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Dead Matter


Chapter 1

Miss Beatrice Dobie pushed open the dormer window and inhaled deeply, convinced she could smell the spindrift in the morning air. That was unlikely, since her house—which she liked to call her cottage, as neatly kept in middle age as she was—stood on the flank of Hollis Heights three hundred feet above the surf.

She looked south where, along a shallow curve of summer-pale beach, the houses of Holliday Beach formed a random rampart, casting triangular shadows across the sand, the apexes of shadow roofs pointing west toward the blue-green Pacific Ocean.

It was going to be hot today. A relative term on the Oregon coast, of course. Here hot was anything over seventy degrees. And already, at eight in the morning, the beach was dotted with people. Saturday. August. Miss Dobie sighed. By January she’d be complaining about the dearth of customers at the bookshop, but now she took solace in the thought that Labor Day—and the end of the tourist season—was only ten days away.

Miss Dobie abruptly turned from the window, pulled off her quilted robe, and tossed it on the water bed as she crossed to the closet. She didn’t have time now to think about Labor Day. Not on this day.

She was ready except for her dress and shoes, and she knew exactly what she would wear: the silk shirtwaist that was the same color as her auburn hair with its purposeful curl and not a hint of gray. She wasn’t willing to attempt anything to alter the sagging jowls that made her face ever squarer, but in this day and age, she could certainly do something about gray hair.

She frowned at the dress, so conservative, so staid, and wondered if Savanna Barany would come to the autographing, wondered what Savanna would wear. Something décolleté, no doubt; something bright and slightly exotic. Miss Dobie sighed again. There had been a time when she had worn décolleté, bright, slightly exotic clothes.

Of course, Savanna might not come. There were rumors that she and her husband weren’t on the best of terms. But with people like Savanna Barany and Ravin Gould, there were always rumors.

“Ravvvin,” Miss Dobie whispered. “Like the first two syllables of ravenous.” She’d heard him say that on more than one television talk show. Family name. Something like that.

She sloped the dress over her head, careful not to disturb her hair. But what if Savanna did attend the autographing? Miss Dobie had alerted the Portland television stations. After all, that was the purpose of this shindig: publicity. The Holliday Beach Book Shop, which had been moldering for half a century in dowdy obscurity, was hosting Ravin Gould, one of America’s top ten best-selling authors. And just possibly, Savanna Barany, at one time billed as the sexiest woman in the world.

Of course, there was a secondary purpose: money. Miss Dobie’s mouth tightened into a horizontal line as she thought of the three hundred copies of The Diamond Stud waiting at the bookshop. Three hundred copies of a book that retailed at $22.00 a copy. That wholesaled at $13.20. Plus freight. For the Holliday Beach Book Shop, that was a major investment,

She stepped into a pair of white pumps, her best ones, checked her reflection in the mirror on the closet door to be sure her slip wasn’t showing, then crossed to the dresser to pick up her good white purse.

And a copy of The Diamond Stud.

The jacket was of satiny black paper with a female figure outlined in hot-pressed gold. Where the navel might be, was a stylized diamond. The title was crowded at the bottom of the jacket in red letters. At the top, the author’s name glittered in solid gold: James Ravin Gould.

She studied the photograph on the back. Definitely a handsome man, with a hint of—well, sexiness about him. She wondered if other people were as surprised as she had been to discover how short this handsome, sexy man was. He couldn’t be more than five six. And it was curious how much this photograph reminded her of Mr. Flagg. Conan Joseph Flagg and Ravin Gould were about the same age, and Miss Dobie was old enough to consider anything under forty-five young. Both men had black hair and dark skin, and a certain lean intensity in their faces. But Mr. Flagg was a head taller, and his eyes were black and slightly tilted—that was the Nez Percé coming to the fore—while Ravin Gould’s eyes were a pale, rather unpleasant gray-green.

And what was behind those eyes…

That was hard to decipher. She’d only talked to the man once, although he’d been in Holliday Beach over a month. But in a way, she did know him. She had read The Diamond Stud and found it rife with gratuitous sex and violence. That didn’t surprise her. Gould had made his reputation on sensationalism. But there was an undercurrent of something she couldn’t quite pin down, something that made it a relief that she didn’t know him better and wasn’t likely to. Something that made any comparison between Ravin Gould and Conan Flagg a travesty.

Her breath caught, and she closed her eyes.

Thank God Mr. Flagg was in Cornwall and wasn’t due back until the day after Labor Day.

He was her employer, after all, and she was well aware that he considered Ravin Gould books literary garbage. He might recognize the right of any individual to read anything he or she chose, but he also maintained his right not to provide shelf space for a Ravin Gould book.

Miss Dobie put down a momentary queasiness. Mr. Flagg had left the bookshop in her hands—as he did nearly every summer, when hordes of tourists mushroomed Holliday Beach’s population from two thousand to twenty thousand—and even if he considered the shop a hobby of sorts or an obligation to the maintenance of civilization, she staunchly considered it a business, and always hoped to make it a profitable business. She couldn’t overlook an opportunity like this. Ravin Gould was, after all, one of Holliday Beach’s few claims to fame: Gould had been born and spent the first twelve years of his life here.

She squared her shoulders and checked her watch. Eight-thirty. She wouldn’t open the bookshop until ten, but first she had to pick up the sign Gwen Loftstern had made, the coffee urn at the Grange, the cookies at the bakery; she had to decorate the refreshment table and call Tina Burbank to make sure she didn’t oversleep; she had to feed Meg and hope the cat would stay out from under people’s feet today.

Beatrice Dobie forgot to lock her front door as she marched out to the red Porsche in her driveway. It was going to be a fantastic day. But still…

She said another silent prayer of thanks.

Mr. Flagg wouldn’t be home for ten days.


Chapter 2

At least he had a window seat out of Denver. Conan Flagg looked down from thirty thousand feet on titanic folds of rock etched in snow golden in the dawn. His eyes ached with sleeplessness, and his decision to come home ten days early had long ago begun to seem irrational. At the moment, he wasn’t even sure what day it was.

Yesterday—or the day before yesterday?—after weeks of leisurely exploration of England’s west coast from Solway Firth to Land’s End, he had walked along a beach in Cornwall and felt a restlessness he didn’t understand until he stood looking out at the blue-gray roil of the Atlantic Ocean and found himself desolate with homesickness for his own ocean. It was all one sea, he knew, whatever the names given its various parts by the human beings who lived on its shores. Still, he longed for the ocean named Pacific on a clear day, and he longed particularly for the few square miles of the Pacific he could see from his house, the few square miles he called his own.

At that point, his impatience had made sense, but in the grinding hours since he left Heathrow, he began to doubt his sanity. His impatience not only cost him lost sleep—he’d never learned to sleep upright or in the presence of strangers—it condemned him to a night flight from New York and a three-hour layover in the noisy caverns of Denver’s airport.

But the sun had time to catch up with him there, and when at last he resumed his homeward journey, northwest across the Rockies and the enigmatic reaches of the Basin and Range country beyond, when at last his plane crossed the cloud-veiled Cascade Mountains and he saw Mount Hood, magnificent in summer snow, looming beyond the wing tip as the plane descended toward the green tapestry of the Willamette Valley, he began to believe it was all worthwhile.

But Portland International Airport was still three hours from the coast, counting the time it took to get out of the airport and maneuver the clogged freeways of Oregon’s largest city. Finally he left the last suburb behind and drove west, too tired to leash the black Jaguar XK-E to the speed limit. With the top down so the hot, humid wind beat at his skin, he faced the bastion of the Coast Range, gentled by forests of fir and spruce and hemlock, and he waited for the moment when at the crest of those hills he would feel the temperature drop, the air turn sweet under the influence of the Pacific Ocean, still thirty miles away, but reaching out to him in cool welcome.

And now he was sure it was all worthwhile.

At length, he reached the junction with Highway 101, the Coast Highway, drove south a few more miles, and just past the sign that read HOLLIDAY BEACH POP. 2001, he caught a glimpse of the razor-line horizon of the sea beyond the new shopping mall.

The mall had the architectural originality of a potato shed, but the same could be said of most of the buildings in Holliday Beach. Here there was none of the charm of antiquity in which he had steeped himself for the last six weeks. This village was a product of the Depression, and its architectural traditions were necessity, availability of materials, and recalcitrant individualism, out of which any charm Holliday Beach possessed arose perversely and against all odds.

Conan puttered behind a caravan of campers down Highway 101, Holliday Beach’s main street, anticipating what he would see when he reached what he considered its true center. On the west side of the highway, paralleling it and separated from it by a concrete curbing, he would see a block-long parking lane wide enough for cars to park on both sides, while two cars might barely pass in the middle. Facing the lane, he would see a row of shops, most of them sided in grayed cedar shingles, splashes of color provided by geranium-filled planter boxes.

And dominating the block from its position between the mom-and-pop grocery and the Chowder House Restaurant, he would see the Holliday Beach Book Shop, a long, shambling, two-story building, topped by three mismatched dormers; a building that had acquired, by virtue of age and the weathering of countless sou’westers, its own stolid charm. There were occasions when Conan regarded the bookshop as his albatross, yet it never occurred to him to rid himself of it. It was also—he admitted on other occasions—his raison d’être.

Still, the bookshop wasn’t his objective now. At the moment, his only objective was home and the beach. But since he had to pass the bookshop to reach his house, he decided he might as well stop to let Miss Dobie know he had returned.

Yet the closer he came to the bookshop, the slower the traffic moved. Inching along in the fuming wake of a Winnebago, he had ample time to notice that the old Day store had a new occupant, SHE SELLS SEA SHELLS, the sign over the door proclaimed. No doubt shells raped from tropical beaches. A few more feet, and he sighed at the first hint of the approaching political season: placards planted among the weeds in front of the empty Higgins building. One of them briefly held his attention: EARL KLEBER FOR COUNTY SHERIFF. Kleber was chief of the Holliday Beach Police Department, and Conan was surprised that he would take on the incumbent, Gifford Wills, who was well entrenched in Taft County’s political good-ol’-boys network. Conan hadn’t thought of Kleber as a tilter at windmills.

The Winnebago spewed more smoke in Conan’s lace as it lurched forward another two yards, and he began swearing methodically. Yes, it was the height of the tourist season, but this was absurd. Finally he saw the Hollis Street sign just ahead and signaled for a right turn. When he reached Hollis, he had only to dogleg into the parking lane….

And he found himself snared in a one-block gridlock.

In five frustrating minutes, he made it only as far as the grocery store, and there he was forced to stop altogether, unable to move in any direction. The sidewalk was mobbed with pedestrians—tourists, most of them, although he recognized a few natives—all converging on the bookshop. Double-parked outside the main entrance near the south end of the shop was a van marked with red, white, and blue stripes and the words KEEN-TV CHANNEL 3—THE EYES OF PORTLAND. One man was unloading equipment, while a second stood on the sidewalk talking with a stringently petite woman in a white dress whose dark hair seemed immune to the wind.

Shelly Gage. Few people in western Oregon wouldn’t recognize her; they saw her daily on the evening newscasts and on her morning show. But Conan had met her more than once in person, and her persistence in demanding an interview with him had not endeared her to him.

But why was she here now?

He looked around at the cars and campers entrapping the XK-E and saw that none of them was likely to move in the near future. He pulled the emergency brake and left the car to join the crowd surging around the bookshop’s north entrance.

“Mr. Flagg! You made it after all.”

He smiled and sidled past portly Mrs. Iona Higgins, wondering what it was he had made.

“Conan! How was England?” That from a tall black woman. Kara Arno taught physical education at Holliday Beach High School and served as living proof of the efficacy of fitness.

“England was fine, Kara,” he said absently. “How’s Dan?”

She laughed. “Up in the air. As usual.”

“Hey, Mr. Flagg!” Hiram Hitchcock, stooped and knuckly. “I was meanin’ to talk to you ’bout that roof soon as you got back.” Then Mrs. Hopkins, the wife of the Methodist minister, with her dour husband in tow. Then the Daimler sisters, Adalie and Coraline. “Nice to see you home, Mr. Flagg, and just in time.”

Not, he thought, if he couldn’t reach the door of his own shop.

But he did, finally. The doorway angled across the northeast corner of the building, with a wooden stoop filling out the truncated corner. He reached it just as Mrs. Hollis, well over ninety years old, stumbled on the stoop. Conan caught her twiglike arm, and she gave him a nod that might have indicated thanks, but probably only indicated recognition. He shouted, “Mrs. Hollis, what’s going on here?”

“What?” She tilted her supposedly good ear toward him, and when he repeated the question, she replied, “Well, it’s Rev’rend Good! Heard it on the radio. Didn’t know he wrote a book, though.”

With his hand still at her elbow, Conan pushed his way into the shop. “What’s the name of the book?”

It was like entering a crowded cave. Or maybe the Black Hole of Calcutta. Conan took off his dark glasses, but it didn’t seem to help.

“Can’t rightly remember,” Mrs. Hollis shouted over the hubbub of voices. “Somethin’ about The Blinding God.”

But before he could question that, Mrs. Hollis slipped away to be swallowed up in the crowd. Conan maneuvered into a spot against the shelves on the east wall where he could let his eyes adjust to the twilight, his ears adjust to the high decibel level in a place usually as quiet as a library, and where he could let his jet-lagged, sleep-deprived mind adjust to a scene that was, quite simply, incredible. The Holliday Beach Book Shop had never held a crowd of this magnitude, and he wondered if the aged floor joists would support the weight.

Reverend Good, one of the most venal of the televangelists? The Blinding God? Conan felt an incipient headache behind his eyes.

“Never seen anything like it, have you, Conan?”

Conan was washed in the fragrance of young Scotch as Dr. Maurice Spenser—who liked people to call him Doc—leaned close to ask that question. Slight and stooped, he was wearing his brown suit today, and he seemed entirely sober. He always did. But at sixty-eight, he looked eighty-eight, his skin netted with broken veins, his gray eyes swimming behind the thick lenses of plastic-framed glasses.

“No, Doc, I definitely have never seen anything like it.”

And where the hell was Miss Dobie?

Over the din of voices, he heard the clang of the old cash register and knew that’s where he’d find Beatrice Dobie. But getting to her was another matter. The register was near the south end of the building, and at least a hundred sardine-packed people stood between him and that clang. He thought of Meg, the blue point Siamese whom some regarded as the shop’s true owner, and wondered where she was hiding.

He began working his way along the wall toward the center of the shop. The crowd seemed most densely packed there, and eventually he reached a point where he could look over and between heads to see what held everyone so spellbound.

A folding table had been set up in the alcove formed by two jutting bookshelves. The table was stacked with black-jacketed, hardbound books, and above it, suspended from the ceiling, hung a sign painted in red and black on a sheet of mat board:

HOLLIDAY BEACH’S OWN RAVIN GOULD!

BEST-SELLING AUTHOR OF THE DIAMOND STUD!

Conan might have laughed at the malapropism arising from Mrs. Hollis’s faulty hearing, but at the moment, Ravin Gould and The Diamond Stud made no more sense than Reverend Good and The Blinding God.

Ravin Gould? Here? In Conan Flagg’s bookshop?

Two women turned away from the table, clutching black-jacketed books, and before the next customers moved in, Conan saw him.

Ravin Gould. Here. In Conan Flagg’s bookshop.

Conan was on the verge of charging through the crowd, impelled by righteous rage, but it was at that moment that he saw her.

Savanna Barany.

Oh, yes, there she was in the fair, subtly voluptuous flesh, perched on a stool behind and to one side of Ravin Gould.

And now Conan knew where Meg was. He should’ve anticipated that far from seeking a place to hide, Meg would seek the one place where she’d be the center of attention—on Savanna Barany’s lap, stretched out luxuriously along the lady’s thigh.

But for once, Meg was upstaged. She seemed no more than a whimsical accessory, her white to gray fur contrasting with Savanna’s peasant blouse and frill skirt of deep blue-green. Peacock blue, it was probably called, and no other color could more perfectly complement her coppery hair. It was arranged in a Gibson pile cascading from the crown of her head to sweep her bare shoulders. Curling wisps brushed her cheeks like silken whispers, and when she smiled, her face seemed luminescent.

Conan had seen that face hundreds of times in magazines, newspapers, on screens both large and small. It occurred to him that he hadn’t seen it so often recently, but he remembered exactly when he first saw it: seven years ago in New York in a musical called Blitz, her vehicle to instant fame. It was a face out of another century, a perfect oval with a small mouth indulgently curved, and lavender-blue eyes so large, they gave that face a childlike aspect, yet were heavy-lidded, capable of seduction. She sat with her long dancer’s legs crossed, one hand stroking Meg, the other braced on the edge of the stool. It was an extraordinarily sensual pose, and Conan recognized in it a self-aware calculation. Or perhaps it was art.

She turned to speak to the tall, saturnine man standing beside her, and Conan sighed. “What is she doing here?”

A whiskey-scented laugh reminded Conan that he’d asked the question aloud and that Doc Spenser was still with him. Doc said, “Well, she’s married to Jimmy Gould, after all. Didn’t you know that?”

“Jimmy?” Conan glanced at Doc, but didn’t have a chance to ask more. KEEN-TV was invading from the south door.

“We need some space around the table,” Shelly Gage said, smiling sleekly, as the camera and sound men waded in, and space was made without complaint, with only excited murmurs, despite the crush of bodies pressing closer. Conan’s headache was no longer incipient as he flattened himself against the bookshelves and watched Shelly introduce herself to Savanna and Gould. Gould took her hand, lavished on it a kiss, with a smoldering look into her eyes. Savanna’s smile faded.

Abruptly the camera lights went on, and the glare made a small stage of the alcove. The tall man with the saturnine face stepped back into the corner out of center stage, while the cameraman positioned himself in front of the table, panned from the sign above it down to Savanna Barany—on whom he lingered a long time—then to Ravin Gould, then to Shelly, who stood at the end of the table, her mike and smile ready. “The quaint coastal village of Holliday Beach is bursting with excitement today. The old Holliday Beach Book Shop—a landmark here—is hosting best-selling author Ravin Gould, and with him…” A pause for dramatic effect, then, “…his lovely wife, Savanna Barany!”

Savanna leaned toward the camera and blew her unseen viewers a kiss, upstaging her husband as effortlessly as she did Meg, and the crowd in the bookshop responded with applause and whistles.

Ravin Gould’s gray-green eyes were cold as he flashed a smile and reached for Shelly’s mike, then laid his hand on Savanna’s knee in a patently proprietary gesture, ignoring Meg’s hissing show of teeth. “Eat your hearts out, guys!” The erstwhile studio audience laughed, and Shelly retrieved the mike to ask, “Mr. Gould, what brings you to this quaint little village?”

“Well, Shelly, this is my hometown, you know. I was born and spent twelve years of my life in Holliday Beach.”

“You’ve come back to rediscover your roots, so to speak?”

A confiding laugh. “That title’s been taken. But it’s true in a way. I’m finishing my next book here. Odyssey. Yes, I know that title’s been taken, too. It’s what you might call an autobiographical novel.”

Shelly looked earnestly quizzical. “Then it’s really your life story?”

“Well, not the whole story, I hope. I plan to add a lot to my life story before I die. Let’s just say it’s based on some of my experiences.”

“Including your childhood here in this quaint little village?”

“Oh, yes. And it wasn’t always so damned quaint.”

Conan smiled at that barb as Shelly countered, “Do you mean this book is going to be a sort of exposé?”

Gould shrugged, teeth white against his tan in a sardonic grin. “It just might be, Shelly, and if you don’t think anything interesting happened in this quaint little village, you’re dead wrong. It’s all in the book. Everybody’s there.” And he singsonged sarcastically, “Doctor, lawyer, po-lice chief.”

He seemed to be looking directly at Conan with that, and Conan felt a chill. What in hell was Gould talking about?

“Excuse me…let me through…I’ve got to get through!”

There was a moment of confusion on the alcove stage as a young woman with golden hair elbowed her way through the crowd, her blue eyes wide with what Conan could only call fear.

He recognized her; he’d known her since she was a cheerleader at the high school. Angela MacGill. Angela Kleber MacGill, oldest of Police Chief Earl Kleber’s two daughters. She carried a manila envelope, and she was so intent on Gould that she seemed oblivious to the cameras and lights or even the rapt crowd. She reached the table, offered the envelope with shaking hands, leaned over to whisper urgently to Gould, but he cut her off with “Damn it, I’ll talk to you later! Can’t you see—”

“But it’s Cady! Ravin, you’ve got to get out of here!”

He surged to his feet. “Shut up, Angie!” Then to Shelly, “Goddamn it, stop that camera!”

Startled, Shelly signaled the cameraman with a finger across her throat at the same moment a shriek of alarm followed by a sputtering roar sounded from outside the north door. There was an uneasy stirring in the crowd, then Meg catapulted out of Savanna’s lap as pandemonium erupted.

Screams and shouts catalyzed a stampede away from the door, and the cameraman staggered and fell, a display rack toppled, paperbacks scattering to be kicked aside like autumn leaves on a sidewalk; a crash of crockery punctuated the melee, and Conan held on to Doc to keep him on his feet, while the sputtering roar rose to a nerve-rending crescendo.

And Cady MacGill strode onto the stage, a latter-day, black Irish Paul Bunyan in a plaid shirt, red suspenders supporting Levi’s cut and frayed at the ankle, his caulked boots shaking the floor. Six foot five and well over two hundred pounds of solid, supple muscle, his enormous hands gripping a thirty-six-inch Husqvarna chain saw that vibrated with braying menace, Cady bellowed, “Gould, I’m gonna cut off your balls so you won’t ever sleep with another man’s wife again!”

Gould kicked the table over, sending black-jacketed books avalanching, and crouched behind it. Savanna, Shelly, and the tall man huddled in the corner, and Cady swung the chain saw high, demolishing the sign above the table. The torn remnants whipped about like demented birds. From behind his barrier, Gould cursed with the vitriol of a longshoreman, while Cady matched him with a logger’s repertoire at twice the volume, and the chain saw revved to an earsplitting pitch as the spinning blade sliced through the supports of the bookshelf at the north side of the alcove. Splinters, books, and a confetti of shredded pages made a sudden blizzard.

And Conan crossed a threshold from annoyance to anger. He elbowed his way toward center stage, noting peripherally that the cameraman had recovered his footing and was still taping, that in the debris around the table, an orange purse had fallen open, disgorging its contents, including a small, chrome-plated automatic.

“Cady! You damned fool, put that saw down!”

Cady turned, the lethal blade slicing within a few inches of Conan’s belt, and Conan stopped abruptly, his headache escalating with the pounding of his heart. He had known Cady MacGill as long as he’d known Angie—who, he noticed, had disappeared when her husband arrived—but it occurred to him now that perhaps he didn’t know Cady as well as he thought he did. Cady’s beard-shadowed face was warped with rage, black brows drawn over eyes blue-hot.

Then he pulled the saw back. “Conan?” Briefly his baleful face reverted to the eternal chagrin of adolescence. But his rage rebounded as he shouted, “I got business with this bastard!”

And Conan shouted back, “Not in my bookshop, you don’t! Turn off that damned saw, Cady!”

The saw spewed on, poised in Cady’s big, capable hands, and he didn’t move, not so much as the blink of an eye. Nor did Conan.

But at length, Cady faced Gould, who still peered over the top of his table barrier. Cady’s mouth curled in a sneer of contempt, and with an eloquently negligent motion, he turned off the saw.

The silence was profound. Ears ringing, Conan held out his hand, open. “Give me the saw, Cady.” And when Cady seemed ready to protest, “You’ve made one hell of a mess here, and you’re going to pay for every book you’ve damaged! Meanwhile, I’ll keep the saw.”

Cady looked around at the chaos he had created, vaguely amazed, then he grimaced, thrust the saw, blade toward the floor, at Conan. “I’ll pay for it—every damned cent.”

Conan nearly dropped the saw. It weighed at least ten pounds more than he expected. He got a better grip on the bar and said, “I’ll keep this in my office until you—”

But Cady wasn’t listening. “Gould, you stay away from my wife! You hear?” And with that, he thudded to the north door and vanished.

Ravin Gould, red-faced, veins throbbing in his forehead, sprang up from behind the table. And, incredibly, Shelly was there, mike in hand, asking, “Mr. Gould, would you care to comment on—”

“You bitch!” And with a glance at the cameraman, who was still recording, “You put one second of that tape on the air, and I’ll sue the hell out of you!” Then he vaulted over the table. “Byron! Savanna! Come on, we’re getting out of this dump!” And when Savanna, who was kneeling at the moment, didn’t seem to respond quickly enough to suit him, Gould grabbed her arm. “Come on, you dumb broad!”

Conan’s hands tightened on the saw, and he saw in Savanna Barany’s eyes a fathomless loathing in the split second before Gould pulled her toward the north door, with the tall man he called Byron a pace behind, and Shelly and her minions in hot pursuit.

Conan found himself the focus of a multitude of eyes. Squinting through his headache, he announced, “The Holliday Beach Book Shop is closed. As of now!” With the chain saw in hand, he made his way through the debris of splintered wood, shredded books, and, as he passed the refreshment table, a gravel of broken cups, to the cash register, where Miss Dobie, wide-eyed and pale, still manned her post. He only glanced at her, then turned to the door on the west wall behind the counter, went inside, and closed the door gently.

And in this soundproofed sanctuary, where the walls were hung with a few of his favorite paintings, the floor graced with a scarlet Kirman, he placed the chain saw atop the stacks of mail on his desk. He went to the stereo to put on a tape, then sank into the chair behind the desk. He found a pack of cigarettes in a drawer, lit one, and closed his eyes to absorb the somber cadences of Chopin’s “Raindrop” prelude.

He was thinking about a beach in Cornwall.

Then he heard a rustling of papers on his desk and opened his eyes to meet Meg’s sapphire gaze. “How are you, Duchess?” She ignored him, meticulously examining the red-enameled motor housing of the chain saw. She always made a point of ignoring him for a day or so when he returned from a long absence. He didn’t push her.

It was fifteen minutes later when the office door opened. Miss Dobie paused there and loosed one of her long, expressive sighs.

“The shop is locked up, Mr. Flagg.”

Conan walked past her and crossed to the entrance without looking around at the shambles of his once orderly, if slightly musty, albatross and raison d’être.


Chapter 3

A block south of the Holliday Beach Book Shop, Highway 101 met Day Street, which began at that juncture and ended only two blocks to the west at a small, paved beach access. The house south of the access seemed from that perspective a forbidding arrangement of shingled slabs weathered to silver, the garage door stained a matching gray, the front entrance set deep in a niche as if a portcullis might at any moment be lowered. But from the beach, the house presented an array of reflective spans of glass that made sea and sky integral to its design. The west wall of every room was composed, floor to ceiling, of windows, from the kitchen at the north end, with its angled glass bay, and above it, Conan’s bedroom, where the wall of glass included a sliding door opening onto a deck; then a span of windows forty feet long and thirty feet high for the living room; and at the south end, the library, and above it, the guest bedroom. There was no lawn, no plantings that weren’t native. A cluster of jack pines hid the small patio that opened off the south wall of the library, and the house was backed into a steep hill shrouded with pine. Below the living room deck, there was only room for a salal-covered bank and a seawall that turned all but the highest winter waves. When the house was built, some of the natives dubbed it Flagg’s Folly, in part because of its risky proximity to the sea, but Conan contended that one man’s folly is another man’s castle. And this was his castle, every inch of it designed to his specifications, every object in it there by his choice: his castle and his haven.

Yet when he parked the XK-E in the garage next to the Vanagon, he didn’t go into the house but straight to the beach, stripping off his tie and jacket as he crossed the access. Above him, gulls flew into the wind, casting shadows on the sand. He waved at them as if they were long-lost friends.

At the moment, he could overlook the tepid summer surf and the myriad footprints made by the strolling, jogging, lounging, wading, kite-flying, shouting, squealing, Frisbee-tossing crowds with whom he had no choice but to share the beach. The summer people. He tried not to begrudge them their pleasures, but as he walked along the scalloped tracks of the waves, it didn’t bother him that the northwest wind blew cold and incessantly, and the water, chilled by the up-welling that surged to the surface along the coast every summer, was frigid. Ten days until Labor Day, and then could winter be far behind? Winter would whip these languid waves into magnificent fury and empty this beach of people by the expedient of drowning it at every high tide.

And he was amply satisfied now with the summer sea. Here he could put the alarums and excursions at the bookshop into perspective and finally even laugh at them.

When he reached that point, he turned and began slogging through the soft, pale summer sand toward his house. Home. He was home now, and it was indeed worthwhile.

*

By four-thirty he had unpacked his suitcases and the gifts he had purchased on his trip, caught up on six issues of the weekly Holliday Beach Guardian, refreshed himself with a long soak in the Jacuzzi, and now he stood on the living room deck with the wind whipping at the black cotton caftan he treasured because of its comfortable practicality, as had the desert merchant from whom he had bought it years ago in Cairo. The sun glared in searing white reflections off the sea, and on the horizon, a train of fog moved constantly south under its impetus.

He took a puff on his cigarette, let the wind catch the smoke, surprised to find that a melody was playing in his mind’s ear: the theme song from Blitz, “I Never Asked for Forever.” And—inevitably, perhaps—an image shimmered in his mind’s eye: the image of Savanna Barany. He found himself wondering what she was like beyond the beauty and extraordinary talent. Was there more to Savanna Barany? Was she intelligent and curious? Was she capable of empathy and laughter?

He didn’t know, and it was unlikely he ever would. Yet he had to admit he wanted to know. A face and body of such silky perfection and intense vitality seemed to ignite questions like static electricity.

Finally he finished his cigarette and, with a rueful laugh, put such vagaries out of his mind. He checked his watch, then left the deck and went to the kitchen to search the contents of the freezer, where he found a boxed entrée, Chicken à la Something. He microwaved it, poured a glass of Elk Cove Vineyards Pinot Noir Blanc, and carried his repast down the hallway behind the wooden screen that divided it from the living room and on to the library, a room with three walls occupied by books and paintings, the fourth occupied by glass and sea. He settled in the Eames chaise, found the remote for the television, and turned it on. The evening news had just begun on Channel 3: KEEN-TV.

Conan wondered if Shelly Gage’s employers had been intimidated into silence by Gould’s threat of a lawsuit. Shelly wasn’t in her usual seat beside the male anchor. Conan ate his passably palatable chicken and sipped his wine through political scandals, wars, toxic spills, droughts, and drug busts—and he always winced at hearing that word, however effective as slang, in the formal context of a news report. Finally, when he had almost decided that KEEN-TV had indeed been intimidated, there was Shelly on the alcove stage at the bookshop, and there was Ravin Gould, tanned and worldly, and there was Savanna Barany, bright hair fired by the lights.

And a few seconds later, there was Cady MacGill and his roaring chain saw. Most of Cady’s dialogue with Gould, red-faced behind his table barrier, had been bleeped out, and all but the last ten seconds of Cady’s confrontation with one Coven Fledd, owner of the Holliday Beach Book Shop (a landmark in the quaint little village), had been edited out. “The perpetrator of the alleged assault,” the substitute female anchor added, “has been identified as Cady MacGill, a local logger. A spokesperson for the Holliday Beach Police Department said they’ve put out an APB for him.” A cut to Sergeant Billy Todd saying, “He’ll turn up, don’t worry.” Then a shot outside the bookshop of Gould hurrying Savanna into a glaring yellow Ferrari, and the female anchor concluded, “Mr. Gould had no comment on the incident.” Conan smiled as he turned off the television. At least, no comment that could be aired under FCC obscenity rules. He rose to take the remains of his meal to the kitchen, but the ring of the phone diverted him to the desk on the south wall. He snatched up the receiver. “Yes?”

“Conan? This is Shelly Gage.”

“How did you get this number, Shelly? It’s supposedly unlisted.”

“Reporters have their sources. Did you see the newscast?”

“I saw it.”

She laughed. “And loved it, I can tell. Anyway, the reason I’m calling is to invite you to take me out tonight.”

Conan bit back a less than delighted response, and Shelly explained, “I have an invitation from Ravin Gould to what he called a little informal gathering at his beach house. Well, it’s not really his. He’s renting. Just calls it his.”

“Why would Gould invite you to a gathering, formal or otherwise?”

“It was when I followed him out to his car. Maybe his agent whispered in his ear about how many KEEN stories the network picks up. He’s fence-mending, Conan. Ravin understands PR very well.”

“No doubt. But what I don’t understand is why you’re stretching Gould’s invitation to include me.”

“Conan, you’re perfect. I can’t wait to see Ravin’s face when I walk in with the owner of that dump—who just happens to be the owner of the biggest ranch in the state and a millionaire and a licensed PI.”

“You’re showing off, Shelly, and you haven’t got your facts straight. I’m only majority stockholder at the Ten-Mile, and I am not a millionaire, and it is not the biggest ranch in the state.”

“Just second biggest? Well, you are a PI. It’s on record. And you’re the man who saved Ravin from the mad logger. By the way, that woman who came in right before MacGill—is she his wife?”

“Yes.”

“What was in that envelope?”

“Probably the plans for the superconductor,”

“Sure. Was she sleeping with Ravin?”

“Somehow I just don’t consider that any of my business.”

“Or mine? Okay. Look, all I ask is a couple of hours of your time. No interview, no questions. I promise.”

“Damn it, Shelly—”

“Just think about the look on Ravin’s face.…”

Conan sighed, but he wasn’t thinking about Gould’s expression. He was thinking about Savanna Barany. At least, this was one way to get to meet her, to perhaps assuage his curiosity to some small degree.

“And, Conan, at least this is one way to get to meet—”

“All right, Shelly. I’ll pick you up…when?”

“Eight-thirty. But I have my car. I’ll meet you at Ravin’s house. It’s the last house on Dunlin Beach Road. You know, south of Sitka Bay.”

“I know. You got on first-name terms with Gould damned fast.”

“That’s just the California coming out. He claims to be a native Oregonian, but he lives mostly in San Francisco. And Honolulu. And New York. He has a condominium in Portland, though, just to keep up his claim to Oregon. Anyway, he first-names everybody.”

“Especially young and attractive women?”

“Hey, why do you think I want you along as my escort?”

At that, Conan laughed. “Don’t count on me for protection.”

“I never count on anyone for that. Okay, I’ll see you at eight-thirty. And thanks, Conan. You’re a sweetheart.”

Before Conan could respond, she hung up. As he cradled the receiver, his eye was caught by the painting in the corner farthest from the light. The Knight. A life-size figure in equivocal armor that was both obdurate bronze, and bone and muscle. The head was helmet and skull at once, and in one hand, it offered the rose of love and the butterfly of hope, while the other hand held the waiting shackles.

Conan had often used that painting as a sort of litmus test. If people found it morbid, they never had an opportunity to see it again.

Disturbing, he could accept. And at the moment, that juxtaposition of rose and butterfly and shackles seemed to fix itself in his mind like a melody that wouldn’t leave him in peace.


Chapter 4

The sun had set, and at the horizon a wash of red—the pinkish red of smoke from slash fires in the Coast Range—was mirrored on the surface of Sitka Bay, a marine estuary all but cut off from the sea by Shearwater Spit. Conan smiled as he drove south on Highway 101 past that splendid expanse of life-rich water. That it had not become a fouled pond for human recreation was due in part to his efforts. But his smile faded as he considered the cost of that victory.

And the victory had been only partial. Sitka Bay had been spared the housing development that threatened it, but Baysea Properties had pursued its plans for a destination resort, and now Baysea Resort occupied a square mile of land between 101 and the beach, offering luxurious rooms, two restaurants, tennis courts, golf course, swimming pool, an airfield, a helicopter shuttle to Portland, and car rental service. But at least this destination was a mile beyond Sitka Bay and didn’t impinge on its shores, and Conan didn’t have to look at it now.

At the south end of the bay, he turned right onto Dunlin Beach Road, threaded along the top of basalt cliffs, then turned left where the road divided and a sign pointed to Dunlin Beach. It was a barely graveled road that paralleled the beach behind a buffer of beachfront lots. He geared down to accommodate the ruts, occasionally passing driveways hinting at the existence of houses hidden in thickets of jack pine and rhododendron that after half a mile gave way to salal and beach grass as the road neared its dead end.

The house west of the turnaround terminating Dunlin Beach Road presented a sienna-stained cedar facade unbroken except for the inset porch where a pair of lights glowed. The grounds were landscaped in bark chips and stray pines, and three cars were parked at the edge of the gravel in front of the house: Gould’s yellow Ferrari, a silver-gray Buick, and a blue Nova. The latter was occupied, as Conan discovered when he parked behind it. Shelly Gage got out and waited for him, made a show of checking her watch. “You’re a minute late.” Then she added soberly, “Thanks for coming, Conan.”

He offered his arm. “Shall we go see the look on Ravin’s face?”

But at the crackle of tires on gravel, he turned, squinting into a glare of headlights. The car passed them and came to a stop in front of the Ferrari. When the dust settled, Conan noted that it was a new, white Buick with Oregon plates. It was so much a clone of the gray Buick, he decided both were rentals. The woman who got out of the car and hurried toward the house seemed startled when she met Shelly and Conan as they started up the flagstone walk.

“Oh,” she said—more a gasp than a word—as she studied them over the top of swoop-framed glasses. Conan guessed she was at least fifty, and perhaps that many pounds overweight, the excess distributed to her bosom and hips and not disguised by an unfettered floral-print dress. Her short, curly hair wasn’t quite as auburn as Miss Dobie’s, but probably owed as much to her beautician. She smiled and said in a Lauren Bacall voice laced with a New York accent, “You’re Shelly Gage. I saw you this evening on TV. And you…” She shifted her inquiring gaze to Conan. “Weren’t you at this morning’s debacle, too?”

Conan laughed at that. “Yes, I was. Were you?”

She shook her head as they continued up the walk to the porch. “No, but Ravin gave us a play-by-play this afternoon. That autographing will probably end up in one of his books eventually. But don’t worry, you’ll never recognize it.” When she reached the porch she turned and added, “I’m Marian Rosenthal. Publicity director at Harkness, Cronin and Company. Ravin’s publisher.”

“Conan Flagg.” He took her offered hand for a firm, brief handshake. “I own the bookshop that was the site of the debacle.”

Marian Rosenthal’s eyes widened, and Shelly put in, “Conan was the one who took the chain saw away from that logger.”

“Shelly, Cady gave me the saw,” Conan said irritably.

Marian responded with a laugh. “Either way, even Ravin admitted that took guts.” She pressed the doorbell to the right of the double doors. Conan heard a distant chime, but nothing more. Marian pressed the doorbell again. Waited. And rang again.

After the third chime, both doors abruptly swung back, and Ravin Gould, in white pants and a white shirt, open to the waist, long sleeves cut with dashing fullness, a red silk handkerchief thrust nonchalantly into the pocket, greeted them with a flashing smile and open arms. That he found it necessary to look up at all three of them apparently didn’t bother him. He had the panache of a prince in voluntary exile.

And Shelly was doomed to disappointment. If Gould was surprised at seeing Conan, he didn’t show it. And Shelly, now that she was actually confronted with the look on Gould’s face, seemed mesmerized as he focused on her and said, “Welcome to Casa Dement!”

Then he included Conan and Marian in his ebullient “Come in!” and waved them into a small foyer two steps above a living room decorated in beige and muted pinks with accents of maroon and cobalt blue. There was a fireplace on the left wall veneered in pale sandstone, and facing it, a couch with a settee at right angles at the west end, both upholstered in beige corduroy and piled with pink, maroon, and cobalt pillows. A blond oak coffee table supported a bouquet of white orchids and ginger. The room was empty, but on the lighted deck beyond the west windows, Conan saw two of the other guests. And the hostess.

“What’ll you have, Shelly?” Gould asked, taking her arm as he led the way to the bar on the north wall. “I’ve got the makings for almost anything, but unfortunately not the bartender.”

“Just Perrier and a twist. I have to drive back to Portland tonight.”

“That’s a hell of a note. “ Gould went behind the bar and filled a glass with ice. “I was hoping to get to know you better, Shelly.” He poured the Perrier, but his eyes were on Shelly, and Conan saw a flush in her cheeks that wasn’t rouge. Marian leaned on the bar, watching Gould with an ambiguous half-smile.

Shelly said lightly, “I was hoping to get to know you better. In an interview, maybe?”

“All things are possible, Shelly. We’ll talk about it later. Okay?”

“Okay.” Then she glanced at Conan. “Ravin, you haven’t been properly introduced. This is Conan Flagg, the man who—”

“Saved me from a fate worse than death—getting my balls cut off? I owe you, Conan. You know, that MacGill bastard reminded me of my old man. He was a logger, too. But not that damned big a logger. Hell, I never saw MacGill before in my life, and he comes after me with that monster balls saw.” Gould cut a slice of lime, squeezed it, and dropped it into the Perrier, his eyes seeking Shelly’s confidentially. “But I run into a lot of weirdos. The price of fame, I guess.”

Shelly nodded in sympathy, but her reporter’s instincts hadn’t entirely deserted her. “Or the price of sleeping with a certain very big logger’s wife?”

Gould only laughed. “Angie just types my revised drafts. Marian, what can I do for you?” Then in an aside to Shelly, “As if I didn’t know. Marian’s a publicist. That’s what they call them these days.”

Marian played to his straight line with “What did they call us in the old days, Ravin? And I’ll have a gin and tonic.”

While he opened a bottle of Tanqueray, he said, “Well, it had something to do with snake oil.” Marian managed a smile, and Gould explained to Shelly, “The only reason Marian ventured into the wilds of Orygawn is to convince me that writers don’t need to write. Our purpose in life is to exhaust ourselves flying from city to city, scarfing down microwaved literary luncheons, fending off mobs of autograph seekers, and enduring talk show hosts who take pride in never reading a book by an author they interview. Oh—” He folded his hands in mocking prayer. “With the exception, I’m sure, of your lovely self.”

Shelly addressed her response to Conan. “You know, Conan, I think this man is almost as full of Irish blarney as you are.”

“Irish?” Gould stared at Conan until he decided that was a joke and called for a laugh. He was still laughing when he gave Marian her drink.

Conan’s attention was caught by that otherwise unnoteworthy action only because of Marian’s sudden intake of breath. She was staring at the hand with which Gould offered the glass. His left hand. It seemed to be the ring on his fourth finger that fixed her attention and sent a rush of color into her face. The ring was a wide band of turquoise inlaid with gold in an odd pattern of thick curves.

Gould reached under the counter for another glass, and, apparently oblivious to Marian’s reaction, asked, “Conan, what’ll you have?”

“Bourbon rocks, thanks.”

“Coming up,” Gould said as he tossed ice into a faceted rocks glass, then half filled it from a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. He slid the glass across the bar to Conan, then put another glass on the bar and opened a fifth labeled Bruichladdich Islay Single Malt Scotch Whiskey. Perhaps noticing Conan’s raised eyebrow, he said, “This’ll put hair where it belongs. First time I got my hands on a bottle of Bruichladdich was twenty years ago in Tijuana. Didn’t exactly pay for it—not in those days—but I decided then if I ever got rich, this would be my poison of choice. Can’t even buy the stuff in Oregon. Have to import my own.” He filled his glass, then gestured toward the deck. “Might as well see the last of the sunset.”

There was little left of the sunset, and the artificial light washing the deck made the sky seem darker. Beyond the deck, across a lawn perhaps thirty feet wide, Conan saw the railing and top step of a stairway descending to the beach, where the surf murmured lazily. A man and a woman sat at a round, rattan table near the door. The man was the one with the saturnine face who had been at the bookshop this morning. At first, Conan judged him to be in his fifties, but his thin hair and the fragile texture of his skin made that estimate questionable.

Defying etiquette, Gould began the introductions with this man: Byron Lasky, head of the Lasky Literary Agency in New York, Gould’s agent since his second book, Hot Snow. Lasky rose, a little stiffly, offered his hand to Shelly and Conan in turn, his smile warming as he took Marian’s hand. “Marian, we thought you were lost.”

She shrugged. “I just lost track of the time. Justine, you look marvelous. I told you that hot tub would work wonders.”

The tall, slender woman at Lasky’s left laughed, and she and Marian exchanged brushing kisses near their cheeks before Marian seated herself in the empty chair beside her.

“Justine Lasky,” Gould said with a mocking bow. “Byron’s better half and business partner. The power behind the throne.”

Justine’s smile faltered, but she said nothing beyond a polite recognition of Shelly and Conan, the cool edge sharpened by an upper-class British accent. She wore a dress of red linen, its full sleeves and square neckline decorated with white embroidery, and her black hair was swept back in shining curves held by a pair of gold combs of Mayan design. The effect was exotic, but she had the face for it: high cheekbones and heavy-lidded eyes that were not the black Conan expected, but a pale gray.

Conan thought Gould was saving Savanna for last to enhance the effect on the local yokels. Throughout the introductions, she lounged against the deck railing, the essence of summer in slacks and a loose, sheer blouse of clear yellow, her hair unconfined, caught in the wind. But when Gould concluded his introductions to the Laskys, he seemed to feel his obligations were fulfilled. He pulled a chair out from the table for Shelly.

Savanna put on a smile and crossed to the table. “Ms. Gage, it’s a relief to meet you again under more pleasant circumstances.”

Shelly popped up from the chair, seemed on the verge of a curtsy. “Me, too. I mean, relieved for the more pleasant circumstances. By the way, is there anything to the rumor that you might do a movie of Blitz?”

Savanna tensed, but kept her smile. “Not at this time.”

“That’s too bad. I heard Booth Kettering was—”

“Oh, Booth has so many projects going now.” Then she turned to Conan, extended her hand, and her smile turned ingenuously, subtly seductive. “I’m glad you came, Conan.” Her hand was warm and light in his, and he wondered why he seemed to be getting the full treatment, but couldn’t deny its efficacy. He read in her magnificent eyes, more violet than blue now, a lively curiosity, an ironic awareness of her effect on him, and an equivocal cast of melancholy. He said, “Thank you,” and could think of nothing else to add. It didn’t matter; he had lost her attention.

The wind hadn’t slackened with the twilight, and Shelly shivered, rubbing her bare arms. “I wasn’t planning on an evening at the beach when I left Portland this morning.”

At that, Gould turned solicitous. “You need a sweater or something. Go get one of yours, Savanna. Or maybe that red shawl thing.”

Savanna stared at him incredulously, and Shelly put in, “Oh, no, please don’t bother. I’m fine. Really.”

“Well, I’m not,” Marian said as she rose, breaking the taut silence. “I didn’t bring a fur coat. Thought it was summer. I’m going in.”

That set an exodus in motion, and once inside the living room, the guests gravitated toward the canapés and hors d’oeuvres arrayed around a mound of caviar on the narrow brass and glass table backed to the couch. While Gould played bartender, Savanna went to the stereo by the fireplace. The voice that filled the room a few minutes later was husky and capable of poignant breaks, but Conan knew the power in it, knew it could fill a theatre to the last row and could probably shatter glass. It was the voice of Savanna Barany, and the song was “I Never Asked for Forever.”

As she approached the table where Conan and Shelly were sampling elegant tidbits, she looked at him, recognizing his smile of appreciation with a brief smile of her own.

Shelly said, “Oh, I love that song. It went gold, didn’t it?”

Savanna nodded. “Yes, it did. My first—”

“Damn it, Savanna,” Gould cut in, “I’ve heard that stupid tape till I can lip-synch every word.”

She picked up a tiny cracker, loaded it with caviar, and coolly ignored her husband. “Conan, have some of this. It’s beluga.”

“Thanks, but where I come from, fish eggs are used for bait.”

She laughed. “What a waste.” And drifted toward the bar. “Any more of that champagne left, Ravin?”

He found a tulip glass behind the bar and, in filling it, emptied the bottle, made a show of dropping it in a wastebasket with a solid thump. “One down—but who’s counting?”

“Not you, darling. Not if you’re talking about fifths of Bruichladdich.” And with that barb, she walked around the settee to stand in front of the fireplace. “Justine, that dress is gorgeous. Where did you find it?”

Justine Lasky was sitting with her husband on the settee. She held a martini in a graceful, manicured hand, while his glass seemed to contain nothing more than Perrier. Justine said, “Actually, I found this dress in Cancun three years ago.” She sent Lasky a rueful smile. “That was the last vacation we took.”

Savanna shook her head. “Byron, you’ve got to let go now and then. I mean, you’re going to work yourself to death.”

“Letting go isn’t always feasible,” Lasky responded with a stiff smile, a smile that faded as he looked over at Gould, who was pouring himself another Scotch. “Ravin, I’ve got to talk to you about that Bantam contract. You can’t keep putting me off.”

Gould came out from behind the bar, went to the couch where Shelly sat alone at the end nearest the settee, and sank into the cushions next to her, ignoring the length of couch left unoccupied. “Byron, you take care of the Bantam contract. That’s why I pay you your ten percent pound of flesh. I’ve got work to do. Tonight…well, all work and no play, you know.” And he rested his arm on the back of the couch behind Shelly, who responded with a doubtful glance as she shifted a few inches toward the end of the couch. Savanna watched her husband over the rim of her glass, her narrowed eyes failing to conceal a chill resentment.

Conan saw Marian Rosenthal, a small plate in hand, standing at the windows looking out toward the carmined horizon. He took his glass and joined her. “Is this your first trip to the Oregon coast?”

“Yes. Sure beats hell out of the California beaches, doesn’t it?”

“Don’t tell the Californians that. Besides, this is our dry week. Stick around a few days and the monsoons will hit.”

Marian laughed, a throaty laugh that was loud enough to be unpleasant, yet wasn’t. “Well, I guess I’ll miss that. Byron and Justine and I are going back to New York Monday.”

“You’re traveling with them?”

“Yes. Mixing business with pleasure. Known them for years, but we don’t seem to have time to see much of each other in New York. What are those lights out there on the horizon?”

“Fishing boats.”

“Well, if some of them brought this smoked salmon—” she popped a canapé into her mouth “—they have my eternal gratitude.”

“Actually, fishermen very seldom catch smoked salmon.”

She laughed again. “They don’t catch lobster tails where I come from, either. Jacob and I have a place at the beach on Long Island. He calls it the farm. Not that he ever raised anything on it except horses, but it was nice when the kids were glowing up.”

“How many kids do you have?” Conan asked politely.

After an odd hesitation, she said, “Well, there’s Deborah, who followed in her father’s footsteps into corporate law. David’s a stockbroker. They’re both married and have produced four grandchildren altogether, and yes, I have pictures in my purse, but no, I won’t bore you with them. You married?”

“No.”

“Never been married?”

Conan shrugged. “Once.”

“And it’s none of my business. “ Her brown eyes glinted over her swoop-framed glasses.

Conan answered that with a noncommittal smile as he tuned in on the conversation around the fireplace. Rather, the monologue. Gould was holding forth with “…pitch-black and raining like hell, and there I was in this alley, crouched in a doorway. I didn’t figure there was anybody anywhere near. Just me and the rats. Then this big black buck came staggering off the street. Stoned out of his mind and bigger than that damned logger. Me, I’m trying to pass for invisible, but there was a light over the door, and he saw me. Took one look and let out a roar. Primal bellow. Says, ‘You motherfucker, that’s my place!’” Gould paused for effect, but apparently Shelly, who had shifted farther toward the end of the couch, was the only member of his audience whose reaction concerned him. She made no comment, nor did the Laskys. Conan could see Justine’s face in profile as she faced Gould. Her fixed expression made it obvious that she had heard the story before.

Savanna still stood by the fireplace, watching without listening, while Gould went on, “Well, I figured I was dead meat. That bastard headed for me like a Mack truck. Then I saw something move. Looked like a pile of garbage up against the wall between me and this black buck, and all of a sudden a two-by-four shot out just in time to catch the black guy’s feet. Damn, he went down like a boulder, and this wizened little man came up out of the garbage and hollered, ‘A bolt of lightning! Praise the Lord, I saw it! A bolt of lightning done come out of heaven and struck this man down!’” Gould laughed, a little too hard, then concluded, “And that black bastard believed him. Took out of that alley praying for mercy.”

Conan glanced at Marian, saw her call up a bemused smile. He asked, “Does that have any basis in fact?”

“Probably. With Ravin’s tales, it doesn’t really matter.”

“You’ve known him a long time.”

“Since his second book. Harkness did his first one, too, but nobody in the publicity department even knew his name till Hot Snow. I was arranging author’s tours then. Ravin and I got on fine. I’m motherly enough not to be a threat to him. He still likes to have me with him on his tours.”

“Isn’t it unusual for a publicity director to nurse authors through tours?”

“Very unusual. But these days, whatever Ravin wants, he gets.”

Conan sensed an edge of bitterness in that. He asked, “Are you setting up tours for Stud now?”

“No, not now. Stud’s been out six months at least. Tours aren’t worth a damn this late in the game.”

“Odyssey, then? When will it be published?”

“I don’t know. He hasn’t even finished it yet. Not the spring list, for sure. Maybe next fall. Of course, there’s no guarantee we’ll get it. Ravin never signs a contract for a book until he has a finished manuscript. I’m just assuming we’ll do Odyssey on the basis of past history. He’s been loyal to Harkness since his first book, and Harkness has been loyal—and very generous—to him since his second hit the bestseller lists.”

Gould had launched into another tale, and his glass was again empty. Savanna’s glass was empty, too, but she didn’t seem to notice, looking on like a stranger, while her husband shifted even closer to Shelly. Justine Lasky glanced at her watch, leaned toward her husband to speak into his ear, and he nodded, but made no move to rise.

Conan asked, “Marian, how long have the Laskys been Gould’s agents?”

“Well, Byron’s been his agent since Hot Snow. That was—what?—sixteen years ago. Byron and Justine didn’t get married until about four years later. Second marriage for her. Her first husband was a professor at Columbia. Got hit by a cab just outside their apartment. Anyway, when she and Byron got married, she was a senior editor at Champlain Communications Group. But they fired her. They were idiots to let her go—she was the best they had—but they’d just been conglomerated, and the new management wanted fresh blood. She started working with Byron then, and now they have one of the top agencies in New York.”

Gould rose, still regaling, and went to the bar to refill his glass, not bothering to add ice. “That damned broad locked herself in, and I had to break down the door. Nearly broke my arm….”

“What does Casa Dement mean?” Conan asked.

Marian looked up at him quizzically. “You haven’t read Stud?”

He restrained himself to a simple “No.”

She nodded. “Danny Dement was the protagonist.”

“Danny Dement?” Conan was beyond restraining a laugh at that.

“I know, but Ravin’s a brand-name author. He could call his hero Peter Pinafore and still have a bestseller.” Then she added with unmasked cynicism, “They’re all the same character, anyway. Men with more guts than sense, incredibly good luck, and cast-iron constitutions. And their gorgeous females seem to find them irresistible.”

Conan watched Gould as he returned to the couch, glanced indifferently at his wife, then put on his glittering smile for Shelly while he rested one arm on her shoulder and she reached the limits of the couch. Savanna was still as stone; she didn’t even seem to be breathing.

Conan observed, “They say writers write about the people they see in the mirror.”

Marian considered that. “Ravin likes to play games. But he’ll play one game too many someday. I don’t know why Savanna’s put up with him so long. I mean, she’s not the Blitz bimbo with the heart of—”

The chime of the doorbell distracted her. Conan automatically looked at his watch: 9:05.

“Who the hell is that?” Gould muttered. He made his way a little unsteadily to the door, while Shelly took the opportunity to escape the couch and move around behind the settee. When Gould opened the door, he loosed a bark of a laugh and said, “I’ll be damned!”

Then a feminine voice, the words becoming intelligible only as the woman entered the foyer: “…on my way to L.A., but I thought I’d just take a little detour. Couldn’t call. You’re not listed.”

Gould had his arm around the woman’s waist as they stepped down into the living room, and he said sardonically, “Look who’s here!”

Conan heard Marian’s gasp, her whispered “I can’t believe it.”

Neither, apparently, could Justine, who rose, heavy-lidded eyes riveted on the new arrival. Her husband also rose, reaching for Justine’s hand in silence.

Fashionably, almost unpleasantly thin, the woman projected a taut, muscular energy. Her cruelly elegant, high-heeled shoes gave her at least a six-inch advantage over Gould, and she wore them with ease, as if they were entirely comfortable. She pushed back the cornsilk hair that curled under just short of brushing her shoulders, looked around the room, and seemed to find what she was searching for when her gaze met Savanna Barany’s. Savanna’s fair skin reddened, and she held her glass in a grip that should have broken the delicate stem.

For a split second the woman’s face, which had at first glance struck Conan with its attractiveness, turned tense and ugly. It was an arresting face: narrow, with slanted shadows under high cheekbones, amber eyes set deep under pale brows, a mouth that was top large, yet mobile and expressive. While Gould helped her out of her tan raincoat and took the beige leather handbag with its oversize gold buckle, she shaped a smile and explained, “I had to talk to Billy Majian about a book he’s taken an option on, and I just thought I’d pop up here and see you. I never realized it’d take so long to get here. Thank God Baysea has that helicopter shuttle.” Under the coat, she wore an impeccable beige linen dress, and around her shoulders she had draped a brown and ochre paisley scarf that startled Conan, because among the gifts he had brought home from England for various friends and relatives was a silk scarf intended for his aunt Dolly that was virtually identical to the one that now graced this woman’s shoulders.

Gould waved an arm vaguely. “I think you know everybody. Oh—this is Shelly Gage, news anchor at KEEN-TV in Portland. Dana Semenov, editor-in-chief at Nystrom, Incorporated. And this is…uh, Conan. He runs a bookshop. A very dangerous bookshop.”

Dana Semenov smiled pleasantly at Shelly and seemed to dismiss her, but for Conan she had an assessing look, and he wondered how she catalogued him. Definitely she was in the habit of cataloguing people, and perhaps especially men; it would be a survival tactic in the business world. And judging from the money invested in her clothes and hair, and the tan that had not been acquired working in an office in Manhattan, she was quite successful in that world.

“A dangerous bookshop?” she asked. “That I must see.” Before Conan could respond, Gould cut in. “Wait’ll you hear how this man runs an autographing. But first let me get you a drink.” He started for the bar, nearly going down when he misjudged the location of one of the stools. “Shit. Let’s see, it’s white wine. Nothing stronger ever touches the lady’s lips. And lips that touch wine will always—”

Savanna’s glass shattered on the hearth. She strode toward the door to the deck, passing only a couple of feet from Conan, and he could see that she was trembling.

“Hey!” Gould shouted. “Where the hell are you going?” She thrust the door open. “Three in one day is too damned many, Ravin!” And she ran across the deck and lawn toward the beach stairs.

“Savanna! You bitch, come back here!”

She probably heard him—she had left the door open, and his bellow was loud enough to be heard for blocks—but she didn’t pause. A moment later she disappeared down the stairway.

Gould seemed to become aware of the six people staring at him. He put on a cynical smile. “One thing that woman hates, it’s being upstaged. Well, now…I got a nice little Oregon wine for you, Dana. Rex Hills Chardonnay. Where’s that damn corkscrew? Ha! Corkscrew. And screw you, Savanna, baby. Hey, anybody want another drink?”

The Laskys and Marian Rosenthal watched this display in silence, while Dana Semenov seemed oddly withdrawn, as if she had no part in it. A good poker face, Conan thought, another attribute that no doubt served her well in the business world. Shelly, he noted, seemed simply and transparently appalled.

Justine was the first to recover. She said in her quiet British accent, “Byron, darling, I’d like to go back to the Surf House. I’m tired.”

He took her arm and started toward the door. “So am I. Marian?”

“I’m ready. Well, Conan, it was a pleasure. I’ll try to stop by your bookshop before we leave.”

He nodded absently while Shelly picked up her purse from the coffee table, smiled uneasily at Gould as she, too, headed for the door. “I’d better get back to Portland, Ravin. I’ve got to tape an interview at seven in the morning.”

Conan was only a pace behind her, and Gould said loudly, “Hell, don’t let a little fireworks scare you off. Hey!”

At the door, Byron Lasky turned, said wearily, “I’ll talk to you tomorrow about those contracts, Ravin. Good night.”

“To hell with the fucking contracts! And to hell with you! I don’t need you, Byron. You know that, don’t you? And if you don’t, you’d fucking well better figure it out! There’s agents under every damn rock in New York, and any one of them’d kill to have me for a client!”

Lasky stood pale, jaw clenched as if to contain any response to that, but his wife, who had to this point seemed possessed of unshakable calm, took a step toward Gould, her voice strained beyond recognition as she shouted, “You drunken bastard! Is this why you invited her here?” And she pointed at Dana Semenov. “So she could gloat while you—”

“Justine!” Byron said sharply, putting his arm around her. “Please, it doesn’t matter. Come on. I’ll deal with this later.”

Her eyes met his, then she nodded, her composure restored as she turned away, and Lasky opened the doors for her.

Gould scurried out from behind the bar. “Justine, you bitch! Damn it, I made you, you and your fucking agency! I made you!”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Ravin, let them go.” That cool command came from Dana Semenov, who stood with her arms folded, studying Gould with a faint smile.

He glared at her, then abruptly relaxed and went behind the bar to fumble among the bottles. “They’re gone, Dana. Gone!”

Marian hurriedly followed the Laskys out the door without a word, while Shelly grabbed Conan’s arm and muttered, “Let’s go!”

When Conan closed the double doors behind them, he heard Shelly’s gusty sigh. It was fully dark now, and the wind was tingling with dew. The Laskys were getting into the gray Buick, and by the time Conan and Shelly reached her car, the Buick had already made the turnaround and headed north. Marian’s white Buick was only a few seconds behind. Conan saw another car parked in front of the Ferrari: a maroon Skylark, probably another of Baysea’s rentals.

“He’s a real bastard, isn’t he? Too bad.” Shelly shuffled through her purse, adding, “You sure managed to stay out of the way.”

“I told you not to expect any protection from me,” Conan reminded her. “Besides, I wasn’t sure you wanted protection.”

She found her car keys and slid in behind the wheel. “Maybe I didn’t at first. He really is a very attractive man, in spite of everything.”

Conan said dryly, “His charms elude me, Shelly.”

“Well, they would. You’re a man. I mean, I can see through women just because I know all the moves, and I don’t understand why men fall all over themselves for somebody like Savanna Barany. I guess you can see through men just because you’re a man.” Conan considered that philosophical morsel without comment while she added, “Anyway, Conan, thanks for coming with me.”

“Good night, Shelly.” He closed her door, then frowned at the crunch of gravel, looked north into approaching headlights, wondering who was driving up Dunlin Beach Road this time of night. Not that it was so late. It wasn’t yet nine-thirty. He went to his car, glanced at the house, and saw Dana Semenov pulling on her tan raincoat as she left the porch.

A catalyst, and he wondered what she was catalyzing here.

He got into the XK-E as the approaching car passed. The glare of headlights precluded his seeing into the car or seeing it at all until it moved into the edges of Shelly’s headlights. A blue, fin-tailed 1959 Cadillac. It looked like Mrs. Carmody’s vintage car. But it couldn’t be. Mrs. Carmody’s Cadillac actually was the kind of car that was only driven to church on Sundays by a little old lady.

The Cadillac circled the turnaround, treating Conan to another blinding glare, then accelerated past him with a hail of gravel.


Chapter 5

The ring of the phone took the place of bagpipes in a dream in which Savanna Barany, wearing a Royal Stewart kilt, was executing a sword dance, toes pointed, red hair flying, but instead of crossed swords, she was tripping fantastically lightly amid crossed chain saws.

Conan sat up abruptly, trying to identify his own bedroom, the walls warm blue-gray, the Carl Hall bird-spirit looking back at him from across the room, and on his right the scrim curtains moving in the wind wafting through the open door onto the deck.

He let his breath out, then when the phone repeated its shrill summons, lunged for the side table. The clock on the control console read 8:10 A.M. The last time he remembered looking at it—just after he finished the book he’d started at the airport in Denver—the clock had read 3:20 A.M. He muttered a hello into the receiver.

“Mr. Flagg?” Beatrice Dobie’s usually laconic voice was edged with alarm. “Mr. Flagg, you know I wouldn’t call you at this time of the morning, especially when you must be worn-out from your trip, and especially after, well, after yesterday, and I really—”

“Miss Dobie, what’s wrong?” He reached for the pack of cigarettes on the side table, shook one out, and put it between his lips.

“Well, I came to the shop early today. Didn’t quite finish cleaning up yesterday, and…Mr. Flagg, the shop was burglarized last night.”

“What?” The cigarette fell, bounced off the table to the floor.

“Yes! Somebody broke one of the panes on the north door so they could reach the inside lock. Did the same thing on your office door. And that one-way glass is so expensive.”

“Is anything missing?”

“I haven’t checked thoroughly yet, but the safe hadn’t been opened, and we do have some rather valuable books in there. Oh—I didn’t get a chance to tell you, but I found a first edition History of Malheur County while you were gone. At a garage sale, yet. And of course, there was a lot of cash from yesterday. I’d sold enough copies of Stud before the, uh, disturbance to cover the cost of the books. And the publicity—well, the bookshop can’t afford television time like that.”

Conan shook out another cigarette and got it lighted. “You don’t think some potential customers might be put off at the possibility of running into the Oregon Chain Saw Massacre?”

“Oh, no, that just lends the shop a titillating air of danger.”

“No doubt. Well, I’m titillated, Miss Dobie. Is anything missing?”

“Oh. Well, nothing important. Only Cady MacGill’s chain saw.”

Conan frowned at that. “Have you called Earl?”

“The first thing I did was call Chief Kleber. He said he’d be here by eight-thirty. Anyway, I’m sorry to bother you, and I don’t suppose you really need to come to the shop, but I thought if I didn’t tell you…”

Conan wondered if she expected him to ignore a break-in at the bookshop and just go back to sleep. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

He hung up, took a long drag on his cigarette while he listened to the soft rush of the surf. Cady’s chain saw? The obvious conclusion was that Cady had decided to retrieve it. But it wasn’t like him to resort to burglary. If Patrick and Mary MacGill had taught their rambunctious brood of three girls and three boys anything—and Conan was well aware that there was a great deal lacking in their education—it was the imperative to be respectable, law-abiding citizens.

Then Conan sighed, remembering the roaring chaos Cady had created yesterday with that damned chain saw.

He put out his cigarette, crossed to the bathroom, and stepped into the shower. Engulfed in flowing water and sea-colored light reflected from the tiles, he wondered if Angela MacGill had in fact been sleeping with Ravin Gould, and it seemed likely. Angie was a slightly spoiled young woman whose choices in reading matter at the bookshop revealed a fantasy life centered on Romance. With a capital R. She was intelligent enough to run her own bookkeeping and typing service, but her intelligence had never been challenged. Not when she was endowed with spun gold hair and a Miss America face and figure.

Conan turned off the water and reached for a towel. Silly fool, to be dazzled by Ravin Gould. But Shelly was probably right: Gould was very attractive to women. At least, to some women. Angie MacGill was exactly the kind of woman who would find him exceedingly attractive.

She was also Holliday Beach Police Chief Earl Kleber’s oldest daughter. His fair-haired girl.

*

Conan drove the XK-E to the bookshop, although he usually walked the two and a half blocks. When he turned in to the parking lane, nearly every parking space was occupied, but that was only typical of August and nothing like yesterday’s gridlock. At least twenty people gathered on the sidewalk in front of the bookshop, some at the north door, the rest at the main entrance toward the south end of the building, where they brazenly peered through the windows. Perhaps they were attracted by the two Holliday Beach Police Department cars. Conan found a parking space, and when he reached the shop, had to elbow his way to the south door where the CLOSED sign hung behind the glass panel, and when he took out his keys to unlock the door, had to explain repeatedly that the shop didn’t open until ten, that he didn’t know if there were any copies of The Diamond Stud left, and that the presence of the police had nothing to do with Ravin Gould or “that crazy logger,” although he wasn’t so sure of that.

Once inside the shop with the door locked behind him, he looked around the shadowy interior, finding as he always did a resonant satisfaction in the solid walls of books. Miss Dobie had done an admirable job of restoration. At a glance, only the broken bookshelves in the alcove area gave evidence of yesterday’s absurd drama. As evidence of last night’s drama, two policemen were dusting for fingerprints on the north door at the far end of the shop. Conan recognized Officer Joe Tasso and Sergeant Billy Todd. Tasso, dark and whip-lean, was new to Holliday Beach, but Billy Todd, tall and broad, red hair cropped short, was a native son and a habitué of the bookshop since childhood.

Conan looked down to find Meg weaving around his legs, delivering hoarse Siamese pronouncements. Apparently she had decided to forgive him his absence. He picked her up and massaged her back, and only then did he face Beatrice Dobie. She was standing in front of the counter across from the entrance. She said, a little grimly, “Good morning, Mr. Flagg.”

“Good morning, Miss Dobie.” He frowned at the door behind the counter, the door into his office. The PRIVATE sign was still there, but the door was beyond guaranteeing anyone’s privacy now; the panel of one-way glass was gone except for a shark’s tooth remnant in one corner. Someone was moving around inside the office.

“I assume that’s Earl,” Conan said.

Miss Dobie nodded and loosed a gusty sigh. “Mr. Flagg, if I’d had any idea what would happen—the autographing, I mean. It just seemed like such a golden opportunity. But all that glitters certainly isn’t gold.”

He countered with: “Well, live and learn. By the way, how did you talk Gould into it? He doesn’t seem the type to be so generous with his presence for the sake of a historical landmark in a quaint little village.”

“Well, that was Angie’s idea. She’s typing his manuscripts, and—”

“And that’s all she’s doing for Ravin Gould!” That belligerent assertion came from Chief Earl Kleber as he crunched through the broken glass to take a stand outside the office door. He wasn’t a big man, but he was broad-shouldered and trim in middle age, wearing his blue uniform well, his black hair showing only a few threads of white. And this morning, the set of his heavy jaw and the obdurate glint in his dark eyes made him particularly intimidating.

Conan put Meg down on the counter. “Good morning, Earl.”

“You want to see it?” Kleber gestured toward the office. “Just don’t touch anything. Billy and Joe haven’t dusted in here yet. Miss Dobie says the safe’s okay.” Then to Miss Dobie, “Did you check the desk?”

“I was waiting for Mr. Flagg to do that.”

Kleber followed Conan into the office, adding, “You won’t find anything missing, Flagg.”

So it was Flagg, not Conan. That was always an accurate barometer of Kleber’s mood.

Other than the mirrored shards of glass littering the Kirman, Conan could see nothing out of place, except that the stacks of mail on the desk had been disarranged. He noted the ghostly traces of oil on the letters where the chain saw had lain, then went behind his desk and, using a pencil to hook the pulls, opened all the drawers.

At length, he straightened. “Nothing missing.”

Kleber snorted. “I told you there wouldn’t be. Damn that idiot! As if Angie hasn’t had enough grief from Cady MacGill all these years.”

Conan raised an eyebrow. As far as he knew, Angie had been perfectly happy with her husband all these years. But then appearances—especially in a marriage—were often deceiving.

Conan asked, “You’re assuming Cady is the burglar?”

“Who the hell else would want that damned saw? Who the hell else would be stupid enough to commit a felony to get it? Giff Wills’ll have a field day with this. Hell, there’s no way I’ll win that election now. I’ll be damned lucky to keep my job here.”

Conan stared at him in confusion until he remembered the signs he’d seen advertising Earl Kleber as a candidate for county sheriff.

“Chief, what made you decide to run against Wills?”

Kleber shrugged. “Maybe I just got tired of ol’ Giff messing up nearly every case he got his hands on. Like that Labadee case. I gave him the evidence on a silver platter. Three of the missing coins in Bob Labadee’s possession. And what’d Giff do? He lost the damn things!”

Conan decided it was the better part of valor not to comment on that, and finally Kleber added glumly, “I’ve got an APB out on Cady. Of course, I had one out on him yesterday, but we didn’t turn him up.”

“Is Gould pressing charges?”

“Not that I know of. You’re the one should be pressing charges, considering the damage Cady did here, not to mention inciting a riot.”

“Yes, well, I thought I could work out something in the way of restitution once he cooled down. Chief, he’s never gotten into this kind of trouble before, has he?”

Kleber frowned balefully, then admitted, “Just a fight now and then at the Last Resort. But lately he’s been doing a lot of heavy drinking. Damn! Angela could’ve married anybody she wanted. She could’ve gone to college, found herself a nice professional man. She could’ve been a teacher, like her…mother. But instead she has to pick that lunk, all muscle, including between his ears. Only good thing that’s come of it is Michael.”

Nor did it seem valor would be served by any comment on Angie’s choice of a marriage partner, nor her failure to follow in the footsteps of her mother, who had died when Angie was a child.

Conan asked, “Where is Angie now?”

“My house. She and Michael stayed with me last night since—”

The ring of the phone on the desk interrupted him. Conan picked up the receiver. “Holliday Beach Book Shop.”

“Conan? This is Dave Hight.”

Sergeant David Hight was the Holliday Beach Police Department’s daytime dispatcher. “Yes, Dave, what can I—”

“If the chief’s there, tell him I just got a call from the Gould house. Ravin Gould’s been murdered! Had his throat cut with a chain saw!”

Conan felt suddenly cold to the bone. He stared at the oil-stained letters, seemed to hear an echo of the whining roar of Cady’s chain saw. Finally he remembered to hand the phone to Kleber. “It’s Dave.”

“Dave, what’ve you got?” Kleber listened, eyes reduced to slits, then snapped, “Call the M.E. in Westport. I’m going down to make sure there really is a body, and if there is, I’ll seal off the scene. And by God, I want Cady MacGill!” He slammed the receiver down and nearly collided with Conan as he crunched through the broken glass out into the shop. “Joe! Billy!” he bellowed. “Come on, we’ve got a report of a murder. The Gould house, Dunlin Beach Road.”

Miss Dobie emitted a strangled gasp. “The Gould house!”

Kleber nodded. “We’ve got to check it out. Don’t open the shop or let anyone else in until Joe and Billy can finish dusting.”

Miss Dobie was so aghast, she was almost at a loss for words. But she found them. “Chief, this is Sunday! A weekend! In August! We can’t close the shop today!”

Conan said, “The shop will survive, Miss Dobie.”

Her mouth went into a horizontal line that made her face even squarer, but her only comment was a prodigious sigh.

As Billy Todd lumbered the length of the shop, with Joe Tasso a pace behind, Kleber headed for the front door. Conan unlocked it for him and followed him outside, where Kleber glowered at the crowd staring unabashedly at them, then turned his glower on Conan. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Mindful of the avid listeners, Conan answered, “I’m going where you are, Chief. Look, I was there last night.”

“You were what? Oh, hell. All right, Flagg, just stay out of my way.” And he stalked toward his car.

Conan ignored the questions asked of him by strangers as he strode to the XK-E. He was thinking about the grisly physical problem of cutting someone’s throat with a chain saw. The problem was in cutting only the throat. A chain saw seemed more likely to remove the head altogether—along with limbs or any other parts of the body that happened to get in the way. It was not a weapon of finesse.

Had Cady MacGill wielded that saw? Conan still found it difficult to believe Cady was capable of burglary, much less a murder so hideous.

And where had Savanna Barany been while her husband was getting his throat cut with a chain saw?


Chapter 6

Conan ate the dust of the two Holliday Beach police cars down Dunlin Beach Road, and when they reached the Gould house, he parked behind them. The dust blew south, revealing two more parked cars: the rental Buicks he’d seen here last night. The Ferrari, he noted, was missing. Byron Lasky sat on the front fender of the gray Buick, with his wife and Marian Rosenthal standing on either side of him, all watching Kleber as he approached.

Conan arrived in time to hear Kleber, notebook in hand, ask the ashen-faced Lasky, “You say you’re Gould’s literary agent?”

If Lasky was aware of Conan, he gave no sign, nor did the women. Lasky answered, “Yes. Justine and I have an agency in New York.”

Kleber asked for the address and phone number, consigned them to his notebook, then looked at Marian. “And you are, ma’am…?”

“Marian Rosenthal, publicity director for Ravin’s publisher.”

When she supplied the address and phone number, Kleber wrote them down, then, “Where are you folks staying?”

“We’re all at the Surf House,” Marian answered.

“How long have you been in town?”

Again, it was Marian who answered. “Since Friday afternoon.”

“Mr. Lasky, did you touch anything when you were in the house?”

“No. Well, except for the phone. I called the police and then Justine. I used the phone in the office. Ravin calls it his office. That’s when I saw it had been ransacked, and all the manuscripts were gone.” His voice went higher as he added, “His new book, Odyssey—all three drafts and the fourth he’d just started and his working notebooks—all of them gone!”

Justine reached for his hand. “Byron, please, you must stay calm.”

Lasky nodded, but he was having a hard time of it.

Kleber said, “When you called us, you told the dispatcher that Mr. Gould had been killed with a chain saw.”

“Yes,” Lasky answered, nearly whispering. “It’s there by the…couch. It’s that logger’s saw, the man who broke up the autographing yesterday.”

Kleber’s face went pale, but he didn’t have time to question that.

“Chief?” Sergeant Todd stood at the open door of one of the patrol cars, the radio mike in his hand. “Chief, it’s Dave. Says he’s got to talk to you. It’s important.”

Kleber nodded and strode to the car. “You and Joe might as well start hanging the yellow ribbons,” he said as he took the mike and perched on the edge of the driver’s seat.

“Conan, how did you get mixed up in this thing?”

Conan turned, found Marian studying him over the top of her glasses. He shrugged. “Earl was at the bookshop when his dispatcher called about Gould. Someone broke into the shop last night and took Cady’s chain saw. Mr. Lasky…” He waited until Lasky’s distracted gaze focused on him. “You’re sure the saw in the house is Cady’s?”

“Yes, I’m sure. It’s the same color and size. Damn it, I was there at your shop yesterday when that madman came after Ravin.”

“It’s just that I’ve known Cady since he was a kid,” Conan explained, “and he’s never done anything…well, I find it hard to believe he’s capable of murder.”

Justine asked coolly, “Can one really know what another person is capable of?”

There was an undercurrent of rancor in that, but Conan didn’t pursue it. Instead, he asked, “Where’s Ms. Barany?”

“Portland,” Lasky replied. “Thank God she wasn’t here when…”

He couldn’t go on, and Conan couldn’t justify further prying. And it occurred to him that there was something beyond shock in Lasky’s pallor, that he was ill. Seriously ill. Justine stood beside him, solicitous and protective, even if she wasn’t at the moment touching him or looking at him. She was watching Billy Todd set long metal stakes along the front of the lot, while Joe Tasso followed with plastic tape to mark the boundaries of the crime scene, a yellow ribbon that symbolized a warning, not a hope for a return. Conan stared at the house and tried to imagine Ravin Gould dead. From here, it was an abstraction, even the means of death, however much it gripped the imagination.

Kleber’s radio conversation with Dave Hight was short and apparently not sweet, judging by the set of Kleber’s jaw as he left the patrol car. He paused for a few words with his men, then marched toward the Laskys and Marian, taking out his notebook as he approached. He squinted toward the house, asked, “Mr. Lasky, was the door open when you got here? What time was that, by the way?”

“About eight-thirty. The door wasn’t open, but it was unlocked. I rang the bell first, and when no one answered, I tried the door.”

“You don’t have a key?”

“No. Why would I?”

Kleber didn’t answer that. “Why did you want to see Mr. Gould?”

“I have some contracts to discuss with him, and he’s been putting me off. Normally I wouldn’t bother him so early. Ravin’s a night owl. Works late and never gets to his typewriter before noon. But I thought this was the only way I’d ever pin him down. Of course, I knew he’d be upset because of Savanna, and I wanted to talk to him about that, too.”

“That would be his wife, Savanna Barany? Where is she now?”

“In Portland. Oh, God, I’ll have to tell her—”

“We’ll take care of that, Mr. Lasky. Why did she go to Portland?”

“They have a condo there. It’s in a suburb, actually. Valley West. Savanna left Ravin last night. They had a sort of party earlier, and Ravin—well, he was drunk when we left, and Savanna said they had an argument. I guess it was the final straw. She plans to file for divorce.”

Kleber made a note of that. “Who was at this party?”

Lasky shook his head. “I…can’t remember exactly.”

Justine answered the question in her precise British accent. “Byron and myself, Marian, a television reporter named Shelly Gage, and Mr. Flagg. Later, Dana Semenov arrived. She’s an editor at Nystrom. A…friend of Ravin’s.” The inflection on friend was cold, hinting at something deeper than disapproval of Gould’s relationship with Dana.

Kleber raised an eyebrow, but only asked for the correct spelling of Semenov and her present location. With an indifferent shrug, Justine replied, “I don’t know. She said something about flying in from Portland on Baysea’s helicopter shuttle.”

“With Dan Arno, probably. Okay, ma’am, do you know when Ms. Barany left the house last night?”

“I only know that she arrived at our suite at eleven. We were getting ready for bed, and I looked at my watch because I couldn’t imagine who’d be knocking at our door so late.”

Lasky added, “She stopped to tell us she was leaving Ravin, and he was threatening to burn Odyssey because he didn’t intend to let her get a cent out of it in a divorce settlement.”

“Then maybe that’s why you didn’t find the manuscripts this morning. Maybe he did burn them.”

“No!” Lasky shook his head adamantly. “As soon as Savanna left last night, I drove down here to talk to him.”

“What time did you arrive?”

“Sometime between eleven-fifteen and eleven-thirty, I suppose.”

“And you talked to Gould?”

“Not exactly. He was passed out on the couch where…where I found him this morning.”

Conan grimaced. The chain saw’s lack of finesse wouldn’t be such a problem if the victim was unconscious.

“But Ravin was all right then,” Lasky went on. “Snoring like a steam engine. I didn’t see any reason to wake him. I doubt I could have. I went into the office to check the manuscripts, and they were all there. But this morning—the office looked like a hurricane had hit it. And the manuscripts are gone, every one of them!”

“Well, what are we dealing with here?” Kleber asked. “What do we look for with these, uh, manuscripts?”

Lasky took a deep breath. “There were three drafts plus the beginning of a fourth. I don’t know how many pages the first three ran, but judging from past manuscripts, eight to nine hundred pages each. They were in typing paper boxes, two for each draft.”

“Chief!” Again Todd and the radio were the source of distraction.

“What is it now, Billy? “ Kleber asked irritably.

“Johnny and Elaine picked up Cady. He’s at the station now.”

Kleber smiled grimly. “Where was he?”

“At his house. Uh, Dave says Angie and Michael were there, too.”

Kleber’s smile vanished. He nodded, then checked his watch, and turned a cold eye on Conan. “Come on, Flagg. I’ve got to take a look inside the house.”

Conan was so taken off guard by that invitation that Kleber was halfway up the flagstone walk before Conan caught up with him. The chief’s warning at the bookshop had been unequivocal: “Stay out of my way.” And now Kleber was inviting him—commanding him—to join him in viewing the crime scene?

Apparently recognizing Conan’s confusion, Kleber stopped when they reached the porch. “I need a witness,” he said, as if that explained his aberrant behavior.

“To what?”

“To the fact that I’m not going to monkey with any evidence. My men might be called biased. You—well, you’re better than nothing. I can’t ask those people to come in here with me. They knew the guy, and Lasky looks like he’s about to come apart at the seams already.”

That didn’t clarify the matter as far as Conan was concerned, but he decided that being better than nothing obligated him to some degree. And Kleber was already striding across the porch and into the house.

The double doors were ajar, and Conan had a clear image of Ravin Gould theatrically flinging them open with a smiling welcome to Casa Dement, a silly appellation that only now seemed prophetic.

In the foyer, Conan paused. The brass and glass table still offered its artful tidbits, the bottles on the bar stood ready. The coffee table had been pushed away from the couch, although the bouquet of orchids and ginger was still upright. There was a stale emptiness about the room; the smell of alcohol hung like smoke in the air.

And could he actually smell the pungent odor of gasoline? Perhaps. The chain saw, with its red motor housing, rested on the floor between the table and the couch. The blade pointed to the body.

James Ravin Gould lay with his head toward the windows, still wearing the white shirt and pants and the red handkerchief that had been stuffed with such careless artifice into the shirt pocket. His right arm had slipped off the couch, the hand palm up on the beige carpet. His head was tilted back as if to display the hideous, gaping wound under his chin. It seemed the site of a small explosion, skin, muscle, cartilage shredded, the ripped pillows and upholstery spattered with drops of blood and gobbets of foam rubber and flesh.

Kleber whispered, “Jesus…”

It took a certain mind-set to view this. Conan pulled in a long breath and let it out slowly as he walked toward the body, hands in his pockets, examining the carpet before him to make sure he didn’t step on anything that might provide the criminalists with evidence. Kleber was only a pace behind him.

The horror of the wound didn’t lessen with proximity. Yet there was something anomalous here. Conan said, “There’s not enough blood.”

Kleber stared at him. “What did you say?”

“There should be more blood. With the major veins and arteries in the neck cut, there should’ve been a rain of blood.”

“Should’ve been, I’ll give you that. So, what the hell happened?”

Conan studied the body carefully, holding on to his mind-set. There were no other visible wounds….

But something else was missing. “Earl, last night he was wearing a ring on his left hand. Turquoise and gold.”

Kleber scribbled in his notebook. “You figure it was valuable?”

Conan remembered Marian Rosenthal’s gasp when she saw that ring. “I doubt it was worth more than a few hundred dollars.” Then he leaned closer to examine the handkerchief. On its clear carmine was a spot of a slightly darker, duller color. “Earl, give me your pen.”

Kleber handed it to him. “What’ve you got?”

“I’m not sure.” He used the top end of the pen to shift the red handkerchief, thus revealing a small hole in the shirt. The white cloth was gray around its bloody rim. Again using the pen, he lifted the shirt by the edge of the buttonhole panel, and beneath the hole was a red, circular hole in the skin.

Kleber said, “That’s a gunshot wound.”

“Small caliber, wouldn’t you say?”

“Yes. The usual Saturday night special, probably.”

“Looks like a contact wound. Point-blank into the heart.” Conan stared at the small wound, wondering why it seemed more shocking than the terrible gash that had all but severed Gould’s head.

Because this changed everything. Because this was the fatal wound.

Conan said softly, “He was dead when his throat was cut.”

“What the hell is going on here?” Kleber demanded, throwing up his hands helplessly. “Why shoot him good and dead, then—then do that to him? That stupid bastard!”

Conan straightened and faced Kleber. “You didn’t know Gould well enough to call him a bastard, so I assume you’re referring to Cady.”

“Damn right, I am! Look at that saw.”

Conan did, noting the smudges of oily fingerprints on the motor housing—Cady’s prints, undoubtedly—and the small metal plate identifying the saw as belonging to C.M. He nodded. “It’s Cady’s saw. You expected that. But, damn it, Earl, do you really think Cady is capable of a murder this coldblooded, this…bizarre?”

Kleber stood motionless, gazing at the saw, the muscles in his jaw working. At length, his shoulders sagged. “No. I don’t like Cady and never did, but I don’t figure he’d do something like this. He’s too damned thickheaded. But it doesn’t matter what I think. Come on. I want to see this office Lasky was talking about. Where is it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe up here.”

Conan crossed to the opening to the left of the fireplace. No door, just two steps up to a room perhaps half the size of the living room. It was flooded with light from the windows on the south and west. Facing the west windows was a desk supporting a vintage electric typewriter. The hurricane Lasky had described was more of a whirlwind, but obviously someone had made a hurried search here. Books had been pulled off shelves, blank typing paper was scattered on the floor, the desk drawers had been emptied.

Kleber surveyed the room, then turned. “Well, somebody was damn sure looking for something. Come on, let’s get out of here.”

Conan gave the living room a last look as he followed Kleber to the front door. The fireplace, he noted, hadn’t been used since it was last cleaned. And it seemed odd that he saw no evidence that Savanna Barany had ever occupied this room—except the broken champagne glass on the hearth. Of course, the house was a temporary residence, and no doubt she led a nomadic life. Still, he expected something beyond a memory: the memory of her husky voice in a recording of “I Never Asked for Forever, “ the memory of Savanna in the Broadway production of Blitz, alone on a dark stage with a single spot lighting her exquisite face, her hair a flame in the darkness, and she had bound her listeners in breathless silence at the point of tears.

When they reached the porch, Kleber stopped and squinted past the yellow tapes. Todd and Tasso leaned against one of the patrols, chatting amiably, unconcerned. They hadn’t seen what lay inside this house. Lasky, who had seen, slumped on the front seat of the gray Buick, while Justine and Marian waited in the backseat. And Conan considered the fact that Byron Lasky had not only found Gould’s body, but had possibly been the last person to see him alive—if Gould had in fact been alive when Lasky left him.

Kleber eyed Conan speculatively, then finally seemed to come to a decision. He said, “I’ll tell you what Dave was in such an all-fired hurry to talk to me about a little while ago. After he called me at your shop, he phoned the medical examiner in Westport, but Dr. Feingold wasn’t in his office. On his way back from a drowning in Yachats. So Dave got him on his car radio. Damn it, I should’ve told Dave to keep this thing off the radio, but I figured he’d have the sense—” Kleber’s teeth seemed to be grinding dangerously. “If some reporter happens to be listening to the police band…well, this isn’t your run-of-the-mill murder. As soon as word gets out, we’ll be hip-deep in reporters.”

Conan said dryly, “The chamber of commerce people should love it.”

Kleber gave him a baleful look. “Sure they will. So will Giff Wills.”

“This is your jurisdiction, Earl. The sheriff hasn’t any business in this case unless you ask for his assistance.” Then, seeing the smoldering resentment in Kleber’s eyes, Conan asked, “Or does he?”

“I guess Giff figures he does. That’s what Dave radioed to tell me. Giff’s on his way up here. And I might as well forget the election. My lunkhead son-in-law saw to that.” Before Conan could object, Kleber added, “Not because I think he killed Gould. What the idiot did was rampage into your bookshop yesterday and threaten Gould with that chain saw in front of a hundred or so witnesses plus the TV camera. And now Gould’s lying in there with his throat ripped open by the same saw. Yeah, I know the bullet wound complicates things, but that doesn’t change the fact that it’s Cady’s saw by the body. And it doesn’t change the fact that Giff damn sure won’t let an opportunity like this pass him by. Can’t you see the headlines? ‘Police Chief’s Son-in-law Murders Bestselling Author.’ Giff’s going to pin this murder on Cady any way he can just to make me look bad. Just to win a goddamn election!”

Conan considered that and found nothing in it he could argue. “What are you going to do?”

“What the hell can I do? Not a damned thing. I’m going to turn this investigation over to Giff Wills like a lamb, because any court would call me biased, and that means any evidence I come up with is tainted. And that means Giff is going to have a free hand here, and I can’t stop him. This election is history, so it doesn’t matter anymore. Here’s what matters: Giff is going to try to nail Cady with the murder, and God help me, I figure you’re right for once. No way Cady’d shoot Gould first, then tear his throat out with his chain saw. That doesn’t make any sense. Not even for a lunkhead like Cady MacGill.”

Again Conan waited, noting the reluctant set of the chief’s mouth, and it was obvious what was coming next, but Conan gave him time to present it in his own terms.

Finally he did. “There’s no law against a policeman hiring a private investigator. I want to hire you to find out who murdered Ravin Gould.”

Conan folded his arms, aware of the constant murmur of the surf in the distance, of occasional stutters from the radios in the patrol cars. He understood how difficult it was for Earl Kleber to make that request, to admit his own helplessness.

But even if Kleber hadn’t asked him to take the case, Conan knew there was no way anyone could keep him out of it. Unanswered questions made him profoundly uncomfortable.

“Earl, I’ll do what I can.”

Kleber cleared his throat. “I’ll pay you. I’m not asking any favors.”

“We’ll work that out later. I assume you don’t want it broadcast to the world that I’m working for you.”

“Hell, no!”

“Then maybe Angie should hire me—for appearances’ sake.”

Kleber nodded. “I’ll talk to her.” He paused, listening to the rumble of an approaching car, then said tightly, “That’s either Dr. Feingold or Giff Wills. Come on. Can’t stand around here gabbing.”


Chapter 7

Conan followed Kleber down the flagstone walk, bending with him under the yellow tape. Justine Lasky was striding toward them, her posture imperious, her tone, when she spoke, controlled and crisp.

“Chief Kleber, how long must we wait here?”

“Ma’am, I’m afraid I, uh, don’t have jurisdiction here. We’re waiting for the sheriff.”

She frowned, then looked around distractedly as a white station wagon slewed to a stop in a cloud of dust that overtook it and blew southward. Conan recognized the driver, whose profile was as distinctive as an Assyrian king’s: Dr. Gregory Feingold.

Justine asked, “Is that the sheriff?”

“No, that’s the medical examiner,” Kleber replied. “Look, as long as you folks stay in town where the sheriff can reach you, I don’t see any reason for you to wait out here in the sun.”

“Thank you, Chief,” she said with a sigh of relief. “We’ll be at the Surf House if the sheriff wishes to speak to us.” She started toward her car, then paused to add, “At least until the funeral arrangements are made. We will, of course, attend the services, wherever they may be.”

“Yes, ma’am. Just let the sheriff know before you leave town.”

She nodded and hurried away, while Kleber, with Conan in his wake, set out for the station wagon. By the time they reached it, Justine was already driving up Dunlin Beach Road in the gray Buick, with Marian in tandem at the wheel of the white Buick.

Feingold slid out from behind the driver’s seat of the station wagon, peering through thick glasses at Kleber. “Chief, how are you?”

He didn’t answer that. “I hear Giff is on his way.”

“Well, that’s what he said. Conan! I wondered if you’d figure a way to get mixed up in this.”

“I’m just an innocent bystander. How are you, Greg?”

“Running a little ragged, actually. Summer. Business is brisk on the coast. By the way, Chief, Giff is bringing his crime scene team in.”

Conan asked, “His what?”

Kleber grimaced with disgust. “You haven’t heard about Giff’s shiny new crime scene team? Set the taxpayers back a bundle, and all he’s got to show for it is a van with minimum equipment and two deputies to man it, and only one of ’em has any real training.”

Conan turned to Feingold. “Giff isn’t calling in a State Police team?”

“He knows who the victim is, Conan, and he knows who the victim’s wife is. He figures this’ll give him more media coverage than he could buy in a lifetime. Ol’ Giff isn’t going to share any glory with the State Police—not with an election coming up.”

Kleber demanded, “He told you that?”

“I just read between the lines. I also read between the lines about who the main suspect is, and I’m sorry about that, Chief. One thing going for you, though, is he’ll have to send all the material to the state crime lab for analysis.” He pushed his glasses up on his imperial nose as he squinted northward. “Looks like the Marines are about to land.”

Out of a storm of dust, two tan sheriff’s department cars rumbled into the turnaround, followed by a van of the same color marked with the same badge insignia and the words CRIME SCENE TEAM. As the dust settled, car doors opened, and the first to emerge was Sheriff Gifford Wills. Clad in a brown uniform, gun belt riding low under his belly, a tan Stetson covering his sparse blond hair, Wills strode toward Kleber.

But he wasn’t alone. A young woman in a deputy’s uniform got out of the passenger seat of his patrol and maintained a strict distance behind him of perhaps two paces. She was black, her café au lait skin unadorned with cosmetics, her Stetson aligned at a perfect horizontal over hair cut no-nonsense short. Her eyes were striking, large and slanted. Conan guessed she would be entirely captivating when she smiled. He guessed further that she seldom smiled on duty. No doubt she had trouble enough getting her male colleagues to take her seriously without calling attention to her very evident femininity.

Wills nodded at Feingold, then drawled, “Earl, how’re you doin’?”

Kleber managed a curt “Fine,” but he had a smile, however brief, for the deputy. “Morning, Deputy Jones.”

“Hello, Chief,” she said soberly, then pointedly surveyed Conan. He had the feeling she didn’t miss much.

Kleber took the hint. “Conan, I guess you haven’t met Deputy Neely Jones. Conan Flagg.”

Neely Jones seemed a little surprised when Conan offered his hand and said, “I’m glad to meet you, Deputy. Neely? Was that originally Cornelia, by any chance?”

“Right. My aunt’s name.” She pronounced it ahnt. “Seemed a little too dignified for me. I figure I can always revert to Cornelia when I reach eighty.” She had almost smiled with that, but with a glance at Wills, she reverted to her businesslike sobriety.

Wills eyed her obliquely, then hooked his thumbs in his gun belt and asked, “Well, Earl, what’ve you got here?”

Kleber gave him a succinct but full report, referring occasionally to his notes. The report did not, however, include his and Conan’s examination of the body. Neely took out a notebook, and she wrote so quickly, Conan guessed she was using shorthand. Finally Wills nodded sagely, then turned to squint at the house. “Well, I better go have a look at the body. Come on, Neely. Dr. Feingold? You comin’?” Feingold nodded, and the three of them set out for the house.

Kleber sighed. “I’d give my eyeteeth to have Neely Jones on my force. Specialized in homicide investigation at the L.A. Police Academy, and Giff treats her like a combination stenographer and gofer.”

“How long has she been putting up with him?” Conan asked. “And why?”

“Neely’s been working for Giff for about a year, and I guess the why has to do with her boyfriend. He’s a biologist at the Oceanographic Center in Westport.” Kleber gave a short laugh. “Neely says she’s Giff’s bargain package. His token black and token woman, all in one.”

Wills’s look at the body was brief. He came out of the house, alone, moving noticeably faster than when he entered it, his usually florid face pasty. He paused to talk to his crime scene team, and they began hauling equipment into the house. Wills ambled over to Kleber and Conan, pushed his Stetson back, and shook his head, but his pale eyes were glinting with triumph. “That’s the damnedest thing I ever seen. Earl, you got any idea who that chain saw belongs to?”

Kleber replied coolly, “We figure it must belong to Cady MacGill.”

“MacGill?” The sheriff frowned, as if perplexed. “He any relation to the guy your daughter married?”

Kleber snapped, “He is the guy my daughter married.” Then he added with some satisfaction: “We picked Cady up. He’s at the station.”

“Oh. Well, good work, Earl. Now, you know, we got a problem here. This is your jurisdiction, and normally this’d be your case, but—”

“I’m removing myself from this case,” Kleber cut in. “It’s all yours, Giff, and we both know why. The only reason I’m here now is because Byron Lasky called me, and I came out to secure the crime scene. And now that you’re here, my men and I are leaving.”

He started to walk away, but Wills, obviously caught short, stuttered out, “Well—I mean, just—Earl, just a minute.” Kleber turned, and Wills said, “Okay, but just remember, we gotta keep this thing off the radio. We don’t want this gettin’ out any sooner than we can help, or we’ll have reporters and TV people all over the place.”

“Well, we certainly wouldn’t want that, would we? My people have the word, Giff.” And with that he stalked away to his patrol car, shouting orders to his men. Within thirty seconds, the two Holliday Beach police cars were heading north on Dunlin Beach Road. Wills glared after them, jaw thrust forward pugnaciously, and Conan decided that the time had come for an unobtrusive exit.

He made it to the XK-E, whose shining black finish had collected a great deal of the dust thrown up in the comings and goings here. And more dust was on its way. He frowned when he recognized the maroon Skylark that materialized out of the tan cloud, then he jogged into the turnaround to join Wills as he strode toward the car. “Sheriff, that’s Dana Semenov. She was here at the party last night.”

“So?”

“So she was one of the last people to see Gould alive. She’s a potential witness and maybe a suspect.”

Wills’s snort of disgust was eloquent, but he held up a hand to stop Dana and went to the driver’s side. She pushed her cornsilk hair back from her cheek with an impatient gesture. “Officer, what’s going on?”

“It’s sheriff, ma’am. There’s been a death here, Ms….Semenov. Is that your name?”

“A death?” She stared at him, then opened the car door and got out, and for a moment it seemed she might bolt for the house. “Is it Ravin? What did he do? What happened?”

“I’m afraid Mr. Gould is dead, ma’am.” While she digested that, Wills patted his pockets and finally came up with a pen and notebook. “I need your full name and address.”

Dana provided them, the words barely intelligible. Then she pleaded, “Officer, for God’s sake, what happened?”

“It’s sheriff, ma’am. Mr. Gould was murdered.”

“What? Was it a burglary?”

“I don’t figure it was, no, ma’am.”

She sagged against the car. “This is…it’s such a shock, Officer.”

Wills grimaced irritably. “Lady, what’s your relationship with the victim?”

“With Ravin? Well, we’re friends. I’ve known Ravin and Savanna for years. I flew in last night for a quick visit, and I just came by this morning to say goodbye. I’m due in L.A. this afternoon.” She looked at her watch and started to get back into her car. “Excuse me, Officer, I have to go. The helicopter shuttle leaves in—”

“It’s sheriff,” Wills repeated. “When was the last time you saw Gould alive? You were one of the last people to see him alive, weren’t you?”

She flinched. “All I can tell you is that I dropped by to see Ravin and Savanna last night, and they had some guests. I left at the same time the other guests did—about nine-thirty—and drove back to Baysea. I had a drink in the bar, then I went to my room, and I didn’t leave it. I was trying to sleep off my jet lag, and it wasn’t easy. At one o’clock in the morning a bunch of drunks came staggering past my window and serenaded each other at the top of their lungs out in the parking area.”

“Uh-huh.” Wills nodded indifferently, his attention wandering. “Okay, I’ll get a formal statement from you later. Maybe tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? Officer, are you out of your mind?”

Which was an error on her part, not only questioning his sanity, but persisting in calling him officer. Conan managed not to smile as Wills tipped back on his heels, eyes down to slits. “It’s sheriff, lady, and I am not out of my mind. I’m investigating a murder. So stick around. I’ll let you know when you can leave town.” When she began sputtering in outrage, Wills added, “You got two choices: stick around, or I’ll put you in the courthouse jail, where I can keep an eye on you.”

Dana got into her car, the keys jangling with the shaking of her hands as she started the motor. Then she looked at Conan suspiciously. “Your name is Flagg, isn’t it? I thought you ran a bookshop. What’re you doing here?”

“I was also one of the last people to see Gould alive, Ms. Semenov.” Then he said casually, “By the way, there was something stolen: the manuscripts for Gould’s next book. For Odyssey.”

He saw the suspicion freeze in Dana’s amber eyes, and for a moment she couldn’t seem to get her breath, and Conan considered that response recompense for risking the sheriff’s ire.

She said bitterly, “Then it was probably Byron who stole them!”

“Why would he do that?”

“Because he—” She stopped to get herself under control, said coolly to Wills, “I’ll be at Baysea, Officer.” With that, she drove away, throwing up an explosion of gravel that forced Conan and Wills to step back out of the way.

Wills swore under his breath, then with one object of his annoyance gone, he turned on Conan. “Flagg, what the hell’re you hangin’ around for?”

“I was just pointing out a potential witness and suspect, Sheriff.”

“Witness? Suspect?” Wills tore off the sheet on which he had written Dana’s name and address, wadded it, and tossed it away. “Flagg, I don’t need any witnesses, and I got the only suspect that matters.”

“You mean Earl Kleber has him. Before you get too carried away, you’d better talk to Dr. Feingold.” Conan looked past Wills and saw Feingold emerging from the house. “And here he comes. Goodbye, Sheriff.” And he made his way to his car at a fast walk. Wills undoubtedly had more to say to him, but Dr. Feingold was heading in his direction, and he obviously had something to say to the sheriff.

As Conan drove down the dusty road, he lighted a cigarette and took a long drag, remembering that he’d had neither breakfast nor coffee this morning. Hell of a way to start a day.

Hell of a way to end a life.

He knew that the image of Ravin Gould’s body and that hideous wound would never fade from his memory. Nor would that small, carmine wound, the bullet hole.

It didn’t make sense.

Ravin Gould had doubtless provided ample motivation for his murder. He had taken such obvious pleasure in antagonizing people. Playing games. And there were the missing manuscripts to consider.

But why kill Gould twice?

And it was interesting that Dana Semenov claimed to have known Gould and Savanna for years, yet she hadn’t asked about Gould’s widow.


Chapter 8

When he passed the bookshop, Conan noted that it was closed as per Kleber’s orders, while the other shops along the block seemed to be doing a brisk business. But Miss Dobie was still on duty, as evidenced by the presence of her red Porsche in the parking lane. He wondered what she found to do within the darkened shop, other than fume at the loss of what she called a Prime-Time day. Probably she was restoring books to their proper places, no small task at any time of year. Some perverse law of human nature dictated that once a book was removed from a shelf, it was never returned to the same place.

But such perversities were not foremost in his mind. As he drove north on Highway 101, he was still mentally wrestling with the fact that Ravin Gould had been murdered twice. And wrestling with the missing manuscripts: somewhere around twenty-seven hundred sheets of manuscript. Plus the notebooks. Who had stolen them? Not Cady MacGill. Why would he? To destroy them as an act of revenge?

That seemed too intellectual for Cady. He didn’t lack intelligence, but his thinking processes were direct and pragmatic. He had an innate grasp of mechanical function, and he could not only use but repair any machine, from chain saw to Cat. He grasped the physics of falling a tree in the same manner, and his skill at dropping a hundred-foot, ten-ton column of solid wood and putting it exactly where he wanted it was legend. But if asked to explain how he achieved that feat, he’d probably shrug his massive shoulders and say, “Well, it just works out that way.”

No, Conan thought, Cady MacGill didn’t steal the manuscripts any more than he coolly shot Gould in the heart before administering that spectacularly unkindest cut to the throat with his own chain saw.

But the theft of the manuscripts and the murder must be related.

“Oh, hell.”

He realized he was almost upon the junction where he should turn off to the police station. He squealed into a right turn, dodged potholes for two blocks, then turned left into the parking area in front of the concrete-block building that housed Holliday Beach’s twelve-person police force. The station, and the radio antenna on its roof, had been given a new coat of paint this summer: pale blue with white trim.

Inside the station, Conan found Sergeant Dave Hight sitting behind the counter near the front door, arms folded over his thick torso, the fluorescent lights reflected on his bald head. He said, “Hi, Conan.”

“Hello, Dave. Is the chief…” He noted Hight’s worried frown and followed the direction of his gaze to the glass-paneled door on the east wall. Kleber’s office. The chief was standing behind his desk, shoulders hunched with tension, and on the other side of the desk Angie MacGill stood, head bowed, waiflike in jeans and an oversize shirt that was probably one of Cady’s.

Kleber’s words weren’t intelligible through the door, except for one phrase: “What would your mother have said?” It was then that Kleber looked out through the glass and saw Conan. He said something to Angie, and she nodded and left the office. She closed the door, staring at Conan, then ran to him and grasped his arms with small, strong hands.

“Conan, I’ve got to talk to you. Please, Conan!”

He nodded. “All right, Angie. Where?”

She apparently expected more resistance. “Well, we can use the interrogation room.” She struck out toward the corridor leading to the back of the building, with Conan behind her, and once they were inside the small, windowless room, she sank into one of the metal chairs at the table and wailed, “Oh, this is all my fault. If it hadn’t been for—I mean, Cady wouldn’t have…” Her pretty face was so contorted, Conan expected a howl of anguish. But none came. She only repeated hopelessly, “It’s all my fault.…”

“Why?” Conan sat down in the chair on the other side of the table. “Because you were sleeping with Ravin Gould?” Perhaps that was less than tactful, but Conan needed a cup of coffee. He needed breakfast. He did not need Angie’s mea culpa.

Her blue eyes went wide, then she looked down, nodded. “It seems so dumb now, but…oh, he was so sweet, so kind and gentle.”

Conan took his cigarettes out of his shirt pocket, and while he lighted one, tried to imagine Ravin Gould as sweet or kind and gentle.

“Angie, did you tell your father about you and Gould?”

Her face reddened, and tears began to flow as freely as raindrops. “Ye-es. No! I mean, he—he guessed, sort of. And I couldn’t lie to Dad. I never could.” For a moment, she seemed mildly annoyed at that, and the flow ebbed. She found a Kleenex in her jeans pocket and discreetly blew her nose, then the enormity of her dilemma came back to her, and she pleaded, “Conan, you’ve got to help Cady. You’re his only hope. And you’re Dad’s only hope, too. He told me you promised to investigate the murder for him, but he wants everybody to think I hired you. But, Conan, I want to hire you for myself. I mean, for Cady. I can pay you. It might take a while, but—”

“You can’t afford me, so save your money for a lawyer. Cady’s going to need a good one.”

“Oh, I already called Herb Latimer. I was his secretary, you know, and he said I could work out his fee over—well, as long as it takes.”

“Herb isn’t exactly experienced at criminal law. Look, I know Marcus Fitch. I’ll call him and see if—”

“Marcus Fitch?” Her mouth dropped open. “I’d never be able to pay his fee if I worked for him the rest of my life. And Herb is a good lawyer. I know because I went to the courthouse with him on nearly every case he had for four years.”

Conan flicked the ash off his cigarette into the dented metal ashtray on the table. “Angie, did Earl tell you why Giff Wills wants to see Cady convicted?”

“Yes, but I thought—”

“You thought Herb’s connections with the good-ol’-boys network might help Cady?”

“Well, I figured they couldn’t hurt!”

“Yes, they could. Herb will find it difficult, to say the least, to put up a real fight for Cady because that would jeopardize his position with the network. Whatever happens to Cady, Herb still has to practice law in this county. So you’d better reconsider your decision about Marc Fitch. He doesn’t always charge an arm and a leg for his services.” Just ninety-nine percent of the time, Conan added to himself.

Angie produced a resigned sigh. “Okay, Conan, whatever you say.”

“I’ll call Marc as soon as possible. Now, I have a couple of questions for you. When was the last time you saw Cady yesterday?”

She tried for an air of nonchalance, but only succeeded in looking sly. “Cady was at home with me all last night.”

“Is that what you told Herb?”

“Well, yes. I mean, it’s the truth.”

Conan took a slow drag on his cigarette, letting the smoke out as he gazed up at the ceiling. “It’s not nice to lie to your lawyer—or to the PI who wants to save your husband from a murder conviction. And I know already where you were last night. Earl said you and Michael spent the night at his house.”

Her attempted nonchalance crumbled, and she seemed ready for another rain of tears, but apparently read something in his face that induced her to restrain them. “Conan, I didn’t see Cady at all after I left the bookshop yesterday. When I got home, he wasn’t there. It was, I don’t know, maybe three or four in the afternoon when Michael and I went over to Dad’s house.”

Conan grimaced. “But you went back to your house this morning. You were there when Cady was arrested, weren’t you?”

“Yes. Oh, it was awful—”

“I’m sure it was. When did you get home, and was Cady there?”

“About eleven. And Cady was lying on our bed with his boots on, sound asleep and smelling like a brewery! If he’d only lay off the beer, maybe—” She stopped, perhaps realizing how petulant that sounded.

“Did he tell you when he came home?”

“No. We…didn’t get a chance to talk about that before Johnny and Elaine came to arrest him.”

Conan put out his cigarette and rose, reminding himself that he hadn’t expected much of an interview with Angie. He certainly hadn’t gotten much. “Angie, if you think of anything that might help, call me.”

“Okay, Conan.”

He opened the door for her, and as they walked down the corridor, he said, “Until—or if—I can talk Marc Fitch into taking the case, make sure Herb Latimer’s here whenever Giff questions Cady.”

“Dad’ll see to that, but I don’t know how Herb’ll feel about having another lawyer—”

“Oh, I think he’ll be delighted to throw this case in another lawyer’s lap.” They had reached the front counter, where Sergeant Hight was taking a report from two tourists whose car had been broken into. Conan said, “Angie, go home and try to relax. I’ll talk to you later.”

She nodded, managed a murmured “Thanks, Conan,” then with her eyes reddening for another downpour, hurried out the front door.

Conan went to the counter and, when the tourists had departed, said, “Dave, I need to talk to Cady.”

“Sorry, Conan.” Hight didn’t look up from the form he was filling out. “I’ve got my orders—damn.” He turned to the radio console, commanded by a disembodied but peremptory voice. Conan waited.

And listened. The call was from the Sheriff’s Department dispatcher in Westport, and the gist of it was that two men who had been residing in the county jail awaiting trial for felony murder had escaped. Hight beckoned frantically to Kleber, and the chief came out of his office to hear the sheriff’s dispatcher explain that the felons were armed and dangerous, and Sheriff Wills was asking every law officer in the county, plus the Highway Patrol, to join the manhunt.

When Hight signed off, Kleber asked, “Where’s Johnny and Elaine?”

“Out on their regular patrol. Well, right now they’re having lunch.”

“Get hold of them and tell them to head down to Westport and report to Giff. Better send Joe and Billy, too. Damn it, how the hell could two guys break out of that jail? When that bond issue passed, Giff said that jail would be escape-proof. Just like Alcatraz.” He turned to Conan, asked wearily, “What do you want, Conan?”

“I want to talk to Cady. And before you say no, you should know that Angie hired me to investigate Gould’s murder.”

“Did she, now? Well, she’s of age. She can do anything she wants, as long as it’s not against the law. But I can’t let you see Cady till Giff has a chance at him. And yes, we’ll make sure Herb is on hand when Giff gets around to him. Don’t know when that’ll be.” Kleber smiled uncharitably. “I figure Giff has his hands full right now.”

Conan nodded, satisfied, as Kleber was, that Hight had gotten the message that Angie had hired Conan, and that Hight would, if he ran true to form, pass on the news to anyone who was in the least interested. Conan was thinking about coffee and breakfast when he turned away from the counter, or perhaps it would be lunch by now.

But he was destined to go hungry and caffeineless for a while longer. The front door opened, and Marian Rosenthal stood propping it with one hand, a determined set to her mouth. She fixed her gaze on Kleber and demanded, “Have you talked to Savanna yet? Has anybody bothered to tell her that her husband is dead?”

When that question met with a shocked silence, Marian sighed and approached Kleber. “Chief, it’s been a bad day for everybody, and actually I don’t know Savanna very well or even like her very much, but I think that when she’s notified, she should have somebody she knows there, not just a stranger taking notes of everything she says.”

Kleber said earnestly, “You’re right, Mrs. Rosenthal. The trouble is, I’m out of this case. It’s in Sheriff Wills’s hands. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a lot of work to attend to.” And with that, he retreated to his office and closed the door behind him, but not before he gave Conan a meaningful glance.

Conan didn’t need the glance. While Marian was catching her breath for a rebuttal to someone, Conan said, “The sheriff is occupied with another crisis at the moment, and I guess you and I are as close to friends as Savanna has around here, so maybe it’s up to us to tell her about her husband.”

Marian nodded. “Then let’s get at it. Why don’t you ride with me? Justine gave me directions and a map.”

Conan almost balked at being without his own car, but two things made him reconsider. First, the drive to Portland—rather, to Valley West, or whatever the suburb was called—would give him an opportunity to question Marian, who was in a position to provide background information. She might even qualify as a suspect, if she couldn’t explain why she had been so stunned by the ring Gould had worn last night, the ring that was missing from his body this morning.

Second, Savanna would have to return to Holliday Beach to deal with the myriad decisions inevitable with the death of a spouse. Maybe she’d need a driver, and she could certainly provide background information.

And Savanna Barany might also qualify as a suspect. Conan could neither forget nor dismiss the smoldering hatred in her eyes last night when she left the party.

He offered Marian his arm and headed for the door. “Let’s go.”


Chapter 9

The drive from Holliday Beach to Portland was beautiful in any season, but Conan never enjoyed it in August when Oregon’s highways were clogged with wagon trains of RVs and campers. Nor did he enjoy being a passenger under any circumstance, especially not when Marian Rosenthal drove like a New Yorker accustomed to taking taxis.
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