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CHAPTER ONE

THE GLASS AND steel shaft of the new Pacific Guaranty Savings and Loan building soared an impressive 50 floors into the smog above one of southern California’s most promising earthquake faults. Characteristic of its age, it could only be described as an architectural triumph of the school of contemporary affluence. In the teak panelled office of the president, Bernard Amling sat behind the expanse of his uncluttered desk and watched the digital clock record the hour: 4.25. It was time to get started. He touched a button on the inter-com.

“Mary, can you spare a minute?” he asked.

There was no answer. After several seconds he released the button and tried another.

“Paul, is Mary in your office?”

Again there was no response. Amling’s fingers moved to the last button on the machine. This time the acknowledgment was almost instantaneous.

“Garage, Mr Amling. Are you ready for your car?”

“Not yet, Karl,” Amling said, “but it’s nice to know there’s still someone in the building. Has Miss Sutton left for the day?”

“Miss Sutton? She sure has, Mr Amling. About twenty minutes ago. She said something about wanting to get up to Mammoth before a new snow closed the highway. The weathermen on my TV down here just predicted four or five inches over the weekend.”

“Mammoth,” Amling repeated. “I should have thought of that. Mary’s a real ski buff—and I’m sure that’s why I couldn’t raise Mr Corman on the inter-com either.”

The garage man emitted a knowing chuckle. “That’s right, Mr Amling. Mr Corman pulled out about five minutes after Miss Sutton. Everywhere that Mary goes—”

“I’m aware of the office gossip, Karl. Now listen, you will be on duty Monday morning, won’t you?”

“Where else? Seventeen years on the job and only three days absent when my wife died—”

“I’ll take your word for it. I haven’t been with Pacific as long as you have. Now here’s what I want to tell you. I’ve got to make a quick trip to Mexico City tonight. Something’s come up at the monetary conference. I should be back before the end of next week if all goes well. When Miss Sutton comes in on Monday, I want you to tell her that I have a special file for the SEC men in my office safe. She has the combination.”

“SEC men,” Karl repeated slowly. He must have been writing it all down.

“Miss Sutton knows they are coming,” Amling added. “They may not make it until my return, but you can’t keep the federal government waiting. In the event they do come Miss Sutton will have all the information they want in that file.”

“Got it!” Karl responded. “But, Mr Amling, there’s just one thing. Mr McClary’s car is still down here. He must be in his office if you want to call him.”

“I don’t want to call him, Karl. Mr McClary heads the real estate division. He knows nothing about securities. All I want is for you to give my message to Miss Sutton. And Karl, you might as well go on home now. It’s Friday. We’ve closed for the day.”

“Thank you, Mr Amling,” Karl said, “but I’m in no hurry. I’ve got nothing much to go home to and there’s this sportscaster on the TV here—”

Amling switched off the inter-com connection and pushed back his chair. When he walked to the window he could see the threatening sky that bore out the promise of snow in the mountains and, probably, rain in the city. He remembered the eagerness with which Carole, his wife, had forced the raincoat on him when he left the house nine hours earlier. It was the new one—black, lightweight and trench style. A birthday present from his sons.

“They’ve been listening to the weather reports for two weeks, just waiting for even a hint of rain. You’ve got to take it, Barney, even if you only carry it on your arm.”

And so he had slipped it on over his dark-grey business suit, added a charcoal fedora with the brim snapped at an exaggerated angle and snarled, Bogart fashion, “Play it again, Sam”. He could still hear ten-year-old Jake’s shrieks of laughter and see the almost smile on Kevin’s boyish but going-on-sixteen face.

Amling went to his personal closet and took out the raincoat, folded it carefully and placed it over the back of an upholstered side chair. He then took from the closet an ever-packed garment-bag that always hung in preparation for emergency trips. He lowered the zipper enough to check the contents: a midnight-blue suit that could double as a tuxedo, a tweed sports coat and a pair of slacks. Two pairs of shoes were in the bottom of the bag, shirts and a change of underwear in the inner pocket, shaving and dental aids in the outside flap. Closing the bag, he hung it over the chair with the raincoat. He took down his hat from the shelf and placed it on his head at a normal angle that left a fringe of blond hair showing at his ears, and then, from the back of the closet, he removed a brown cowhide flight-bag that was already packed and locked. He placed the bag on the carpeted floor next to the chair.

He returned to his desk and opened the top drawer. From this drawer he took a passport and an airline ticket still enclosed in the airline envelope. These he placed in the inside pocket of his jacket. He took out his wallet and checked the contents: ten crisp $100 notes and two twenties. He pocketed the wallet and compared his wrist watch to the desk clock: 4.33.

He looked over his desk one last time and then picked up the large silver watch case that had been his father’s before it was converted into a two-panel picture frame. One of the pictures was a snapshot he had taken of Carole on their eighteenth wedding anniversary last May. It was surprising how little she had changed since their marriage. The other snap was one of the boys together with Jake grinning happily and Kevin giving an unconscious impression of John Wayne just before cleaning out the saloon. He snapped the case shut and tried to fit it into his breast pocket but the new reading glasses were in the way. He tucked it inside a vest pocket where it didn’t even make a bulge.

He stared at the telephone for several seconds and then decided in favour of the call. He dialled his own number and waited. It was Kevin who answered on the fourth ring.

“Oh, it’s you, Dad,” Kevin said when he recognized the voice.

“I’d like to speak to your mother,” Amling said.

“You can’t. She’s out. She had to take Jake to the dentist and they haven’t come back yet. Can I give her a message?”

“You can,” Amling said. “Tell her that I have to make an emergency flight tonight. I’ll be back early next week.”

“She won’t like that. You were going to that country club thing tomorrow night.”

“I know, but this can’t wait. Tell her to call Eric and go with him. And Kevin, while I’m away, take care.”

“Oh, wow!” Kevin muttered.

“I mean it. I’m leaving you in charge of the family. Remember that.”

“Hey, how far are you going on this flight—to Peking or Moscow?”

“All right, so I came on heavy,” Amling admitted. “Just hang loose. Does that sound better?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Good boy.”

Amling put down the telephone quickly because he didn’t want to talk to Kevin any more. He was glad, in a way, that Carole hadn’t been at home when he called because it would have been more difficult to explain the trip to her and he didn’t have much time. He stood then, for a moment, taking stock of his desk and the office, a kind of mental inventory to see if he was forgetting any needed thing. Not that silver-framed photo, surely, of a Barney Amling of fifteen years ago in a pro-football uniform with his arm drawn back to rifle a pass to some unseen receiver halfway down the length of the field. Barney Amling with the cocky grin, too much hair and two good legs that had made him one of the fastest running backs in the history of the game. He didn’t need the trophies and plaques that had stood him in good stead in the business world after his left leg was shattered in a mid-field collision that ended his gridiron career when Kevin was still in rompers. He had room for only one more piece of equipment for this journey.

He took a key chain out of his pocket and unlocked the lower drawer of the desk. From it he took a .38 Smith and Wesson revolver with a two-inch barrel. He checked the cartridge chamber, found it fully loaded, and slipped the gun into his jacket pocket.

Four minutes later, Amling stepped out of the automatic elevator at the garage level and walked towards the silver Continental that was parked a few yards beyond the attendant’s glass-enclosed office. He carried the raincoat and garment bag over his left arm and the flight-bag in his right hand. He limped slightly walking on the cement—the limp was rarely noticeable on the deep carpeting of his office—and felt the gnawing pain in his knee that always came back with the rainy season.

The door to the garage-attendant’s office stood open and the sportscast on the portable TV was in progress. Karl stepped to the door and called out:

“Mr Amling, let me help you with your bags.”

“No need,” Amling called back. “Everything’s under control.”

He reached the Continental, unlocked the trunk and tossed the flight-bag and the wardrobe inside. He locked the trunk and was getting into the front seat of the car when Karl turned up the volume on the TV set.

“… this is the boy the old-timers are calling another Barney Amling,” the sportscaster was saying, “so you can’t belittle this squad’s chances at the Rose Bowl. He’s as fast as Amling at his prime and his completed passes are almost up to Barney’s record …”

“Did you hear that Mr Amling?” Karl yelled. “They haven’t forgotten you.”

Amling grinned, waved his hand and then slammed the car door on the distraction. Karl resumed an attitude of rapt obeisance before the television screen as the Continental nosed its way out of the garage.

• • •

It was misting by the time Amling reached the freeway. He switched on the windshield wipers three times during the drive to the Harbor Heights development. It was a 30-minute trip under the best of circumstances and so this journey took a bit longer. But it was still light enough when he reached the gates to the construction area for the guard in the gatehouse to recognize him and wave a gesture of admittance. The mist had stopped but the sky was still grey and mobile over the wind-lashed sea that came into view as the Continental neared its destination. The development was half completed. The cheaper houses had been built months ago and most of them were already sold. “Cheaper” in Vincent Pucci’s terms was a base price of $59,000 and up. The $75,000 houses were all on the ocean side of the highway and most of these were in the framing stage. Amling drove past these and angled down a new road to the Shoreside section where the high-rise condominiums the zoning board had fought in vain, as every legal action against Pucci was fought in vain, were now under construction. Work had stopped for the weekend. Heavy equipment was scattered across the terrain waiting a Monday morning resumption of use, and a large cement mixer stood ready in the unpaved section of what would be a huge parking-lot. Amling parked near the edge of the pavement and got out of the car.

Because it wasn’t raining at the moment, he left the raincoat folded on the front seat next to the hat he had removed while driving. He closed the car door and surveyed his surroundings. He was the first to arrive and that gave him an advantage. The only evidence of life in the vicinity was the gateman, now out of sight behind the last rise, and, in the opposite direction, one of the old frame houses that once dotted the shoreline about 300 yards away. This last holdout against Pucci’s bulldozers gave evidence of occupancy by the vibrating rock rhythm that now reverberated across the beach. Amling knew the property. It was owned by an ageing spinster who not only refused to sell to Pucci but insulted the dignity of his project by leasing the premises to a group of pop musicians. Condemnation proceedings were under way but the group was hard at work with all amplifiers on the go, and Amling smiled at the thought of a group of kids not much older than Kevin challenging the might of Pucci’s millions. He didn’t like Pucci. There were rumours that he had underworld connections, and he did operate with the ruthless confidence of a man who knew where and how to apply pressure. He obtained building materials when they were unobtainable by other contractors; he got building permits and quick, approving inspections that indicated palms were being crossed with bribe money whenever necessary. But Vincent Pucci’s credit was unimpeachable. Pacific Guaranty had never lost a dime on him, and that was more than many Savings and Loan associations could say about investments in the late sixties. These new apartments would sell. Corporations would buy them to house visiting clients; individuals would buy for residence or investment. There was only so much coastline property and, sooner or later, the landlocked sought the sea. When they sought, they would pay Pucci’s prices.

That was the way of the business world and nobody knew it better than Barney Amling who, if not for that leg injury that ended his first career, might at this time of his life be coaching one of those elevens vying for a chance at the Rose Bowl. He would have liked that better than what he was now doing. What he was doing was waiting in the gloomy twilight for the man he had to kill.

Barney Amling had never deliberately killed anyone before. He was in college when the Korean mess got under way, and deferment was easy to come by for a star athlete who could fill the stadium every Saturday. He had gone into pro’ football directly after graduation and married Carole as soon as the ink was dry on his contract. His aggressions had gone into socially acceptable channels, and that made him one of the lucky ones. He thought about that as he walked to the edge of the paved area and tested the earth with his toe. There had been just enough rain to make it accessible to the spade in the trunk of his car. It was worked and ready for the paving that would be poured on Monday according to Pucci’s undeviating schedule.

He turned around and looked back at the road by which any car would have to approach the site. He was completely calm. It was like in the old days when he dropped back to throw a long pass with the certain sense that he could do whatever was required of the moment. Nothing was coming up the road but he did hear the wail of sirens coming from the direction of the highway. Instead of receding in the distance the sound grew louder. Whatever the source—ambulance, fire engine, or police car—it had turned in at the Pucci building site gate and was approaching the beach. Once past the gateman’s post, the road forked in opposite directions—one branch leading to the area where Amling waited and the other sloping off towards the old frame house on the shore. He ran across the parking-lot and climbed up on a section of foundation framing where he could see the beach from a better perspective. One police car had already come to a screeching halt near the entrance to the house. Two more were close behind. Men spilled out of the cars—uniformed police and plainclothes officers—and converged on the source of rock music that blended with the dying sounds of the sirens. Someone shouted. The door to the house burst open and the police poured inside. Moments later a skinny lad with long hair ran from the rear of the house and sprinted up the beach. There was a shouted warning followed by a pistol shot, but the boy still ran. One of the plainclothes officers took up the chase. When the runners on the beach disappeared from view, Amling climbed up to the next level of foundation forms and tried to locate them again. The boy must have found cover in the scraggy brush that lined the cliff above the strand. Neither he nor his pursuer could be seen. But no more sounds of music came from the old house and the police cars, nosed like so many hunting dogs with quarry at bay, sat silent with only the flashing of their roof lights to indicate a raid was in progress.

Narcotics, probably. The pleasures of youth weren’t as innocent as they used to be. The plague of the ghettos now reached every stratum of society, and Barney Amling was grateful that Kevin was safe at home. From the staggered skeleton of the villas-to-be, he watched the doors of the old Beach House open and a group of frightened young people, hands clasped over their heads, marched by the police into the waiting cars. He watched for several minutes before he heard the sound of dislodged gravel somewhere behind him.

Amling turned about quickly. The man he had come to see stood only a few yards away. He might have been there all the time, or he might have just arrived. That detail was no longer important. The important thing was the gun Barney Amling was pulling out of his coat pocket because now there was time for only one shot.





CHAPTER TWO

IT WAS LATE afternoon when the Wanda Lust nosed into her berth at Marina Beach harbour. The low clouds that were bringing early twilight to the November sky were edged with burgundy and the air carried a pungent promise of approaching rain. Simon Drake, his bright-blue poplin jacket open and flapping in the wind, scrambled out of the cabin and ran forward to the bow. The rubber soles of his canvas shoes had barely touched the deck before he saw a pair of black hands scoop up the rope and execute a firm hitch to the docking. The hands belonged to a tall black male of about 25 who was uncharacteristically attired in a sombre grey suit.

“Chester,” Simon called, “you look like a professor.”

Chester Jackson completed the hitch and stood to full height. Smiling, his face became instant inspiration for an advertising agency with a dentifrice account.

“That’s what I am—almost,” he answered. “I just came from an interview. After the first of the year I start teaching in a private college near Riverside.”

“Congratulations! But Hannah won’t be happy.”

“No sweat with Hannah. We’ve got it all worked out. I bought one of those little cars that makes 30 miles to the gallon and I’m staying on at The Mansion as long as she needs me.”

When Wanda climbed out of the cabin Chester whistled appreciatively. She wore a jacket identical to Simon’s, except that hers was zipped up to the throat of her turtle-neck sweater. White Levis were rolled up to her knees. Barefoot, she carried a well-packed sea-bag over one shoulder while the wind teased her long, blonde hair that had gone the way of all hair over-exposed to sun and sea. She wore no make-up and her nose was peeling.

“Now that’s what I call a well-trained bride,” Chester said. “You’ve got her barefoot and toting the gear.”

“But not pregnant,” Wanda laughed. “At least, I hope not until I finish my next recording session.”

“You could handle it,” Simon said. “Any woman who can turn out a perfect soufflé on the kind of seas we’ve been navigating could give birth to triplets at a rock festival without missing a beat.”

“Rough weather?” Chester asked.

Simon took the sea-bag away from Wanda and gave her an affectionate slap on the bottom. “It hasn’t been a sea of glass,” he admitted. “Hey, what kind of vehicle is that?”

Chester opened up the trunk of the little car that was parked alongside the dock and it looked as if the chassis had split in the middle. After Simon tossed in the sea-bag, Chester closed the trunk lid that included the rear-view window and a pair of side vents. “Lots of storage space,” he explained. “The trunk goes all the way up to the front seat.”

“And the front seat sits over the bumper,” Simon said. “Where’s the motor?”

Chester scowled. “I knew there was something I forgot to ask the salesman. Well, let’s all pile into the front seat and see what happens when I turn on the ignition.”

The little car took off with a surprising burst of power. The marina receded in the rear-view mirror as Chester turned off on a winding street that would take them across Pacific Coast Highway and thence through the fringes of Marina Beach up to the old section called Marina Heights. Destination was a restored Victorian mansion that Simon had purchased for a song and refurbished for a few grand operas and a concert season. Left behind were the tiny weekend cottages and the plate-glass and concrete boxes of the new tracts. Left behind was the sea that now blended with the lowering sky until only the foam of white water lashing against the rocks gave evidence of its presence.

Chester shifted into low gear for the climb. “Hannah was ready to try communicating with a ouija board before we got your ship to shore,” he said.

“Doesn’t she know I’m a big enough boy to play with boats and girls?” Simon asked.

“Correction,” Wanda insisted. “Not girls, plural; girl, singular.”

“See?” Chester chided. “I told you that Justice of Peace in Vegas meant business. Which reminds me, Simon, in your gay bachelor days did you know a classy-looking brunette named Carole Amling?”

“I knew her best when her name was Carole Ehrenberg,” Simon answered. “When she married Barney Amling it put our relationship on a different level.”

“Barney Amling?” Wanda echoed. “The name is familiar.”

“It should be. You must have been about eight years old and still trilling hymns in your father’s gospel choir when Barney Amling won his first all-American football honours. He racked up a couple more and a Heinzman trophy before he turned pro’. That’s when he married Carole and broke my sophomore heart. It’s harder to lose an older woman.”

“I didn’t know that,” Wanda said.

“When one is a sophomore,” Simon explained. “Later in life the situation reverses. What sparked this discussion of Carole Amling? Where did you meet her, Chester?”

“She’s at The Mansion right now,” Chester said, “listening to Hannah’s memoirs of her show-biz days. When I left Hannah had covered the phase when the ardent lover crippled her with a Luger fired in jealous rage and was working up to the time you bought The Mansion from her, when she was down to her last annuity, and kept her on as house mother.”

“Poor Carole,” Simon said.

“Serves her right!” Wanda insisted. “She should stay at home with her football player.”

“That,” Chester remarked drily, “is what she wants to do but she needs help. Barney Amling has disappeared.”

By this time the little car had passed through the wrought-iron gates that marked the entrance to Simon’s property. The doors of a carriage house turned garage stood open and Hannah’s red Rolls-Royce, vintage of 1926, was in its place beside Simon’s new Jaguar. In addition, a new black Cadillac sedan took up half the driveway. Spying a medical symbol attached to the rear licence plate, Simon asked:

“Is Hannah ill?”

“Hannah’s fine,” Chester said. “The Caddy belongs to a doctor named Larson. He brought Mrs Amling to see you. She’s too uptight to do any driving herself.”

Leaving Chester to manage the sea-bag, Simon slipped his arm about Wanda’s shoulder and walked her into the house. Hannah and the unexpected guests were in a first-floor sitting room just off the foyer.

When Hannah Lee found Chester Jackson, complete with new teaching credentials and an unemployment card, sitting out the line at the local unemployment office, she had hired him on the spot, ostensibly as cook and houseman, which he was not, but actually as companion and therapist in her long struggle to get out of the wheel-chair status which had terminated her theatrical career in the early thirties. In this latter capacity Chester proved to be a miracle worker. The wheel-chair had long been banished to a local veterans’ association, and even the walking stick, which Hannah still carried on occasion, was more for dramatic effect than necessity. She held it now, sceptre-like, as she sat in a fan-backed chair from which she could simultaneously observe her callers and the doorway through which Simon and Wanda entered.

“Look what came in with the tide!” she cried as they came into the room. “We were about ready to alert the coastguard. Storm warnings are out all along the coast.”

“Overdramatizing, as usual,” Simon said. Then he spied Carole Amling seated on a red-velvet divan alongside a vaguely familiar man who might have been recognizable without black-rimmed glasses that magnified his intense blue eyes. Carole was surprisingly recognizable. Except for an air of maturity and suppressed anxiety, she wouldn’t have looked out of place in a school sweater with cheer-leader’s pom-poms in her hands. She wore a simple black suit and a red paisley hairband that accentuated her high forehead and large brown eyes. She was a small woman with a generous mouth, lightly rouged. At the sight of Simon the tension lines about her mouth relaxed into a wan smile.

“Simon—” She rose from the divan as she spoke. “I’m sorry to come without warning like this, but I do need help. Is this your wife? She is lovely.”

Simon made the introductions. Wanda, to her credit, made no apology for Levis and unshod feet.

“Do you remember Eric Larson?” Carole Amling asked. “He insists that he met you years ago, Simon.”

The vaguely familiar was identified. “Of course,” Simon said. “After your father’s death. How are you, doctor?”

Larson unfolded from the divan to tower protectively above Carole Amling. He was on the short side of 40 with pale blond hair that was beginning to recede from a healthily-tanned forehead. “I’m worried,” he said quietly, “and so is Carole. We’ve been walking around the edge of a volcano for a week and it’s getting uncomfortable.”

“A week?” Simon echoed. “Is that how long Barney’s been missing?”

“More than a week. For the first few days we assumed he had gone to Mexico City. There was a monetary conference.”

“Let me tell it, Eric,” Carole begged. “Simon, you know that Barney does travel a lot and often without much advance notice. For the last year he’s kept a packed travel-bag in his office for these quickie trips. A week ago Friday afternoon he called home and said he was flying to Mexico City. I wasn’t home but Kevin took the message. I was disappointed when he told me because we were hosting a charity dance at the country club Saturday night, but, like any executive wife, I took it in my stride. But, Simon, whenever Barney has to make these sudden trips he always calls me as soon as he reaches his destination. I waited up until 3 a.m. Saturday. There was no call. He didn’t call during the whole of Saturday. When Eric came by to take me to the club I was at the edge of my nerves. Together, we called hotels in Mexico City until we located one where a monetary convention was in progress but Barney wasn’t registered. I left word at the hotel to have him call me as soon as he came in and went to the club with Eric.”

“It was better than moping at home,” Larson said.

“Eric stayed over on Sunday,” Carole continued, “and scolded me into believing that Barney had found the hotel booked up and was staying with friends. I called three families in Mexico City where he might have been but none of them had seen or heard from him. On Monday we went to his office. He had left word with the garage-attendant that he was going away for a few days and, through him, left instructions for his secretary, Mary Sutton. But he hadn’t told Miss Sutton about the trip or mentioned it to any other associates at the office.”

“But there is a conference in session,” Simon reminded her.

“Was a conference,” Carole corrected. “I sweated out Monday and Tuesday without word from Barney and then called the hotel where it was being held again. I was told the conference had concluded and Mr Amling hadn’t answered any of the page calls put out for him.”

“Have you checked with the airlines?” Simon asked.

“As soon as Carole completed the call to Mexico City,” Larson said. “No line scheduling flights that way had a record of Barney on their passenger lists for Friday or any other day.”

Chester came into the room after dropping the sea-bag on the foyer floor. Wanda, aware of the growing tension, dispatched him to the bar to create a pitcher of dry martinis. But it would take more than a cocktail to dispel Carole Amling’s gloom.

“Barney didn’t go to Mexico City,” Simon reflected, “but that doesn’t mean he didn’t go to a business conference somewhere. I don’t pretend to understand Barney’s profession, but I do know it’s a complicated one. He might have deliberately misled the office staff because the meeting was too secret. Have you checked the airport parking-lot for his car?”

“What do you mean?” Carole asked.

“He was driving when he left the office, wasn’t he? You said he left word with the garage-attendant. If he took any flight from LAX his car is still there.”

“Any flight, Simon?” Hannah asked.

“Right. A flight to Washington D.C., for instance.”

“But it wouldn’t matter where Barney went,” Carole insisted. “If he’s all right, he would have called me.”

“If he could. I’ve been in conferences so hectic I couldn’t take time to make a phone call.”

“For more than a week?” Carole asked.

Simon couldn’t answer that question. Chester arrived with the martinis and gave him a welcome respite. It was Wanda who continued the conversation.

“If you’re afraid your husband’s been hurt, Mrs Amling,” she said, “why not check with the hospitals or call the police?”

“We called the hospitals in the area yesterday,” Dr Larson replied. “No trace of anyone answering Barney’s description. As for the police, I’m sure you can understand Carole’s reluctance to take any action that would cause publicity. Her husband is the president of a multi-million dollar operation which handles other people’s money.”

“Eric, please,” Carole protested.

“I’m sorry, Carole, but it has to be said. I brought you here because you were desperate and thought Drake could help you. I’m sure he’s too intelligent not to have thought of it himself.”

“A missing Savings and Loan president could make a headline writer’s day,” Simon admitted. “We want to find Barney—not ruin him.”

“That’s exactly why Mrs Amling and Dr Larson came here,” Hannah observed over the rim of her martini glass. “They want to hire Jack Keith and you know he doesn’t take clients without a recommendation.”

“He also doesn’t answer his telephone,” Larson said. “Carole knew you used his private-detective service in conjunction with your own legal practice and thought you could put in a word for her.”

Simon finished his drink and held out his glass for a refill from the pitcher Chester was tending. “I’m sure Jack would take the job without my influence,” he said, “but he isn’t available right now. He’s on vacation somewhere out of the States and he never sends postcards.”

“But surely he’s coming back,” Carole said.

“When he’s ready. Jack doesn’t live by any time clock but his own. I’ll try to reach Jack; I’ll even do some probing on my own. I can imagine how you feel, Carole, but this is probably nothing at all. Why don’t you relax with another drink while Wanda and I change, and then we’ll scare up some dinner.”

Carole Amling glanced nervously at the windows where the brief sunset had faded behind an invasion of fast-moving storm clouds. “It’s going to rain soon,” she said. “I have to get home to my boys. Kevin’s fifteen now but Jake’s still pretty much of a baby at times. I’ve had trouble enough trying to explain Barney’s absence without giving them more to worry about.”

Carole and Larson were leaving. Simon walked them through the foyer to the door. Larson stepped outside but Simon restrained Carole with a touch. “There’s one thing I have to know,” he said. “Has Barney started drinking again?”

She looked shocked. “Drinking? Oh, no! Not for thirteen years, Simon. He’s even a ginger ale man at parties.”

• • •

Since they were not having guests, Simon and Wanda slept upstairs in Wanda’s bedroom. Wanda’s because hers had a fireplace and a king-sized bed.

“Once you get used to pink satin sheets they’re not so bad,” Simon observed. “Do you sleep in short nightgowns when I’m not here?”

The nightgown, also pink, was accordion-pleated chiffon. It was just a shade shorter than a mini and Wanda had acquired a fantastic tan on the cruise that made her skin glow amber in the firelight. “To be honest,” she said, crawling into bed beside him, “I usually sleep in the nude.”

“Well, let’s not be formal.”

“Please, I have a glass of wine in my hand. You know what Hannah says about wine with and after prime rib.”

“I know what Hannah says about almost everything but I missed that one. Besides, I think you’re making it up. Why so pensive?”

“I’m thinking about Carole Amling. Was she really your first girl, Simon?”

“I never said she was my first girl. She was my first love.”

“She’s very pretty.”

“Yes, she is. When I was eighteen I was in love with her for at least three months.”

“At eighteen that can be a long time.”

“Practically forever. Anything else you want to know about Carole and me?”

“Yes. What were you whispering about in the doorway when she left?”

“You don’t miss a thing, do you. I asked Carole if Barney had started drinking again. She insisted that he hadn’t.”

“Is that important?”

“Very. Barney Amling was as straight a guy as ever lived. Then he was injured in a football game four years after he turned pro’. He was good, remember. The fastest runner and possessor of the best throwing arm in his day. That made him number one target for any opposing team, and in the pro’ leagues they play for keeps. Barney took a lot of knocks but in his last game the whole line piled on him. By the time they piled off again his football days were over.”

Wanda shivered and snuggled closer. “That must have been hard to take.”

“Harder than you know. Barney had married Carole as soon as he turned pro’. When he was crippled they already had their first son, Kevin.”

“And no job.”

“It’s not quite as grim as it sounds. Carole’s father, Jacob Ehrenberg, was a successful architect. Eccentric as hell but successful. He had connections and Barney had a name. By the time he was on his feet again he had an executive job where he could use his aggressive spirit behind a desk instead of on the playing field. How well he did that is proved by the fact that he became president of Pacific Guaranty when he was thirty.”

“But the drinking—”

“I’m working up to that. Barney was a natural at business but didn’t know it. It was a traumatic transition—football hero to cripple, cripple to executive. Maybe he suffered a lot of pain in those years and that’s why he started on the juice, or maybe it was to bolster his nerve in the new game. Somewhere along the line he got hooked on the happy stuff that didn’t make him happy. By the time Kevin was pushing three, Barney was an alcoholic. Go ahead and finish your wine. I’m not giving a temperance talk.”

Wanda sipped slowly. “But he licked it,” she concluded.

“Not without help. He licked it because Carole loved him enough to throw down a challenge. She told Barney that she was leaving him until he quit drinking. Then she picked up little Kevin and came to me. I had my law degree by that time and was beginning to keep up with my rent payments. Carole started divorce proceedings and took to the hills. It was almost a year before Barney saw her again. In the interim he spent several months in a sanatorium and emerged a member in good standing of Alcoholics Anonymous. That, my girl, is how a woman in love saved her marriage and her man.”

Wanda finished drinking the wine and let the glass slide off on to the carpeted floor. “Si,” she said soberly, “is that what you would want me to do if you had trouble like that? Would you want me to leave you?”

Simon slipped one arm under her head and pulled her halfway across his body. She smelled fresh and clean with just a whisper of musky perfume. “Yes,” he answered, “I want you to leave me anytime it’s necessary to save me from myself—but not tonight. Tonight I don’t want to be saved from anything—not even by a minister’s daughter.”

Simon’s free hand reached out and turned off the bedside light. Firelight was enough.

“I feel guilty,” Wanda murmured. “Here I am safe and happy with my husband while Carole Amling is so worried. Do you really think he’s gone off on a hush-hush business trip?”

“I wish I knew the answer to that question.”

“He might have had a wreck with the car.”

“You heard Dr Larson say he had checked out the hospitals. Besides, honey, Barney is a prominent man. If he was in an accident anywhere it would be headline material as soon as the police found his credentials.”

Wanda didn’t speak again for some time. Simon hoped the firelight would make her drowsy, or that the wine would make her passionate. Anything to distract her from Carole Amling’s problem. But his own mind was troubled and Wanda was developing an uncanny way of catching his moods. Finally, she said:

“I think he would have telephoned her no matter what kind of business trip he was on.”

And so they would talk about it. With a warm sense of discovery Simon realized this was one of the things marriage was about: having someone to talk with when you were burdened.

“There’s something I didn’t tell Carole this evening,” he said. “It wasn’t the right time. If Chester hadn’t clued me in that Carole was at the house I might have blurted it out.”

Wanda sat up abruptly. “Do you know where Barney Amling is?”

“No. It’s nothing like that. What I didn’t tell Carole was that I saw Barney recently. I normally see the Amlings about once every two or three years, but I’m still the family retainer. Three weeks ago Barney telephoned and asked me to stop by his office. He sounded urgent so I made the trip a few days later. What he wanted was to have me draw up a trust giving his house to his two sons.”

“Carole’s house?”

“That’s right. When Jake Ehrenberg died nine years ago he left some lots in Palos Verdes to Carole. Big Jake had made and run through several fortunes. He was married three or four times. That bequest was all he had left. Barney was doing great then so they built a place that must have cost nearly a hundred thousand then and is worth a lot more today.”

“Did Carole know about the trust?”

“I don’t think so. Barney always handled the family business. She would sign anything he asked her to sign. I completed the transfer before we went on our cruise. The interesting thing was that Barney had paid off the loan in a lump sum—over fifty thousand dollars. He had clear title. He said that he wanted the trust to avoid taxes.”

“But what about Carole? He cut her off without anything.”

“On the contrary, honey. The boys are minors so Carole would naturally be their guardian and conservator of the estate if anything happened to Barney. What he actually did—and I didn’t think of it until I learned he was missing—was protect Carole.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s simple. If Barney’s got himself into financial trouble—lost heavily on the market, for instance—that property is safe from any claims or attachments. In brief, nobody can take away Barney Amling’s home because he doesn’t legally own one.”
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