is housed in a big brown Victorian on one of the steeply slanting side-streets of the citys Bernal Heights district. The area is largely working class, full of run-down houses that are gradually beginning to be upgraded. The freeways skirt roughly two sides of the hill, and the west side is bordered by Mission Street and its taquerias, small neighborhood stores, sleazy bars and discos. To the north is Army Street, and the public housing projects. While the location would not be particularly desirable for the average law firm, it suits us perfectly; were an outgrowth of the poverty-law movement of the 1960s and 70s and exist to serve people with low-to-middle incomes and a desire for quality legal assistance. Our sliding-fee scale attracts both the rich and the poor, however, because in the nearly fifteen years weve been in business, weve acquired a solidoften outstandinglegal reputation. I like to think my investigative services have also helped in that department.

I arrived to find the front door of the house standing wide open, and when I stepped inside, there was Ted, the secretary, sitting with his bare feet propped on his desk and a blank stare on his face.

Hey, real class, I said, pointing to his feet.

Fuck class, he replied.

The ambience, I thought as I went down the hall to my office. Thats why I work herethe ambience.

Until recently, Teds cavalier attitude would merely have amused me. Now it gave rise to the thought that I was in my mid-thirties and making a mediocre salary at an establishment where the first thing you saw when you walked in was a pair of big, bare, callused feet. Quickly I pushed the notion aside (it was a Big Thing) and rooted through the messages on my desk, separating them into what could wait and what could not. When I got to one that said, Don called to say hi, I hesitated, then put it in the wait pile.

There were two calls that needed to be returned immediately, from clients whose reports were already in the mail. I knew they were anxious for my findings, so I briefed them and said they should call if they had questions after the reports arrived. That done, I fussed with my already neat desk for a few minutes and went down the hall to my boss, Hank Zahns, office.

A surprise awaited me there. Hank sat at his cluttered desk, looking characteristically rumpled in spite of his three-piece suit, his wiry hair sticking up in tufts as if hed been clawing at it. He was going over a contract, and Anne-Marie Altman, our tax attorney and my best woman friend at All Souls, stood behind him, pointing out one of the clauses in the document. She was leaning against his shoulder, her long blond hair brushing his cheek in a most unbusinesslike manner, and the look on Hanks face expressed more pleasure than even he could get from tearing a contract apart. When she saw me in the doorway, Anne-Marie straightened, flushing slightly. Hank just looked up and said, Oh, its you.

I came all the way into the office, trying to act as if I found nothing strange about their literal tte--tte. Its nice to be made to feel so welcome," I said. Then, to cover my discomfort, I turned to the bookcase where Hanks collection of National Geographics was housedand odd thing to find in a normal lawyers office, but perfectly in character for one of Hanks eclectic interestsand began looking through them.

His voice tinged with amusement, he said, You after anything in particular?

Actually I was. Has the Geographic ever done anything on the Delta?

I think so. Try around 1976. Volume a hundred and fifty or so.

His ready answer didnt surprise me. Hank not only collects newspapers, magazine, reports and statistical studies, but he also devours their contents and commits most of them to his photographic memory. It didnt take me long to find the right issueNovember, 1976. Can I borrow this?

Sure. I think theres a whole book on the Delta in that bookcase in the upstairs hallbottom shelf, toward the right.

Thanks. Ill check it out. When I turned, I saw that Anne-Marie had come around the desk and sat down on one of the clients chairs. I took the other.

Hank asked, So whats with the Delta?

Im going up there for the weekend. Briefly I explained about Patsy and her friends and the boatel, neglecting to mention the strange goings-on. Hank has often accused me of taking too many busmans holidays, and I didnt want to get him started on that again. When Id finished, I added, Anyway, it sounds like an interesting place and I wanted to read up on it while Im there. I wonderif I call into make sure nothing importants come up, could you spare me for the early part of the week?


I take it your desks clear?


Yes.


Take a few days, then.


Thanks.



The trouble with Hank is that he never knows where to stopnot where Im concerned. He regards me as a cross between employee, friend, and little sisterwhich makes him feel he has free rein to pry into my personal life. He said, Frankly, Im glad youre getting out of town. You need a change of scene. Youve been awfully cranky lately.



Anne-Marie sank down lower in her chair, rolling her eyes at me.
 
Hank went on, What the hells the matter with you, anyway? Trouble with Don? He looked almost hopeful. Hank had never approved of my boyfriend, Don Del Bocciopartly because he considered Dons occupation as a disc jockey lightweight and frivolous, but mostly because Don had supplanted his friend, Greg Marcus of the SFPD, in my life.


I stared rigidly at him, not saying a word.


Anne-Marie covered her eyes with her hands.



I made something akin to a growling noise.


Hank looked confused.


Anne-Marie said, Hank, I would like a glass of wine.
 
A what? Oh, sure. Ill go see whats in the fridge.
 
There isnt any. We drank it all.
 
Well, why dont we wait until weve finished this contract and then all three of us can go down to the Remedy Lounge


I do not want to go to that sleezy bar. And I would like some wine now.



 Jesus, that means Ill have to run to Safeway and stand in line forever

Good.

Oh. Comprehension touched his face and he glanced guiltily at me.

Anne-Marie smiled at him, and he exited the office as gracefully as possible for an embarrassed, clumsy, meddling pest.

After he left, she said, He means well.


So, they say, did Nixon.


Shar . . .

I sighed and sank down in the chair in a posture that matched hers.

All right, he always means well. Hes my friend. Hes been my friend since I was in college. He gave me a job after Id been fired and no one else would even interview me. Hes the reason Ive stayed at All Souls all these years. In my way, I suppose I love him, but dammit

So do I.

I just looked at her.

I think were going to get married.

That was a real jolt. For a moment I couldnt think of anything to say. Hank and Anne-Marie had known each other almost as long as he and I had. Shed been one of the people hed founded the co-op with. Theyd always joked, laughed, worked well together. When there had been a takeover attempt last year, shed been his staunchest ally. But Hank and Anne-Marie in love? Married? It was unimaginable.

How long has this been going on? I asked.

A few weeks. It started when there was a revival of western movies at the Castro. Hank loves westerns, and nobody would go with him except me.

You must be in love. Anne-Marie and I shared a passion for late-night horror films, but wed always considered westerns beyond the pale.

She nodded.

Are you sure, after only a few weeks?

As sure as I need to be.

Good Lord. For a moment we were both silent. Then I realized I was being rude and said, Im happy for you. Really I am.

I know its a shock. Id planned to tell you soon. I didnt want to just blurt it out this way. I know a lot of people are going to be unsettled by this, and I didnt want you to be one of them.

Im not. Its just that its . . . so unsettling.

We both laughed, the kind of deep, sharing laughter that is possible only between old and good friends.

Finally I said, Look, Ive got to leave or Ill get stuck in traffic on the bridge. Well talk more about this when I get back. I want to know all your plans.

Dont you want to stay and share some of the exquisite jug wine Hank will buy at Safeway?

No, I dont think so. Maybe after youre married you can improve his taste in wine. But when he gets back, give him my best wishes.

I meant it. I really did. I was happy for both of them, would be happier still when Id had time to get used to the idea.

I only wished that something half as good would happen to me . . .





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/html/docimages/imglogo.png
AudioGO

The home of BBC Audiobooks





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
RCIA MULLER

EYE OF THE STORM

A SHARON McCONE MYSTERY





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





