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In memory of Collin Wilcox,


who urged me to take to the skies,


and for Peggy Bakker,


who kept me up there












Many thanks to:


The folks at Petaluma Municipal Airport and Aeroventure, who made an inquisitive writer and fledgling pilot feel welcome;


Bonnie and Mike Fredrick and Tiffany Knight, my Arkansas connections;


Victoria and Ted Brouillette, in Minnesota;


Bob Gardner, CFI, whose gift of Say Again, Please made radio communication explicable;


Melissa Ward, extraordinary researcher;


And Bill, who never for a moment doubted that I could learn to land a Cessna 7232S.
















Night means the time between the end of evening civil twilight and the beginning of morning civil twilight, as published in the American Air Almanac, converted to local time.


—Part I.I, Federal Aviation Regulations


But there’s so much more that the regulations can’t tell you…



















Three Years Ago


“Well, how about that, McCone? You’ve lost your engine. Now what’re you gonna do?”


“There’s nothing wrong with the engine, Matty. You pulled back on power, that’s all.”


“I’m the instructor. If I say you’ve got no engine, you’ve got no engine. You have an emergency landing place picked out?”


“… No.”


“Better find one.”


“There. Right there. That pasture. Brownish green. Cows to the east side.”


“So take me there. Where’re you gonna put it down in relation to those cows?”


“As far away as possible.”


“Why?”


“Ranchers don’t like you landing on their stock.”


“Right. What’s the other reason?”


“… I don’t know.”


“Well, suppose you’d borrowed that tail-dragger of your boyfriend’s. Nice little cloth-covered Citabria, nice big price tag. You land near those cows, take your time calling for help, and you’re likely to be missing a wing when you get back.”


“Why?”


“Cows just love to munch on airplane fabric.”


“God, Ripinsky’d kill me!”


“Maim you, anyway. Full power now, and take me home. You get the point of this exercise, don’t you?”


“Yes: Always have an emergency landing place in mind.”


“I can’t emphasize it enough: Emergencies can happen. They will happen. Always planning for the emergency can save your life.”












PART ONE

November 22–23












One


Landing at Los Alegres Municipal Airport felt like coming home.


I angled in on the forty-five toward mid-field, turned downwind, and pressed the button on my headset. “Los Alegres traffic, Cessna four-four-two-five-Whiskey, downwind for landing, two-niner.”


The 150 I’d rented at Oakland was identical to the plane I’d trained in. Los Alegres was where I’d learned the ABC’s of flying. And somewhere below, watching with a critical eye, was my former flight instructor, Matty Wildress. I’d sooner exit without a parachute than make a clumsy landing in front of her.


I pulled on the carburetor heat, slowed the aircraft down, and added a notch of flaps. As I turned onto base I could hear Matty issuing orders: “Keep that airspeed under control. Look for other traffic. Look! Another notch of flaps now. Turn for final.” She’d always claimed that her words echoed in students’ minds years after they earned their licenses, and I was living proof of that.


On final now. Focused. I was used to flying Hy’s tail-dragger rather than a tricycle type of plane like this, and the technique of touching down was somewhat different.


Please, I told myself, don’t hit the tail skid. You’ll never hear the end of it.


“Keep it straight,” Matty’s voice commanded in my mind. “Straight! Level off. Eyes on the far end of the runway now. The far end. Hold it off. Keep holding. Keep…”


I held the Cessna in a nose-up attitude as it settled. Then the wheels touched and I was rolling along the runway. Soft and smooth and straight.


You’d better be watching, Matty.


I spotted her as I turned off and taxied toward the visitors’ parking: tall and slender, leaning against the counter at the fuel pumps, long brown hair blowing in the breeze. While I maneuvered between the tie-down chains, she walked toward me, hands thrust into the pockets of her loose blue jacket. By the time I stepped down, she was hooking the chain to the tail section.


“Nice landing, McCone,” she called. “At least one of my students turned into a good pilot.”


I grabbed the right chain and attached it to the ring on the strut. “I thought all your students turned out splendidly.”


“Some better than others.” She secured the right chain, then motioned toward the stucco building that housed the fixed-base operator—aircraft rentals, maintenance, and the flight school—and the Seven Niner Diner, so named because the field was seventy-nine feet above mean sea level. “Let’s get a bite to eat.”


Now that I moved closer to Matty, I was startled by what I saw. Her tanned skin held a sallow tint, and her gray eyes were deeply shadowed; fine lines etched by forty-some years of hearty laughter pulled taut, as if she were in pain. I hadn’t seen her in over a year, but this was too profound a change for even that length of time. Something wrong here, very wrong.


She’d called me out of the blue the day before, claiming it was time for the flight review that the FAA requires every two years of all pilots. Why not fly up to Los Alegres for it the next afternoon? she suggested. The barely concealed note of urgency in her voice struck me as strange, particularly since my review wasn’t due till next March, and it wasn’t like Matty to get her dates mixed up. But when I told her that and tried to put her off, the disappointed silence that followed made me mentally shift appointments and agree to meet her at the airport for lunch. Now I was glad I had.


She caught me studying her and looked away, walking quickly toward the gate where a sign jokingly welcomed arrivals to Los Alegres International. “There’s old Max,” she said, pointing toward the small terminal building. “He’s still hanging in there.”


Max, the airport manager’s yellow Lab, lay on the patch of lawn. He heard his name, looked up, and yawned at us. The dog purportedly had been on his last legs for years, but to tell the truth, he looked a hell of a lot better today than Matty. I called out, “Hey, Max,” and followed her across the parking lot.


“Matty—”


She must have sensed the question that was coming, because she interrupted me and began chattering in a quick voice that was underscored by nervousness. “Listen, McCone, I meant it when I said some of my students turn out better than others. Take this hotdog I soloed last month; I never should’ve gotten out of the plane. The other day he’s here shooting landings. A bunch of us are hanging around by the gas pumps, and Mark—you remember Mark?”


I nodded.


“Well, just as the guy crosses the threshold, Mark goes, ‘Now, there’s an accident waiting to happen.’ And bam! Before anybody can say anything, the hotdog’s put it into a ground loop.”


“He get hurt?”


“Bruised some, especially his pride, but you want to see one screwed-up prop and nosewheel, check out the 152 in the hangar.” She shrugged. “Can’t say as I didn’t try to drum it into his thick head: Just because you’re on the ground—”


“Doesn’t mean that you can stop flying the plane.”


“I taught you well.”


“Damn right you did.”


We climbed the steps to the diner and made our way among the plastic tables and chairs on the deck overlooking the field. A lunchtime crowd of pilots, mechanics, and workers from the nearby office park were gathered there, and many called out greetings to Matty. She stopped to speak to one woman, waving for me to go on and get us a table.


A popular individual, Matty, and also something of a local celebrity in this small town forty-some miles north of San Francisco. Besides being the flight school’s best and only female instructor, she was an aerobatic pilot of national reputation, and if all went according to her own fine-tuned plan, by this time next year she’d be the new U.S. Aerobatic Champion.


My association with Matty went back over three years, to shortly after my fifth ride in the Citabria belonging to my lover, Hy Ripinsky. Far above the Sierra Nevada he’d put the tiny plane into a precision spin, and then and there I’d decided to become a pilot myself. But Hy, who has his instructor’s rating and occasionally takes on students at Tufa Tower Field near his ranch in Mono County, refused to teach me. I was, he claimed, stubborn and often disinclined to accept criticism—particularly from him. Before I was able to remind him of his own stubborness and disinclination to accept criticism, though, he offered to put me in touch with an old buddy of his who owed him a favor and would give me lessons at below the going rate.


I was surprised when the buddy turned out to be an attractive, willowy woman with thick brown hair that fell nearly to her waist. Initially I wondered, almost to the point of obsessing, about the nature of their long friendship, but after my first lesson I put my questions aside. Why, I reasoned, let what might or might not have happened between them cloud what promised to be a great student-teacher relationship? And even though I still wondered from time to time—wondered now, as I watched her talking animatedly, her slender hands describing loops and rolls in the air—I never regretted the decision. Matty had a magical way of transferring her skill to her students; under conditions unnerving to a novice, she was calm and supportive; her enthusiasm for even the most mundane aspects of flying—and there are many—was infectious. She’d made me the pilot I was today.


The student pilot–instructor relationship is a special one, fostered by a classroom situation that is far less than ideal. Several years before I met Matty, I’d had a few lessons from a naval aviator I dated; more recently I’d been flying with Hy. But as I belted myself into the left seat of that Cessna for the first time, I became acutely aware that I was placing my life in the hands of a stranger.


Over the course of the long hours we spent together in the cockpit, I learned a great deal about myself—and about Matty. Both of us were reserved women. We didn’t speak of personal matters, we didn’t trade in emotions. Even when a strong crosswind reduced me to a mass of Jell-O on landing, I stifled my gasps and concentrated on putting the plane into a sideslip. Even when my fear of relinquishing the controls in a tricky situation tried her patience, she didn’t lose her temper. We were, I later realized, keeping each other at an arm’s length in a space that was barely an arm’s length to begin with.


Still, at such close quarters, the person beneath one’s skin communicates in ways more subtle than words. By the time I’d earned my license, Matty and I could reach each other in a single glance.


And today I was reading her easily. She might be doing her damnedest to distract me from her nervousness and haggard appearance, but no amount of bright chatter could mask the obvious distress signals.


Now she left the woman she’d been talking with and came over to our table. As she sat down and put aside the menu, which hadn’t changed in years, she said, “Former student of mine. She wants to take up aerobatics. More power to her.”


“You going to teach her?”


“No, I’m not the best of instructors in that area. Fellow who taught me—you’ve met him, Jim Powell—is. I’m sending her to him.” She regarded me for a moment, her eyes unreadable behind her sunglasses. “You ever think of taking it up?”


“Aerobatics? Uh-uh. Oh, I fool around sometimes—way up high, and under Ripinsky’s supervision. But to be any good you’ve got to work hard at it; right now working hard at keeping my agency functioning is about all I can handle.”


“Well, maybe someday you will. I’d like to see how you’d do. Of course, you always did hate stalls, so I’m not sure how you could handle, say, a Falling Leaf.”


I smiled faintly. If we were to take a short ride in the Cessna this afternoon, Matty would find out about stalls and me.


She said, “So you’re still flying that tail-dragger of Ripinsky’s.”


“Every chance I get.”


“How come you don’t have it today?”


“He’s got it up at Tufa Tower, although he’s coming down to the city later this afternoon. I had to rent, and I picked a 150 for sentimental reasons.”


“Picked it because it was the cheapest rate you could get, you mean. Although between the two of you, you and Hy can’t be doing badly; last time I fueled at Oakland, one of the linemen told me you guys had bought a cottage on the coast. Mendocino County, isn’t it?”


“Uh-huh. But we didn’t really buy it; we paid a dollar to friends who had bad memories of the place.”


“Nice deal. How is Ripinsky, anyway?”


She really was determined to play this scene out as if everything were fine with her, but I knew that sooner or later she’d confide in me. Sooner, if I didn’t push, so I went along with her script. “He’s fine. You’ve heard about his latest crusade?”


“The human-rights thing? Yeah. What got him started on that?”


“Oh, a while back he found himself in a bad situation, where he was helped out by people who were in pretty marginal circumstances themselves. It got him going.”


“Going from tree-hugger to caped crusader?”


“Something like that.”


She shook her head. “It’s pure Ripinsky, all right: tough as nails, with a bleeding heart the size of Texas.”


I smiled at the comment. Matty was a hardline conservative; I was a mixed bag of viewpoints, both intellectual and emotional. Long ago we’d agreed not to discuss political issues.


The waitress came over and we ordered our usual: big burger for Matty, calamari sandwich for me, iced tea for both of us. A yellow Citabria, like Hy’s except for the color, was on final; we watched as it did a touch-and-go. I twisted around so I could see it climb out, and when I turned back to Matty, she’d taken off her dark glasses and was studying me.


Why? Out of habit, to assess my mood as she always had before lessons? To see if I’d changed in the time since she’d last seen me? No, neither. Something in her gaze tipped me off: she was trying to decide if she could trust me with her problem. And not because I was her friend but because I was a private investigator.


“Why didn’t you just come out and ask?” I said. “Why’d you have to use the biennial as an excuse?”


“What?”


“You heard me. I reminded you that it’s not due till March. You’re in some kind of a bind, and you want to hire me. What is it?”


“Oh, God, McCone, you know me too well.” She glanced around. “Let’s not talk here, huh? Too many people.”


“Where, then? When?”


“After we eat. You can take me up, check out our old haunts. I’ll tell you about it in the plane.”


I lowered the Cessna’s nose to level flight attitude, let the speed accelerate, and throttled back to cruise RPM. “Now,” I said to Matty.


She didn’t respond.


I set my course due west toward the area where I’d so often practiced, above the farmland that stretched between the town and the coastal ridgeline. Matty slumped passively in the narrow seat, head bowed, eyes shut behind her dark glasses. Not the Matty who had once sat beside me, issuing orders while on the alert for every possible danger.


I checked for other traffic, then banked in a shallow turn. Relaxed pressure on the controls and let the plane fly itself. “Okay,” I said, “start at the beginning.”


The silence spun out. It told me her problem was serious, and very personal. Matty wouldn’t equivocate this way about something to do with one of her students or the major-parts manufacturer that underwrote both her expenses for aerobatic competitions and her quarter-million-dollar customized plane.


Finally she sighed deeply and opened her eyes. “Okay, here it is. You know that I’ve been living with somebody?”


“You mentioned him in your note on my birthday card.”


“Oh, right. Well, it’s been nearly eleven months now, since the week after New Year’s. His name’s John Seabrook, and he owns a Christmas-tree farm right over there.” She pointed toward the base of the hills, where there was a large tract of heavily forested land.


I rolled out of the turn and began a medium-banked one in the opposite direction. “And?”


“He’s disappeared.”


“Since when?”


“A week ago yesterday.”


“You file a missing-persons report?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


Shrug.


“Why not, Matty?”


“… You’d have to know John to understand. He’s got a real thing about his privacy, and he doesn’t talk about his past.”


“At all?”


“No.”


“That still doesn’t explain why you didn’t file a report.”


“Oh, shit!” She bit her lower lip and looked out the side window.


I concentrated on completing the turn. Giving her time. My eyes swept the sky for other aircraft, but I didn’t spot any. In spite of its being a beautifully clear November Friday, there had been little traffic on the way here or at either airport. Again I rolled out and brought the Cessna straight and level, taking in the way the watery sunlight put a glow on the browned hills.


When it seemed Matty was closing off again, I said, “You didn’t file a report because you think John disappeared voluntarily and will be angry with you when he comes back, for calling police attention to him.”


“… Something like that.”


“And you think the disappearance has its roots in this past he never speaks of.”


“Yeah, I do.”


“Why?”


“Just a feeling.”


“What were the exact circumstances of his leaving?”


“Damned if I know. I was away, had flown a couple of businessmen down to Monterey on a charter.”


“You’re taking on charters as well as instructing?”


“Sure. It’s a good way to pick up extra cash, and the routes’re so familiar I could fly them in my sleep. I haven’t been on a cross-country to unfamiliar territory in ten months; I’ve probably forgotten how to plot a course. Not that I’m complaining; I enjoy being home.”


“So you were in Monterey the day John disappeared.”


“Yes. When I got back, he wasn’t home and one of the trucks was gone. It was late, but I didn’t think anything of it, just went to bed. But in the morning I got worried—he never stayed away all night—and took a good look around. His shaving stuff, duffel bag, backpack, and some of his clothes were gone. One of the guns, too—a forty-four Magnum.”


“And he gave you no indication whatsoever that he would be going away?”


“Well, maybe. A couple of days before, he was supposed to have lunch with me at the diner, but when I got back from my eleven-o’clock lesson, he was very nervous—upset, really—and said he had to cancel. A problem at the tree farm, he claimed, but he wouldn’t go into it. Then he wasn’t around much till the night before I was due to fly to Monterey.”


“And that night?”


“Just an ordinary night at home, except he was… well, more loving than usual.”


“As if he was saying good-bye?”


She compressed her lips and shook her head, unwilling to consider that.


I put the Cessna into a steep-banked turn, thinking to head back toward the airport. “Okay, exactly what do you know about John’s background?”


“Very little. He came to town ten years ago with his baby son and bought a half interest in this failing tree farm.


He says trees are one of the few things he really understands, and he must understand them pretty well, because the farm’s turning a good profit and he bought out his partner last year.”


“Back up a minute—he has a son?”


“Zachary. He’s eleven.”


“Is he with you?”


“Uh-huh. He’s a good kid, we get on. And I guess John trusts me to look after him.” She paused, reflective. “Zach hasn’t had an easy time of it the past few years. He’s curious about where he was born and what his mother was like—normal, at his age. But John won’t talk about it, and it’s driving a wedge between them at a time when a boy needs to be close to his father. There’re no family photos; John doesn’t get letters from relatives—or anybody else. It’s like he’s trying to erase his entire life before he came here.”


“And you haven’t asked him why?”


“No.”


To most people it might have seemed curious that a strong, outspoken woman like Matty Wildress wouldn’t have confronted the issue. But she was talking to the right person: I had avoided a similar confrontation with Hy during the years he’d remained stubbornly silent about the ugly things he’d seen and done as a charter pilot in Southeast Asia.


Matty added, “I figured if I gave him some space he’d eventually tell me.”


I’d figured the same with Hy, and he’d finally unburdened himself. But John Seabrook had left Matty without a word.


I asked, “Where was Zach when his father left?”


“Staying with Karla and Wes Payne, our neighbors. Wes used to be John’s partner. That’s another thing that tells me he planned to leave; a couple of days before, he arranged for Zach to sleep over at the Paynes’ that night.”


“Does Zach have any idea where John might’ve gone—or why?”


“He’s as puzzled as I am. Hurt, too.”


“I’d say you’re pretty damn hurt yourself. And you’re afraid you’re involved in something you can’t handle.”


She’d been looking at the ground as I continued to turn. Now she whipped her head around, nostrils flaring. “Hey, McCone, that’s getting too damn personal. Back off!”


At last I’d caught a glimpse of the old Matty—the woman who did not passively accept the blows life dealt her, the woman who fought back. But the old Matty could also be closed off, prickly, and quick to take offense. She’d have to unbend if I was to work for her.


Instead of backing off, I rolled out of the turn and began pulling back on the yoke.


“What the hell?” she said.


I kept pulling back, raising the Cessna’s nose higher and higher.


“McCone!”


I grinned at her. Kept pulling till I felt the controls go mushy. The stall horn squealed, the plane shuddered, and the lift went out from under the wings. The Cessna plummeted wildly, yawing to the left.


And I took my hands and feet off the controls.


Matty grabbed my arm and shouted, “Yes!”


I folded my hands in my lap as the Cessna pitched nose downward. Hills and pastures and trees and ranch buildings flashed past the windows at unnatural angles. Then, slowly, the plane righted itself. Its nose tipped upward and it began to fly without any help from me.


Matty was laughing now. “God damn, you sure did get over hating stalls!”


“Yeah, I did.” I got back on the controls, brought us to level flight again.


Suddenly she was serious, studying my face. “You’ve changed, McCone.”


“Sure I have. Now, how about you? You’ve always hated talking about anything personal. It’s time you changed, too.”














Two


The tidy rows of Douglas fir started beyond the drainage ditch beside the country road and spread up the hillside, parting like a forked river around a white frame farmhouse, then reconverging. Here and there branches brushed the sides of Matty’s van as she steered it along the potholed driveway. Even with the windows closed, the trees’ scent was strong, and it gave me a flash of childlike anticipation. With surprise, I realized Christmas was only five weeks away.


“Let me go over what you wrote me in my birthday card,” I said. “You met John at the airport last September, on the day the pilots’ association gives rides to raise money for charity.”


“Right. Zach read about it in the paper and begged John to let him go up. I took him in that old 150 you trained in.”


“John didn’t want a ride, too?”


“God, no. He hates to fly, says he’ll never set foot in a light plane.” She pulled the van under an apple tree in the weedy front yard, where leaves and deadfall fruit lay on the ground. The house was one story, with a dormer attic window and a deep wraparound porch. Fuchsia plants, leggy now, hung from the eaves.


“Nice place,” I said.


“Thanks. The yard could do with some work, and the house was kind of run down when I moved in. John had just bought out his partner and was putting all his energy into the tree farm, and besides, he’s not good with stuff like painting and carpentry. I am, so he gave me free rein.”


We got out of the van and crossed to the wide front steps. “Okay,” I said, “you gave Zach a ride…”


“While John ate lunch at the diner. After that, he started hanging around the airport. He claimed it was the Seven Niner burgers that kept calling him back—one of the few things we’ve got in common is love of a good burger. But I knew it was really me.”


“And he courted you throughout the fall and the holidays, till you moved in after New Year’s.”


Matty fumbled with her keys and inserted one in the lock. “Courted! That’s one hell of a… what d’you call them?”


“Euphemisms?”


“Right. What he did was go after me with all the subtlety of a bull moose in rutting season. We had a damned good time together, and I decided I’d be a fool to let him get away, especially at the start of a cold, wet winter.”


The hallway she led me into was narrow and wainscoted. Its hardwood floor gleamed, and above the paneling the freshly painted white walls were covered with enlarged color photographs. I stopped to look at one of Matty in the cockpit of a sleek yellow monoplane with a red sunburst pattern on its low wings. The canopy was open, and she was grinning widely, looking straight into the camera’s lens.


“This isn’t the plane you used to fly,” I said.


“No, it’s new, last year. Stirling Silver Star 360, customized to my specifications. Manufactured by Stirling Aviation in Arkansas. They’re one of the top aircraft-design firms, got into a lot of trouble some years back, but have turned around beautifully. This plane is one of the best there is. Very low drag, performs like a dream in those upward rolling maneuvers that impress the judges. Has unlimited capability, really.” She touched the picture frame lightly, straightening it.


“What does John think of you flying competitively?”


“He cheers me on.”


“I’d’ve thought a man who hates to fly would be afraid for you.”


She shrugged. “He’s got confidence in my abilities and not a great deal of imagination when it comes to what might happen. I don’t have much myself. You can’t, or you’d scare yourself right out of the cockpit.”


And there was the reason I’d never be very good at aerobatics; my imagination was always several steps ahead of me, and often tripped me up.


“Hey,” she said, “I know what you’re thinking. Sure, there’s risk involved. But simply living’s a risk. My mother was a very fearful person; the whole time I was growing up, it was always ‘You can’t do that. What if something happened to you?’ I used to listen to her and think, Jeez, what if nothing ever happens to me? The way I see it, life’s about accepting risk, meeting it head on. Otherwise you might just as well sit in a glass bubble the whole time, waiting to die.”


I nodded, recognizing it as a rule that I too had more or less lived by. Then I began moving along the hall, examining the other photos until I came to an eight-by-ten of Matty, a tall man, and an adolescent boy.


“This is John and Zach?”


“Yes.” She glanced at the picture, and her lips tightened. Wordlessly she brushed past me, heading for the back of the house. I stayed where I was, taking a close look at the missing man and his son.


John Seabrook was big, the way a quarterback is, with powerful muscle development and not an ounce of fat. His light brown hair was longish, falling in a thick shock over his high brow, and his skin had the deep tan and weather lines of a man who has spent most of his life outdoors. Zach had a similar body type, but his hair was blond, his eyes a striking shade of blue. The facial resemblance was obvious, though: father and son shared the same square jaw, high cheekbones, and aquiline nose. No mistaking the relationship.


After a moment I went the way Matty had gone and found her in an old-fashioned kitchen, sorting through the mail she’d grabbed from the box beside the road. She saw me looking around at the warped green linoleum and cabinets coated in numerous layers of paint. “Not much I could do to improve this room,” she said. “Calls for a complete remodel, and we can’t afford it.”


“I know how that is. You should’ve seen mine before I scraped together the cash to have it redone.”


“Cash—that’s always the problem.” She grimaced and set the mail down. “Everybody thinks flight instructors make big bucks, and we would if we worked forty hours a week, fifty-two weeks a year, which we don’t. And aerobatics is even worse: There’s no prize money for winning a competition, and I’ve never earned more than six thousand for flying in an air show. If it wasn’t for my corporate sponsor, I’d be out of the game.”


“But the tree farm—you say it’s profitable?”


“Now it is. John started a wholesale landscaping nursery three years ago, so it’s not as seasonable a cash flow. Eventually we plan to redo this whole house. Not that I care what shape the place is in, so long as I get John home safely. What matters to me is that we’re a family—what I’ve always wanted.”


“Really? I wouldn’t have thought family life fit your plans.”


“Well, maybe not a traditional family life. God knows I’ve never had that. First there was my own family, which didn’t work for a variety of reasons. Then there was my marriage, which also didn’t work, but for different reasons. When that busted up, all I had was my flying, which is more than a lot of people have, but still not enough. And now I’m afraid… shit, McCone, you don’t need to hear it. You want to get started looking through John’s stuff?”


Actually, I wished she’d talk more about herself; I’d never known about the marriage or the dysfunctional family. But time was getting short, and I was due at a dinner party in the city at seven, so I nodded and followed her upstairs to the bedroom she shared with John Seabrook.


Unlike most investigators—including my operatives Rae Kelleher and Charlotte Keim—I’m not at all comfortable intruding on other people’s personal space. It strips the individual, who isn’t there to protest, of precious pretense and privacy; it leaves me feeling only one rung higher than a voyeur on the ladder of disgusting practices. But a person’s choice and treatment of his or her possessions can provide valuable information, and over the years I’ve become expert at reading others by the things with which they surround themselves.


John Seabrook’s clothing, for instance: it told me he was very much the outdoorsman that his photograph suggested. Wool shirts, tees, jeans, cords, down vests and jackets—and there wasn’t a suit or tie in evidence. He was an orderly man who arranged everything by type, so he probably possessed an orderly mind. When I asked Matty what he’d taken with him, she was able to be specific: a blue down jacket, a couple of changes of his heaviest clothing, thermal underwear, a knitted cap, gloves, and hiking boots.


The dresser drawers were filled with neat piles of the usual stuff, except for the bottom one; that was dedicated to keepsakes and the kind of items we all hang on to because they’ve been given to us and we don’t know what else to do with them. Seabrook’s collection included an unopened bottle of Old Spice, two boxes of monogrammed handkerchiefs, a pair of silver cuff links, a shoeshine kit, a manicure set, and a gold-plated fortune cookie—all in their original boxes. He attached sentimental value to three silver dollars; a California scratch-off lottery ticket that, had he claimed it, would have netted him two dollars; a Clinton-Gore campaign button that told me one more thing he and Matty didn’t have in common; a sand dollar; and a champagne cork. And in a blue velvet box I found a man’s wedding band.


I took the ring out and held it up to the light. It was plain but scratched and had nothing engraved inside it. I looked at Matty and raised my eyebrows questioningly. With a shrug, she turned away and began straightening the rumpled bedclothes.


I held the ring in the palm of my hand, closing my fingers around it. Foolish to think its weight and shape might communicate something to me, and yet…


When Matty told me John wouldn’t talk to Zach about his mother, I’d assumed bitterness on Seabrook’s part, perhaps stemming from an ugly divorce or abandonment. But this ring—not just tossed into the drawer but preserved in its box among other mementos of apparently happy times—spoke of love and caring. I knew, because Hy also had a wedding ring preserved in his dresser drawer. Two years ago he’d shown it to me because it was of an original design created by an artist friend of his, and the expression on his face as he held it had unsettled me, because it gave away how much he still loved and missed his dead wife, Julie Spaulding.


After a moment I replaced John Seabrook’s ring and said to Matty’s back, “Anyplace else in the house where he keeps personal things or papers?”


“Not really. There’re some books in the bedside table drawer and downstairs—outdoor adventure and thrillers, mostly. I’ve already checked them for anything he might’ve stuffed inside. His papers’re over at the sales office.”


“Where’s that?”


“Down the road a piece. We can get to it in about five minutes by a trail through the trees. Do you want to take a walk over there?”


“Yes. There’re a number of details I need to get started on this, including his Social Security number.”


The Christmassy scent was nearly overpowering as Matty and I followed a well-worn path through the fir trees. It put me in mind of the list I’d drawn up of gifts I’d yet to buy, and of the plans Hy and I had made for Christmas Eve. No—“plans” wasn’t the right word. Plans were things you thought out and agreed on and, in most cases, looked forward to. But these particular arrangements had descended on me like a flash flood, and, caught by surprise, I’d allowed myself to be swept away. Now I was looking forward to the event as much as I would to death by drowning.


On Christmas Eve, Hy and I were supposed to arrive with arms full of presents and hearts full of good cheer at the Seacliff district home that my friend and operative Rae Kelleher shared with my former brother-in-law, Ricky Savage. A year before, had anyone attempted to foist this scenario on me, I’d have pronounced the person quite insane. But since last July Rae and Ricky—who, if the charts were to be believed, was currently the hottest country singer in the nation—had been an item. And my sister Charlene was living in Bel Air with her new husband, international financier Vic Christiansen.


All of which added up to six confused and disillusioned Savage offspring.


Mick, my computer jock, was dealing best with the split and realignment. But that was to be expected: he was nineteen, caught up in his work and his own relationship with an older woman, and trying hard to act worldly. Still, his relations with Rae were somewhat strained, and recently he’d moved out of the office he’d shared with her and set up shop in a room that previously had been devoted to storage.


Mick’s eighteen-year-old sister, Chris, was a freshman at U.C. Berkeley, and she’d found that the events of the previous summer, which had been fully documented by the gossip columns and tabloids, gave her a certain cachet among her new circle of friends. She visited the Seacliff house often with one or more of them in tow, obviously basking in reflected celebrity status. But she always called first to make sure her father was there; if he was in L.A. tending to his record label’s business or at his recording studio in the Arizona desert, Chris kept her distance.


As for the younger children, ranging in age from fifteen to nine—their behavior could only be described as atrocious. They defied Charlene at every turn; they resisted any overtures from Vic, who badly wanted to be a good stepfather; and they’d each spent exactly one weekend with Ricky, who still became tight-lipped at the memory of those visits.


Frankly, I was on the kids’ side. Their world had been shattered under unusually unpleasant and public circumstances, and they were fully entitled to act out their feelings in ways that justified their collective nickname—the Little Savages. At least, I was on their side until I considered what havoc they were going to wreak upon my Christmas.…


Charlene and Vic had married after her quick Caribbean divorce in October, but deferred their honeymoon to the holidays. On December twenty-third they would fly up to San Francisco with the kids, turn them over to Ricky at the airport, and head off for a week in London. Ricky was upbeat about the long visit, but he tended to be upbeat about most things since he’d been with Rae, and I feared he was in for a crushing disappointment. Rae, on the other hand, was plainly appalled at the prospect of playing a starring role in what could easily turn into the best horror show of the season. Thus Aunt Sharon and honorary uncle Hy had been cast as supporting actors in a drama that I was certain had been scripted by a writer with a monstrous imagination.


Christmas Eve, my absolute favorite night of the year, was going to be hellish beyond belief.…


Matty’s voice saved me from contemplating the opening scene of my personal holiday version of A Nightmare on Elm Street. As we approached the rear of a large red-and-green frame building, she said, “That’s the sales office. We’re supposed to open the day after Thanksgiving.”


One week away. “Can you, if John isn’t back by then?”


“We have to, so we will.”


To the left of the building was cleared land where cut trees were already stacked; the live firs crowded in on the other side, as if jostling for first place in the line to be chopped down and taken home. Wide double doors in the center of the building stood open, giving access to the parking lot out front, and just inside them a man knelt, fluffing the branches of a white-flocked tree. He heard our footsteps and looked up.


The man’s curly hair and beard ringed an apple-cheeked face with blue eyes under thick brows; had they been white instead of gray, he’d have been a dead ringer for Santa Claus. “Hey, Matty,” he said, getting stiffly to his feet. Nodding to me, he added, “Goddamn sacrilege, these things.”


“The flocked trees, you mean?” she asked.


“Yeah, the flocked trees. In thirty-five years I never let a one of them in here, but ol’ John didn’t waste any time once he bought me out.”


“Well, a lot of people like them.”


“People like all sorts of things that’re just plain unnatural. Trees is trees, young lady, and they shouldn’t be dressed up like some prissy little girl in a pinafore.” He winked at me and said, “Don’t mind me. I’m an old curmudgeon. Ask my wife, if I haven’t already convinced you.” Then he stuck his hand out. “Wes Payne, former owner and pinch hitter for John.”


I introduced myself, giving only my name, because I wasn’t sure how much Matty had told Payne about John’s disappearance.


Apparently she’d entrusted him with the whole story; she explained, “Sharon’s a former student of mine, and a private investigator. I’ve hired her to try to get a line on John.”


Payne sobered. “Still no word?”


“None.”


“Not like him, Matty. I’m starting to think the worst.”


I asked Payne, “John didn’t say anything to you about going away for a while?”


“Not a word. We last talked… when? Two days before, when he asked me to come back and help out during the selling season.”


“Wasn’t that short notice?”


“Yeah, it was.”


“I understand he also asked if Zach could stay with you and your wife the night he left. What explanation did he give?”


“Said Matty would be out late on a charter, and he had things to do.”


“Did he ask in person or call?”


“In person. He came over to my place; it’s down the road to the north.”


“Did he seem his usual self?”


“Well, now, Matty asked me that too. And at first I said yes, but I’ve been thinking on it, and… You know, I’m not good at figuring people out. Trees’re more my kind of thing. But I did pick up on a… Oh, hell, I’m not much with words, either.”


“Take your time.”


“Well, if I had to put a name to it, I’d say he was keyed up. Like he knew something was gonna happen, and he wasn’t a hundred percent sure he could handle it.”


“Afraid?”


“Yes and no. It was like… You’ve never been in combat, of course, but maybe you can understand. Beforehand, you’re scared, sure, but you’re up for it, too. You’re psyched, and you want to go out and get the bastards. That was the feeling I got off of John that day, only on a much lower level.”


I’d never been in combat, but I’d survived some very dangerous situations, so what he described was perfectly clear to me. There’s a push-pull element in danger, and, at least in my case, the pull has a seductive quality that overcomes the push. If Payne had read John Seabrook correctly, he might by now be in very serious trouble.


Matty, no stranger herself to the push-pull mechanism, was frowning, apparently having reached the same conclusion.


I asked Payne, “Do you recall anything else unusual about the conversation?”


“Not offhand, but if something does occur to me, I’ll let Matty know.”


“Or you can call me.” I gave him my card, and then Matty and I started for the office. Wes Payne knelt and returned to fluffing the tree, telling it that it was “a silly little poodle dog of a Doug fir.”


Matty led me around the sales counter, where sample wreaths hung on the wall, and into a small room beyond it. It was cold there; a quartz heater of the sort that had been all the rage in the eighties stood unplugged in a corner. Silently she indicated the personal drawer of the file cabinet and perched on the edge of the metal desk. I sensed she was closing off again, weary and for the moment unable to face further discussion of Seabrook’s disappearance.


I made short work of my search, noting both his and Zach’s Social Security numbers as well as the numbers of bank accounts and credit cards. The files contained the usual items: back income-tax returns, the purchase agreement on the tree farm, receipts for current bills, a ten-thousand-dollar life insurance policy naming Zach as beneficiary, several gun registration forms, and pink slips on three vehicles. I asked Matty, “Which of these trucks did he take?”


“The Dodge.”


I copied its license-plate and vehicle-identification numbers as well as the serial number of the .44 Magnum, and kept searching. In the last file I found two birth certificates: Zach’s, showing he’d been born to John and Wendy Adams Seabrook at Beaumont Hospital in Royal Oak, Michigan, and John’s, issued by Harper Hospital in Detroit. I copied down all the information, including the attending physicians’ names.


When Matty and I left the office a few minutes later, Wes Payne was delivering a lecture to another flocked tree. “What,” he demanded, “would your momma think if she could see you now?”


Matty and I spotted the rolled-up sleeping bag on the back porch of the farmhouse at the same time. Her mouth went slack with surprise and she bolted toward the steps.


John’s back, I thought. I won’t even have to open a file.


But then she called, “Zach? Zach, what’re you doing here?”


The boy I’d seen in the photograph appeared in the open doorway: taller and thinner, after one of those sudden spurts of growth they experience at his age. He moved awkwardly, as though he wasn’t yet comfortable in his new body.


Matty asked, “How come you’re not at Kevin’s?”


“He’s sick. His mom called off the sleepover.” Zach’s lips pushed out defensively, as if he was afraid she’d think it his fault.


“Shit!” She smacked the porch railing with the palm of her hand and whirled, her back to the boy, fighting for control. Zach flinched.


Matty closed her eyes and moved her lips, forming the words What next? I frowned, puzzled at her extreme reaction to the boy’s change of plans.


She took several deep breaths, then turned and put her arm around Zach. “It’s not you, kiddo,” she said. “Honest, it’s not.”


He resisted for a moment, then leaned against her. “I know—it’s Dad you’re mad at.”


“No, I’m not mad. I’m worried, and I want him back here with us.”


“Me too.” But something in Zach’s eyes said he wasn’t accustomed to getting what he wanted and didn’t hold out much hope of this wish being granted.


Matty must have realized that. She brought him over to me and said, “Hey, you remember last night when I told you I was going to talk to somebody who knows about stuff like this? Well, here she is—Sharon McCone, my former student and a private investigator. She’s going to find your dad for us.”


Zach looked me over without replying to my greeting, his gaze skeptical.


“And now,” Matty said, “we’ve got to work on the problem of where you’re gonna stay.” To me she added, “I’m doing an air show up north of Sacramento tomorrow. I’ve got to fly there tonight.”


Zach said, “I already called all my other friends. No go. What about Uncle Wes’s?”


“He and Aunt Karla are driving down to their daughter’s in Danville for the weekend.” Matty bit her underlip, thinking.


“I’m old enough to stay alone—”


“No. Not because I don’t trust you, kiddo, but till your dad’s back, I don’t want to leave you by yourself. He’d have my ass if he thought I hadn’t taken good care of you.”


Of course that wasn’t the whole reason. She was afraid that someone might harm Zach because of whatever his father was involved in. And Zach knew that; the kid wasn’t stupid.


Suddenly I was afraid, too—for Matty. With all this weighing on her mind, how could she fly tomorrow—performing snap rolls and Whifferdills and Cuban eights at high speeds and low altitudes within a narrowly defined box of space?


I said, “Maybe you should skip the show.”


“Can’t. I’ve committed to it. It’s the last show of the year, and I need the money. Besides, if I don’t go up there and do it, I’ll be letting this thing get to me. You start that, and pretty soon you lose all your confidence.”


I understood altogether too well; I’d had a near miss in a rented twin-engine Beechcraft earlier that year and almost lost all my confidence. Almost.


“Well,” I said, “why not take Zach along?”


“You saw the picture of my plane. Where’s the passenger seat?”


“Oh, right.” Suddenly I noticed her gaze had turned speculative. “What?”


She eyed me some more, beginning to smile. Zach glanced from her to me. Then he folded his arms across his chest and tried to ignore both of us. Matty nodded encouragingly at me. I scowled.


Dammit, I knew what she wanted. And the worst part was that Zach did, too. He was trying hard to act as if what I decided didn’t matter, but it did. And I wasn’t sure he could take yet another bruise on his already tender feelings. Still, how the hell was I going to get started on the investigation if…?


Quickly I did a mental review of friends with children. Anne-Marie Altman and Hank Zahn, two of the oldest and dearest, had a foster daughter who was only a couple of years younger than Zach. Maybe the kids would hit it off—or at least tolerate each other for the weekend.


“Zach,” I said, “I understand you like to fly.”














Three


Pier 24½, where I’d moved my offices the previous summer, was on San Francisco’s Embarcadero, next to the SFFD fireboat station and directly under the span of the Bay Bridge. Not an ideal location if you’re into quiet contemplation, but splendid if your goal is to keep the rent payments low. I’d heard of the vacant suite from an architect client whose firm was located there; fortunately he and the leasing agent from the Port Commission’s Tenant Services division had engaged in a conspiracy of silence—the only silence I’d ever be likely to associate with the pier—until I went to look at it.


When I saw the generous size of the rooms opening onto the catwalk on the north side, I convinced myself that the overhead roar of the bridge traffic was really a distant rumble. The whoop of the fireboat’s siren didn’t faze me as I stood in what could become my private office: a spacious tan-walled room where a huge arched window at the very end of the pier afforded a view of Treasure Island. The suite was far too large for my agency, but that was no drawback, since I’d committed to sharing with the newly formed firm of Altman & Zahn, Attorneys-at-Law.


Anne-Marie and Hank were horrified when I brought them to view my find. How, they asked, could we concentrate in such surroundings? We’d develop chronic headaches, begin mainlining aspirin. How could we talk with clients on the phone or, worse yet, in person? We’d go completely deaf in months—weeks, even.


Not so, claimed Ted Smalley, former office manager for the now defunct All Souls Legal Cooperative, and soon to be our shared factotum. To get our hands on that kind of space we could adapt to anything. There was room for both firms to expand; we could have a library and a conference room; and he—praise the Lord—would at last have a large office all his own and a separate copy-and-supply room. Compared to such luxury, what was a little background noise?


At that exact moment the fireboat siren went off and Hank, who had been in Vietnam, almost hit the floor.


By the time he recovered, Anne-Marie was looking around with the same shrewdly appraising expression as Ted, and the leasing agent was rubbing his hands together in anticipation. Hank still balked, so the agent offered a twenty percent rent reduction because of the “unfortunate noise factor.” We signed the lease on the spot, and ever since had bragged about how cleverly we’d fooled the agent into cutting the asking price.
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