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  Fast Forward...


  One


  IT WAS JUST AFTER NOON ON A BRIGHT HOT AUGUST Friday when I met Sam Raynor for the first—and last—time.


  I watched the lunchtime crowd as I waited on the far side of the street-level fountain at City Center Square in downtown Oakland. Men in shirtsleeves and women in summer dresses sat on the edge of the fountain or on benches lining the terra-cotta-tiled pedestrian mall, eating sandwiches and salad from takeout containers. Office workers strolled among the trees, spooning up frozen yogurt as they enjoyed the sunshine and the break from work. Others lingered at the edge of the lower level fountain, where water cascaded down a series of steps near the entrance to the BART station. The splashing fountains pleased my ear as I watched this midday parade.


  I looked up at the modern sculpture above the nearby fountain. Constructed of outsized metal bars in lime green, pink, orange, and red, it looked as though a giant hand had played a game of pickup sticks, tossing the multicolored lengths into the air, where they stayed, frozen in place against the cloudless blue sky, a counterpoint to the Tribune Tower on the other side of Broadway.


  Raynor was late. I looked at my watch, then swept the outdoor mall with a glance. He had proposed the meeting but I had picked the spot. It was neutral territory, with plenty of people around. I’d deliberately positioned myself on the far side of the fountain so I could observe him when he arrived. I had the advantage when it came to recognition. He’d never seen me before, but I’d been tailing him for days.


  Minutes ticked by. Then I spotted a figure in a summer white Navy uniform, walking toward the fountain. The sun glinted off his red-gold hair, the short curls hugging his skull like a nimbus. He moved with a slow, confident strut that matched the cocky grin on his face, aware of the admiring glances he received from women as he cut through the crowd. He enjoyed the attention, basking in it like a lizard on a rock.


  Raynor stopped near the fountain and waited, left hand on his hip. His right hand tossed a key ring into the air and caught it. I approached him from the right, taking my time. I knew he was twenty-eight years old and that he was a first-class petty officer in the Navy, assigned to the Naval Air Station in Alameda. Until now I’d observed him from a distance, in crowds, across busy streets, through car windshields. This was the first chance I’d had to look at him up close. Six feet tall, I guessed, broad shoulders tapering down to a slim waist and muscular thighs. His pale freckled forearms were covered with the same curly copper hair. He had long blunt-fingered hands. I particularly noticed his hands.


  “Sam Raynor,” I said.


  He jumped slightly, as though startled by my sudden appearance. I couldn’t tell if it was real or if he knew I’d been watching him. His eyebrows went up and he tilted his head to one side, a smile playing over his full sensual lips.


  “You must be Jeri Howard,” he said, his voice pleasant and purring as he tried hard to be disarming. “Nice to finally meet you.” He stuck out his hand. I kept mine at my side.


  “You wanted to talk.”


  He cranked up the smile a couple of watts and leaned toward me. I felt as though I were too close to a high intensity light bulb.


  “I hear you’re asking questions about me. So I looked you up in the phone book.”


  I stared at him as though I were a scientist examining some alien life form slithering from a petri dish. Raynor’s smile dimmed just a bit. He looked earnest and concerned.


  “Look, I know you’re a private detective, and my wife’s lawyer hired you. You’re trying to find out if I’ve got more money than Uncle Sam pays me. Believe me,” he laughed apologetically and shook his red-gold curls, “I don’t. Just an enlisted man’s salary. Sorry, it doesn’t stretch very far. Tell Ruth what’s on the table is all there is.”


  “California’s a community property state,” I said.


  “I know that. Ruth’s gonna get what’s coming to her. After all, we have a kid.” He blinked his long red-gold lashes and his face turned sober and serious. “I do want what’s best for my little girl.”


  “So you say.”


  “Ruth left me,” Raynor said with an aggrieved shrug. It was a jerky movement, as though he were wired with electricity, and it didn’t fit his smooth face and smoother voice. I wondered if he was high on something. “I didn’t want this split. I love her, I love my kid. There are two sides to every story, you know. You can imagine how I felt when I came back from Guam and found out she’d filed for divorce. She doesn’t want to see me, she doesn’t even want me to see my little girl. This is hard on me too. You know how it is.”


  As Raynor talked, he leaned closer still. I could smell the acrid musky scent of his after-shave and see the spatter of freckles on his fair skin. His left hand moved, a slow stroke down his hip to his muscled thigh, coming to rest in too-casual proximity to the bulge in his crotch. He tilted his head again and watched me through heavy-lidded eyes, his tongue darting like a snake between those full smiling lips while his pleasant-sounding voice tried to convince me of his sincerity.


  His eyes gave him away. I suppose someone once told Raynor he had bedroom eyes, whatever that means. But Raynor’s eyes were a flat pale blue, like disks painted on the face of a porcelain doll, devoid of warmth and emotion. They certainly engendered no passion. When they weren’t gazing at me or curtained by their lashes, those eyes flicked around the courtyard, zeroing in on other women nearby. He reminded me of an actor, counting the house.


  As he spoke, the fingers of Raynor’s left hand played invitingly over his crotch. His right hand tossed the keys into the air, a jangling accompaniment. When he got to the line about wanting to see Ruth, to talk to her and convince her that the divorce was a mistake, I cut him off with a sharp gesture and an ice-cold voice.


  “You broke her wrist last fall.”


  “Is that what she told you?” he said with an exasperated sigh. He held his right hand out in supplication, the keys dangling from his extended middle finger. “It was an accident, honest. It could have happened to anyone. I mean, I’m a big guy.” The middle finger of the left hand stroked his equipment, implying he was big everywhere else. “Sometimes I don’t know my own strength.”


  I looked at the hand that held the keys. His knuckles looked skinned. I surveyed his face. Those flat emotionless blue eyes made my skin crawl. “Then there was the black eye a year ago.”


  “What black eye?”


  “Surely you remember that. Or did she just accidently run into your fist? You broke her nose, two years ago.”


  “Now that was an accident. She’s a little clumsy. She fell off a ladder.”


  “You knocked her off.”


  “I don’t know where you’re getting these stories,” he snapped. The air crackled around us, like an electrical charge. I sensed a change in him that put me on my guard. “Yes, I do. Ruth’s feeding you a line, that little bitch, her and that damned dyke lawyer.”


  “Let’s cut through the bullshit, Raynor.” My voice turned harsh. “You beat your wife, with your fists, when you’re not beating her up emotionally. Ruth’s entitled to half of everything you’ve got. You have over a hundred thousand dollars stashed somewhere, or with someone. I don’t know where you hid that money, at least not yet. But I’ll find it.”


  He tossed the keys into the air one last time. When he caught them, his right hand balled into a fist. He shoved the fist under my chin. His eyes held some emotion now. It was like staring into the blue flame on a gas stove, into the heart of a fire fueled by hatred. The hatred was directed at me, at his wife and her attorney, at women in general. I suspected it was also directed at anyone who tried to thwart Sam Raynor.


  His voice dropped to a low vicious growl. “You fucking bitch.”


  He spewed venom at me, working his way through the alphabet, calling me all the names I’d heard and some I hadn’t. He warned me to stay out of his business and threatened me with what he’d do to me if I didn’t He gave off sparks, adding to the heat of the day. But he didn’t touch me. Evidently he was saving that for later.


  I felt a hot flush of anger, then cold, hardening resolve. One of these days, I thought, this guy is going to kill someone. Or vice versa.


  I folded my arms across my chest and stared back at him with a look I usually reserve for cockroaches, choking down the urge to lash back. Instead I let him do all the talking, if you could call it that. I had no intention of backing down, from this case or from Raynor himself, if I had to stand in this courtyard all afternoon.


  No, Sam Raynor would get what was coming to him. If I could help that day arrive sooner, rather than later, I’d do so with great enthusiasm. And gain more satisfaction from that than I would if I kicked this jerk in his precious balls.


  Finally he ran out of words, frustrated by his failure to stampede me. His tongue darted over his full lips again, only this time he hissed at me like some deadly snake, at bay but still able to strike. The blue eyes slashed at me, then Raynor turned and walked away.


  I watched until he was out of sight. Only then did I relax, surprised at how rigid my muscles had become. I walked across the square, heading in the direction of my Franklin Street office, splashed by an errant spray from the fountain.


  I felt as though I needed a bath.


  Rewind...


  Two


  I DIDN’T WANT TO TAKE THE RAYNOR CASE.


  I don’t like divorce work. Maybe it’s been too short a time since my own. Divorce brings to the surface intense emotion, most of it bad. Two people invest themselves and all their hopes, plans, and dreams in a relationship and decide to go down the road as a couple, sharing whatever comes along. It hurts like hell when it doesn’t work out. Betrayal, pain, anger, and blame come bubbling to the surface, like a geyser that can’t be stopped. Hate is the flip side of love. It’s all too easy for affection to turn into hostility, for a shared life to become a battleground. I don’t like battlegrounds, either as a participant or an observer.


  I didn’t much care for Ruth Raynor’s lawyer either. Blair Castle was a thin, twitchy brown-haired woman in her forties, with a family law practice on Broadway near Fifty-first Street in Oakland. I’m all for sisterhood, but Castle’s voice and mannerisms grated on me like fingernails on a blackboard.


  She sensed my reluctance. In her tailored gray suit and white blouse, Castle examined me, painted fingernails drumming on her desk blotter. She mentally dismissed me, telling her client that she kept an investigator on retainer for cases like this. If that was true, I wondered why she’d bothered to contact me.


  But the client had insisted on a private investigator named Jeri Howard. That piqued my curiosity. When I found out why, the reason left me with a whole new dilemma.


  “My mother recommended you.”


  It was the first time Ruth Raynor had spoken, other than an indistinct murmur of greeting when I arrived. While her attorney told me that her client had recently filed for divorce and that there was a child involved, Ruth sat wordless and motionless in her chair, a small woman with large golden-brown eyes and short blond hair that surrounded her head like dandelion fluff. She wore a pale green cotton dress covered with little white flowers and kept her hands in her lap. The fingers of her left hand rubbed her right wrist, as though it were a talisman. There was something vaguely familiar about those eyes and the way they looked at me. When Ruth mentioned her mother, I looked at her carefully, my mind sifting through the recent past, through recent clients. Had I met Ruth before?


  “You met my parents,” she said, answering my unspoken question with a steady wide-eyed gaze. “In March, when you were working on another case. Joseph and Lenore Franklin.”


  Of course. I looked again at Ruth’s face and saw Lenore’s warm topaz eyes and her hands perpetually covered in dirt from her garden. Ruth didn’t resemble her father at all, which was just as well, considering the beaked nose in his narrow face. Joe Franklin was a retired Navy admiral, a tough old autocrat with a mast for a spine. We crossed swords last spring when I was working on the Willis matter, a missing persons case that evolved into an investigation of murder, past and present. I won that skirmish. Franklin didn’t like me, and I thought he was a rigid narrow-minded pain in the ass. The prospect of encountering the Admiral again was one more mark in the minus column.


  But I liked Lenore Franklin. She was a truly nice person, matching most of the definitions of that word you can find in the dictionary. I regretted having disrupted her well-ordered life when I forced the Franklins to examine their past ties to the Willis family. After what happened in March, I felt as though I owed her a favor. And here she was, sending her daughter to collect.


  “Tell me about your husband,” I said to Ruth, balancing on the edge of my indecision.


  She spoke in a soft monotone as she rubbed her wrist. That happened in September, nearly a year ago. They were still living on Guam. Sam was working at the Naval Air Station at Agana, and Ruth was isolated, without a car in a duplex at the naval station near the town of Agat. Dinner was leftovers that night because the refrigerator was nearly empty and she hadn’t been able to get to the commissary.


  It happened the way it always did. Sam started with words, calling her a lazy bitch because she hadn’t walked to the commissary. Then he slapped her and punched her in the stomach. Finally he seized her wrist and bent it back until it snapped. When he took her to the Navy hospital emergency room, he joked about how his stupid wife got her wrist caught in the door.


  The black eye happened the year before, when he was drinking. He was usually careful not to leave marks on her face, but not that time. He told everyone that fumble-footed Ruth had stumbled into an open kitchen cabinet door. The broken nose—well, he’d knocked her off a ladder while she was changing a light bulb, then told everyone how clumsy she was. She’d heard that line so often she’d started to believe it.


  “Why did you stay with him?” I’ve never understood why a woman stays with a man who uses her like a punching bag. I’ve read the books and articles, and talked with battered wives, but it’s still hard for me to understand.


  “Where would I go?” She looked up at me, her brown eyes like those of a deer caught in headlights, her voice defensive, tinged with shame. “Stuck on Guam with a toddler, no car, no one to talk to, thousands of miles from home. He wasn’t like that when we first married. It wasn’t until after Wendy was born, after we went to Guam. And then not all the time. Sometimes he was really good to me. Then, every now and then, he’d lose control.”


  It sounded like a pattern, a cycle repeating itself over and over. “It’s not your fault,” I said suddenly, because she needed to hear it.


  “I know it’s not.” As she said the words her head came up and her jaw tightened. I saw she’d inherited some of her father’s steel. “I’ve been planning my escape since Christmas. When Sam got orders to the Bay Area, I told him I wanted to leave Guam early so I could spend some time with my family. It didn’t matter to him. He doesn’t care about anyone but himself. Wendy and I left the first week in June, a month before he did. When we arrived, I told Mom and Dad everything. I’m still a California resident, so the first thing I did was contact Blair and file for divorce. Sam was served with papers the week he arrived from Guam.”


  Sam Raynor’s response to this fait accompli was to quickly divest himself of most of his assets. He knew Ruth could garnish the Navy paycheck that came twice a month. But she knew Sam had more than his salary.


  “I found a bank statement in his desk drawer,” Ruth told me now, a bitter edge to her words. “Right before Christmas, when he wouldn’t give me any extra money to buy presents. We didn’t even have a tree, so Wendy and I decorated the rubber plant. One night we wanted to cut up construction paper to make chains. I couldn’t find the scissors in the kitchen where I usually kept them, so I looked in Sam’s desk, the one I was supposed to leave alone. And there was this statement from the Bank of America in downtown Agana, in Sam’s name only. It had a balance of over a hundred thousand dollars.” Ruth said the words as though it were a hundred million.


  “I couldn’t believe it. I sat there and held that statement in my hand and just stared at it. And I got madder and madder. Where did he get that kind of money?”


  Where, indeed? A hundred thousand dollars might not sound like much money to your basic Wall Street robber baron. But it’s a lot of cash for a sailor to have lying around. Navy enlisted men don’t make that kind of money, particularly first-class petty officers with less than eight years in the Navy, which was Sam Raynor’s present status. I doubted the money had been found at the end of the rainbow or obtained by legal means. Of course, how Sam Raynor acquired a hundred thousand dollars was less important than what he did with it when he returned from Guam and found out his wife had filed for divorce.


  “We had a joint account at the credit union on base,” Ruth was saying, her voice still tinged with bitterness, “the one I used to pay the household bills and buy groceries, the one that was overdrawn half the time. Sam was always carrying on about how his salary didn’t stretch far enough to cover all our expenses, and it was my fault because I didn’t manage better and I spent too much money.” Two red spots burned on her cheeks as she remembered. “I couldn’t even buy Christmas presents for my folks because he wouldn’t give me any extra money for the holidays.”


  “Did he always keep you on short rations?” I asked.


  Ruth nodded. “I had to beg for every penny. He hated to give me anything. The only nice things we had were mine before I married Sam. If I didn’t sew, Wendy and I wouldn’t have any clothes. All the time he had that money. He wouldn’t even spend it on his own child.”


  “Was he into anything illegal while he was over there?”


  Ruth shrugged. “I don’t know. He wasn’t home much. He was always out with his buddies. That was all right with me. I felt safer when he was gone. He’d take a few days’ leave and go off to Thailand or Hong Kong or the Philippines, and I wouldn’t even know until he got back. It’s not that far to any of those places. When you’re on Guam you’re already on that side of the Pacific.”


  “Drugs?” I wondered aloud, thinking of Thailand and the Golden Triangle, so close that someone could pick up extra money by acting as a mule.


  “I don’t know,” Ruth said again. “I was stuck in Navy housing with no car and a three-year-old. It was a three-mile walk to the commissary if I wanted so much as a quart of milk. If it hadn’t been for my neighbors I wouldn’t even have seen much of Guam. Not that there’s much to see. Except for Betty, my neighbor, there was no one there I could really talk to. But finding that bank statement helped me make a decision. I knew Sam was due for orders this summer. It didn’t matter where he went. I was coming back to California, to get a divorce. I planned how I was going to do it. I even mailed things to my folks, things I would need. Betty mailed them for me when I couldn’t get out of the house. When Sam got orders to the air station in Alameda, that just made it easier for me to get back here. I’m going to get out of this mess, Jeri. My family will help me. I hope you’ll help me too.”


  I looked at Ruth’s delicate face and made my decision. “I will.”


  Having said it, I turned from Ruth to her attorney. Blair Castle looked less relieved than did Ruth at my signing on for this assignment. “Did you try to freeze that account in Guam?” I asked.


  “Of course,” she replied, with a flash of irritation. “All the standard family law restraining orders went into effect when we filed, including the one that prevents each party from disposing of any property.. But Raynor closed the account before he left Guam, which was before he was served with papers. He’s hidden the money. Now he’s denying he ever had it.”


  “I wish I’d made a copy of that statement.” Ruth’s hands tightened in her lap. “That would at least prove he had the money. But all I could do was write down the account number.”


  Blair Castle leaned back in her padded leather chair. “I’m trying to find out where he transferred the money after he closed the Bank of America account. I subpoenaed the records, his lawyer filed a motion to quash. I’m waiting for a ruling.”


  While the attorneys dueled with their legal documents, I’d check a few other avenues. “My guess is he moved the money from Guam to California so it would be waiting when he arrived. There are several ways to do it and they all leave a paper trail. If he’s still using Bank of America, they could have done an internal transfer from Guam to any of the branches here in the Bay Area. If he’s switched to another financial institution, the bank might use a wire transfer. If he withdrew it using one or more cashier’s checks, those checks would eventually go back to the bank in Guam with the endorsement of the depositing bank. Any way I look at it, we need those records from the bank on Guam.”


  “I’m working on it.” Castle’s words were sharper than necessary.


  “I doubt he’d risk opening accounts under his own name,” I said. “When you do that, you have to give the bank personal information, like a social security number.”


  “Which we do have,” the lawyer interjected.


  “That’ll help. Rather than run the risk that an investigator like me can trace an account with his name and social security number, Raynor’s probably stashed the cash with someone or loaned some money to a friend or family member. What about his family, Ruth? Where’s he from, before the Navy?”


  “He told me he grew up in San Jose, and his parents are dead. I don’t know much more than that. He said he didn’t like to talk about himself. So we didn’t At the time I felt sorry for him. I can’t imagine not having a family. I’m so close to mine.”


  “Are you living with your folks?” I asked, as long as we were on the subject of families.


  Ruth lifted her chin and smiled. “I did for the first few weeks. But now I have a job and an apartment. Mom and Dad are helping me financially. But that’s just for now. I have to get on my own two feet, and make a home for me and my daughter.”


  Ruth had a job at Kaiser Hospital in Oakland. She’d started last month, working as a secretary in Records, a temporary position with the promise of permanent status later on. And she’d moved into an apartment down the street from Kaiser, at Forty-first and Howe, which meant she could walk to work. She found nearby day care for Wendy. As she talked, I sensed how important it was that she take control of her own life. And I knew that would be hard, given Lenore Franklin’s protective instincts and Admiral Franklin’s forceful, take-charge personality.


  “Sam doesn’t know where I live, of course,” Ruth added.


  “Absolutely not,” her lawyer chimed in. “We’ve got a stay-away order.” The restraining order specified Sam Raynor must stay at least a hundred yards away from Ruth and her residence, place of work, and their daughter’s day care center.


  “What about custody and visitation?” I asked. Divorce always rakes the nerve endings. It’s much worse when children are in the battle zone. This was certainly true in Raynor v. Raynor, judging from the indignation in Ruth’s voice.


  “He doesn’t care anything about Wendy. He never paid any attention to her. Until now.”


  Castle seconded Ruth’s comment. “We’re asking for sole legal and physical custody, of course. As for visitation, it’s the same old story. The party with no interest in the child demands custody and visitation, just to push the other party’s buttons. He’s only pulling this superdad routine to get back at Ruth.”


  Going for Ruth’s soft underbelly, I thought, where he could do the most damage.


  Since Sam Raynor had the right to visit his child, whether or not he cared about her, the court had granted him visitation. Due to Ruth’s concern about her safety, Sam’s visits were controlled and supervised, at the home of Ruth’s parents, under the watchful and no doubt hostile eyes of Lenore and Joseph Franklin.


  “You mentioned that your husband was always running around with his buddies on Guam,” I said. “Did any of those shipmates transfer here in the last year?”


  “I don’t know,” Ruth said. “Sam came and went as he pleased. He didn’t bring friends to the house and I don’t recall any names. Maybe the Korsakovs would know. Ed sometimes gave Sam a ride to the air station when our car wasn’t working.”


  “Your neighbors? Were you good friends?”


  Ruth nodded. “Oh, yes, at least with Betty. We’d have coffee together in the mornings, after her kids went off to school. She’d take me places in her car.”


  “Do you have a current address for them?”


  “Yes, I do.” Ruth picked up her shoulder bag, put it on her lap, and pulled out a slim cloth-bound address book. She flipped through the pages to the K’s.


  “They left Guam a short time before I did,” she said as I wrote down the address. “Ed had orders to the air station at Whidbey Island, in Washington State. That’s his work address. The closest town is Oak Harbor. They’re probably in Navy housing or an apartment. Betty said they were going to buy a house, but I don’t imagine they’ve done that yet.” Ruth smiled wanly. “Betty said she’d be so glad to get back to a place that has all four seasons, and no tree snakes. After she left, I felt so isolated. But I was leaving too. I held on to that. It’s what got me through until June.”


  “Did Sam have a girl in every port?” At that stereotyped description of sailors, the red spots reappeared on Ruth’s cheeks and she ducked her head.


  “Of course,” she said, her voice low. “Probably more than one. From the day we were married until now.”


  If Raynor was dating someone, his current girlfriend would be worth checking out. He could have convinced her to hide a portion of his bankroll, playing on the girlfriend’s sympathy by giving her a song and dance about his greedy soon-to-be ex-wife trying to suck him dry and take him to the financial cleaners. Name that tune—I’ve heard it before.


  So had Blair Castle. I could tell by the look in her eye. “We don’t know where he lives,” she said. “He may be in the enlisted quarters on base or an apartment somewhere. Either way, directory assistance doesn’t have a number for him. My only contact with him is through his lawyer, Henry Tolliver, at one of those law firms that advertises its services as being ‘divorce for men only.’ As if the men needed all the help.”


  Judging from the attorney’s sour tone, she held the opposite opinion, as well as a low regard for Mr. Tolliver, whose office was on MacArthur Boulevard.


  “Sooner or later, Raynor has to visit his lawyer. When he does, I’ll tail him back to where he lives. I’ll need a recent photograph.”


  “Done.” The attorney reached into the folder on her desk and pulled out a snapshot that showed the upper half of a man’s torso. He was broad-shouldered and good-looking, with short curly red hair, and he wore a tropical shirt over white slacks. Standing beside a palm tree, he had a can of beer in his left hand and a big grin on his face.


  “That was taken last summer at a neighborhood barbecue,” Ruth said. “That’s the most recent picture I have.”


  “It’ll be enough. What kind of car is he driving?”


  “A red Pontiac Trans-Am,” the attorney said. “I saw him get into it after the first hearing. I got part of the license number.” She handed me a slip of paper with three letters and a single number. “I assume you can get information from the Department of Motor Vehicles.”


  “It’s getting harder as the DMV gets more concerned about privacy. This should be enough, though.”


  Castle looked at her watch, then fixed me with a businesslike gaze. “Jeri, we’ve got another hearing scheduled in three weeks. I’d like to have some ammunition on Sam Raynor’s finances. He’s lying about the money and I want to nail him.”


  “I’ll do my best.”


  “It’ll take more than your best,” Castle said briskly. “I’m speaking from experience here. Finding that money won’t be easy. Whoever said you can’t get blood out of a stone must have been a divorced woman.”


  Three


  MY OFFICE IS ON THE THIRD FLOOR OF A DOWNTOWN Oakland building on Franklin Street, a short walk from Chinatown, the Old Oakland redevelopment project, and City Center. I’m also shoe-leather distance to the Alameda County Courthouse and various city offices, just as well because parking downtown is a hassle. I rent a space for my Toyota in a parking lot on the same block as my building, but I fear it won’t be long until a developer builds something on it.


  As I came out of the stairwell, I waved a greeting to my friend Cassie, an attorney and partner in the firm of Alwin, Taylor and Chao, which occupies the front suite of offices. She was with a client, standing in front of the elevator looking very serious and lawyerly in her blue linen suit, the kind that wrinkles when I wear it and wouldn’t dare wrinkle on Cassie.


  I unlocked the door to my office, solid wood with gold letters proclaiming J. HOWARD INVESTIGATIONS. The long narrow room was warm so I opened the window and grabbed a bottle of cold mineral water from the little refrigerator I keep at the back. A sheet of paper had emerged from my brand new fax machine. I reached for it and read a pitch to sell me fax paper. Junk fax, the latest variation on junk mail. I crumpled the ad into a ball and tossed it into the wastebasket.


  I checked the messages on my answering machine and returned some calls. Then I opened a file on the Raynor case, making notes on my computer while my meeting with Ruth and her attorney was still fresh in my mind. I added these to the folder, along with my contract and the photograph of Sam Raynor.


  He looks like a cocky bastard, I thought, staring at the snapshot of Raynor. He radiated charm and self-assurance, the cheerful grin on his handsome face masking the wife batterer. Men who beat their wives and children occupy a particularly low rung on my ladder of slimeballs, not far above rapists and deviates who molest children.


  I closed the file abruptly on Sam Raynor’s face and tucked the folder into its alphabetical niche in a filing cabinet drawer. Then I reached for the phone and called directory assistance for Oak Harbor, Washington, hoping that Edward Korsakov was not a common name in that community. It wasn’t. There was only one listing. It was nearly five. With any luck, Ed Korsakov was home from whatever work he did at the Naval Air Station, Whidbey Island, and Betty Korsakov was fixing dinner.


  One of the Korsakov offspring answered the phone. When I asked if one or both parents was home, the kid yelled “Mom! It’s for you.” I winced, holding the receiver away from my ear. A moment later an adult female voice came on the line.


  “Is this Betty Korsakov?” I asked. When she confirmed this, I plunged ahead. “Mrs. Korsakov, my name is Jeri Howard. I’m an investigator in Oakland, California. I’m working for Ruth Raynor, your neighbor on Guam. She’s divorcing her husband.”


  “Good for her,” Betty Korsakov blurted. “It’s about damn time.”


  “You don’t care much for Sam Raynor.”


  She didn’t answer right away. Despite the spontaneity of her first words, I wasn’t sure I’d get much information out of Betty Korsakov. In my dealings with people in the military, I’d noticed a certain us-against-them mentality, them being anyone who was a civilian. Besides, phone calls from private investigators understandably make some people wary.


  “How do I know you’re who you say you are?” she asked finally. Her voice had an eastern accent, I noticed, possibly New York.


  “I understand your caution, Mrs. Korsakov,” I said. “I can’t give you Ruth’s number because it’s unlisted. Her attorney, Blair Castle, can verify my identity and employment.” I recited the lawyer’s telephone number. “After you talk with Ms. Castle, please call me back collect.” I gave her my office number. “I’d appreciate hearing from you as soon as possible.”


  Betty Korsakov didn’t ask me to repeat either phone number, so I assumed she’d written them down. Then suddenly she said, “Wait. Wait a minute. I’ll be right back.”


  There was a muffled clunk as she set down the phone receiver. I strained to hear sounds through hundreds of miles of telephone cable, identifying a dog’s bark, the high voice of a child, a woman talking, answered by the deeper timbre of a man’s voice. A moment later Mrs. Korsakov picked up the receiver again. “You say Ruth Raynor gave you my number?”


  “Just your husband’s work address. You left Guam only two months before Ruth did and that was the only address she had for you. I called directory assistance to get your number.”


  “What else did Ruth say about me?” Betty Korsakov asked. I knew I was being tested.


  “You were next-door neighbors on Guam. I think you were the only friend Ruth had. The two of you would get together for coffee in the morning after your children went to school. She didn’t have a car, so you gave her rides to the commissary and exchange.” I paused, thinking back to that afternoon’s conversation with Ruth, dredging up everything she had said about the Korsakovs.


  “You mailed things for Ruth, because she didn’t want to alert Sam that she’d decided to leave him. When you left Guam for Washington, you told Ruth you’d be glad to get back to a place with four seasons, and no tree snakes.”


  There was silence on the other end of the receiver. Then Betty Korsakov laughed. “I hated those damn tree snakes. They gave me the willies. I guess you have talked to Ruth. I told her that—about the seasons—the day the movers came to pack up our household goods. Okay, I don’t need to talk to the lawyer. What do you want to know?”


  “Sam Raynor had a large sum of money in a bank account on Guam,” I explained. “Now that Ruth has filed for divorce, the money’s disappeared. He denies ever having it. He’s hiding it, so he won’t have to split the cash as community property in the divorce settlement I’m trying to locate it.”


  “Sounds just like him, the creep. I don’t know how I can help you. If that deadbeat had any money, it’s news to me.” It was evident from Betty Korsakov’s scathing tone that she was prepared to rake Sam Raynor over a slow fire of white-hot coals. My favorite type of interview.


  “You don’t like Sam?” I asked again.


  “After seeing the way he treated Ruth? Good God, no.  He acted like she was dirt under his feet, especially when he’d been drinking. He yelled at her all the time. And he ignored that child.” She sighed over the phone line.


  “I knew he was hitting Ruth. Not that I ever saw him do it, but I could tell. She was so cowed when she was around him, like she was waiting for the next slap. Once Ed and I came back from a week’s vacation in Japan and Ruth had a broken arm. And the black eye before that. Supposedly accidents, but I didn’t buy that for a minute. I tried to talk to Ruth about it, to see if I could steer her to some counseling, but she was very heavily into denial. Then sometime after last Christmas she seemed to come to her senses. She told me when Sam got orders, she was gonna leave him. That’s when I mailed those boxes to her parents. She only did that a few times, so she wouldn’t tip him off.”


  “You mentioned Sam’s drinking. Any observations?”


  “He was a nasty drunk. Whenever he had too much, it was like being around a snake. Like if you made the wrong move, he’d bite whoever was handy.” As Betty Korsakov spoke, my mind furnished an image of Raynor’s face atop a coiled scaly body. “And he thought he was God’s gift to women. I’m sure he had several women on the side. That kind usually does.”


  “Did he ever put the moves on you?”


  “He sure as hell did.” Her voice turned angry. “At a neighborhood barbecue, the first year we were on Guam. Sam got drunk and made a pass at me. He didn’t take it too well when I told him to keep his damn hands to himself. Didn’t want to take no for an answer until I threatened to tell my husband. After that he was really hostile, like any woman who turned down the great Sam Raynor was a bitch or crazy. He didn’t want Ruth to associate with me either. I guess he was afraid I’d tell her what a loser he was. Of course, I’d been doing that since the day I met them. For all his catting around, Sam Raynor doesn’t like women at all.”


  Betty Korsakov was probably right on target with that salvo. I’ve encountered more than a few men with the same problem.


  “I haven’t met him yet,” I said, “but I don’t think I’ve missed much. Ruth says their financial situation was lean.”


  “Sam used to poormouth all the time. He bitched about how an enlisted man’s salary didn’t stretch far enough. He drove a real clunker of a car. It was always breaking down. He gave Ruth barely enough to buy the necessities. I passed along my kids’ hand-me-downs for Wendy. Ruth sewed, so she’d alter them. Of course, Sam was a sharp dresser. He didn’t mind spending money on himself. I saw him once, at a jewelry store in Agana. He was buying a ring, gold with a big hunk of apple-green jade, had to be expensive. Of course I never saw Ruth wear it. It’s probably on some other woman’s finger. No, if Sam Raynor had any money stashed away, I never saw any evidence of it. He probably got it illegally.”


  “I had considered that. That’s why I wanted to talk to someone who knew him on Guam.”


  “Hang on,” she said. “My husband wants to talk to you.”


  A moment later a new voice boomed in my ear. Ed Korsakov was definitely from Brooklyn. “So you want to know about Sam Raynor. Sounds like my wife’s given you an earful already.”


  “You and Raynor both worked at NAS Agana.”


  “Yeah, but he was with a different squadron. I’d give him a ride to the air station when his car broke down, but that was it. When you’re in the Navy, living with all sorts of people in housing, you live and let live. But to tell you the truth, I didn’t have much use for the guy. Didn’t like the way he treated his wife and kid. I know he cheated on Ruth. I used to see him hanging around the clubs down on Hotel Row with a blonde.”


  “Any idea how Raynor came by a large chunk of money? Say, a hundred thousand?”


  “Him?” Ed Korsakov sounded surprised. “He was always a dollar short. The kinda guy who borrows a twenty till payday, then never pays it back. If Raynor’s got money, I’d sure as hell wonder how he got it. He used to take trips to the Philippines and Thailand. Lot of drugs get smuggled through Guam. Other stuff too, like jewelry. You should talk to a buddy of mine, named Duffy LeBard. He was with the Armed Forces Police Detachment on Guam. When he left Guam he went to Treasure Island. He’s the chief of police there. I bet Duffy knows a thing or two about Sam Raynor. You call Duffy, tell him Ed said hello.”


  Neither of the Korsakovs had anything to add. I thanked them and hung up the phone, reaching for one of the Bay Area phone directories I keep in a bookcase behind my desk. In this case it was a San Francisco directory, because the naval base at Treasure Island, in the middle of San Francisco Bay, is considered part of the city. I found the number I needed, but the patrolman who answered told me that Chief Duffy LeBard had gone home, not surprising, since it was nearly six in the evening. I left my name and phone number, adding that I’d call again tomorrow.


  It was time I went home as well. I closed the window, locked my office, and took the stairs down to Franklin Street. I live in Adams Point, a hilly area near Lake Merritt and downtown Oakland, crowded with apartment buildings, condos, and the occasional turn-of-the-century house that has survived the wrecking ball. My apartment is at the rear of a U-shaped stucco building, a series of connected bungalows under one red-tiled roof, surrounded by a tall steel security fence with a gate at the top of the U. The outer walls are covered with ivy and bougainvillea, and there’s a flagstone courtyard in the center, with a fountain that is now dry in deference to the drought. The lemon tree near my front porch is surviving well enough to provide me with a handful of small yellow fruit now and then.


  When I first saw my cat Abigail, ten years ago, she was a little brown and silver fluffball right out of the litter, tiny enough at eight weeks to fit in the palm of my hand. Now she is fat enough around the midsection to warrant diet cat food and warning clucks from the veterinarian. She wasn’t in her usual spot, lying along the back of the sofa where she looked out the window and chirruped at the hummingbirds that buzz my neighbor’s feeder or the mourning doves exploring the bone-dry fountain. The day had been too hot for her to lie on anything that would retain warmth.


  As I unlocked the front door I spotted her raggedy yellow yarn mouse discarded on the carpet at the foot of my round oak dining table. I raised my eyes and saw the cat sprawled on the cool wooden surface of the table, half on her back, half on her side, with her striped belly exposed. She had shoved a placemat out of the way, just to make herself comfortable. I leaned over to greet her. She meowed at me, stretched and yawned, then reached out a paw and patted me on the nose.


  “I see you had a strenuous day of sleeping.” I hung my purse over the back of a chair. “Balanced by eating and visits to the cat box.” I scratched the cat’s round belly, then headed for the bedroom, where I kicked off my shoes, removed my work clothes, and put on shorts, a T-shirt, and sandals.


  Northern California has experienced several drought years and I’ve developed some water-stingy habits, such as keeping a bucket in the shower to catch the water that runs as the heater kicks in, which in my building can sometimes take a while. Now I collected my bucket and carried it to my back door, which leads off the kitchen to my patio. The concrete square gets the afternoon sun, and I have a lawn chair and a small barbecue grill in one corner. It offers a stunning view of the apartment building in back of me, which I’ve masked by a tall redwood trellis and a fragrant jasmine bush.


  I have decided the only way to obtain tomatoes that taste like tomatoes is to grow them myself. Four pots are arrayed in front of the trellis, each containing a tomato plant. The first two are Sweet 100s, a type of cherry tomato, small and sweet. The second pair are a larger variety known as San Francisco Fog. The plants are doing well in their containers. All four have outgrown the confines of their metal cages, branches heavy with fruit in varying stages of ripeness, and I’ve had to tie the foliage to the trellis. Now I stuck my fingers into the soil of each pot to see how dry it was before dipping water from the bucket. Then I harvested my crop, leaning close and searching the green leaves for bright red tomatoes.


  Gardening is not pure reward, however, as anyone who has done it will tell you. If you grow tomatoes, you get tomato worms, and they are among God’s ugliest critters. Long and smooth with horned segments, they are the same shade of green as a tomato plant, and they blend so well with the foliage that you can’t spot them until they get big enough to gnaw on a lot of tomatoes. Suddenly you see them, looming at you like some rubbery monster from a Japanese horror flick.


  I hate the damn things. When we were youngsters, my kid brother Brian knew of my aversion, so of course he used all available creepy-crawlies to plague me. He’d pull the fat green worms off the backyard tomato plants and throw them at me, or leave them in my dresser drawers, tucked into my neatly folded underwear. Once or twice he’d even slip one down the back of my dress, chortling with delight while I clawed and squealed.


  He denies this now, especially in the presence of his own children. He prefers to concentrate on my past transgressions, like the time I pushed him out of the oak tree in me front yard of the big Victorian house in Alameda where we grew up. As I recall, he had it coming, though I don’t remember why. And he didn’t break any bones. Despite Brian’s selective memory, tomato worms were for many years part of the tapestry of summer, woven into memory with mounds of produce from my mother’s garden and Dad cranking the handle on the wooden ice cream freezer.


  Today I didn’t see any tomato worms munching on my tomato plants, though a half-gnawed green tomato gave evidence they’d been there. I carried my ripe red jewels back to the kitchen and rinsed them at the sink, then cut up a few to add to the big green salad I was having for dinner.


  Abigail rose from her nap on the oak table, stretched and thumped down to the carpet by way of a chair, purring in anticipation of kibble. After both of us had eaten, I washed the few dishes and retired to the living room, debating between the movie I’d recorded the other night or the paperback novel I hadn’t yet started. Either way, I didn’t feel energetic enough to tackle housework or laundry. In the first case, my clutter threshold hadn’t yet been reached, and in the second, I still had clean underwear available.


  I was sprawled on my sofa with my nose in the book and Abigail on my lap when the phone rang. I stuck a bookmark between the pages and dislodged the cat, who grumbled at being moved, and went to answer the phone. It was Alex Tongco, the Navy officer I’d been dating for the past three months.


  I met Alex while working on a case involving the death of his uncle, one of my father’s colleagues in the history department at California State University, Hayward. Alex had pursued me with amorous intent, but now that our relationship had progressed past the initial cat-and-mouse stage, I suspected he was more interested in pursuing than in catching. I’d seen Abigail exhibit the same behavior when I teased her with one of her cat toys.


  I recalled my earlier question to Ruth, whether Sam Raynor had a girl in every port. Alex certainly had in the past. It was a factor in the breakup of his marriage. So was the constant moving. Sailors—in fact, all military personnel—transfer every few years. Alex had already told me he was due for orders by year-end, probably overseas. So I wasn’t viewing this as a long-term relationship. Still, Alex and I shared an interest in jazz and old movies, as well as a strong physical attraction. We might as well enjoy each other’s company for the moment.


  “I was out of town for a few days,” Alex was saying, explaining why he hadn’t called. “Got back this afternoon. Chief Yancy and I had to go to a training session down at North Island. He’s the newest chief in the department, just transferred here from WestPac.” WestPac was shorthand for Western Pacific. Alex had familiarized me with Navy jargon, a sometimes bewildering array of abbreviations. “How about dinner and a movie on Friday?” he asked.


  Alex didn’t have any preferences, so I looked at the schedules affixed with magnets to my refrigerator door, one for the U.C. Theater, a repertory house in Berkeley, and the other for the Paramount here in Oakland, an Art Deco Moderne gem that frequently shows classic movies on Friday nights. Our choice at the U.C. was an Akira Kurosawa double bill. Neither of us was in the mood for Kurosawa.


  “Dark Victory is at the Paramount,” I told him. “One of my favorite Bette Davis weepies. Though it’s beyond me how any intelligent woman could chose George Brent over Humphrey Bogart.”


  He laughed. “Well, let’s go see if she’s come to her senses. Where shall we have dinner?”


  “Let’s try that Vietnamese place over on Clay, Le Cheval.”


  We agreed to meet at the restaurant, then Alex asked if I was still going to Monterey Labor Day weekend. When I answered with a terse yes, he said, “Why do I think you’re not looking forward to the trip?”


  I sighed. “Do you get along with your mother?”


  He laughed, and I pictured his dark sardonic face. “Of course I get along with my mother. I’m a good Filipino son. I listen politely to all her advice, I go to Sunday dinner at her place once a month, and Carlos and I send her to Manila twice a year. Does this have something to do with your mother?”


  My response was general rather than specific. “I haven’t been down to Monterey since Christmas, and here it is August.”


  “I believe that’s called avoidance,” Alex said.


  I didn’t answer, which was also avoidance. My relationship with my mother has been a little shaky ever since she and my father split up. Okay, a lot shaky. She left him, returning to Monterey, where she grew up, to open a restaurant. To be honest about it, I’ve always felt closer to Dad, and after the divorce, I felt he needed me more than she did. They remained friends, sharing a lot of history after nearly thirty years of marriage. My brother Brian and his family went down to Monterey frequently, but Mother and I have always been like a couple of cactuses, too prickly to get close to one another.


  Still, I liked visiting the large extended tribe of Doyles and Ravellas who called the Monterey peninsula home. So Labor Day weekend, the last hurrah of summer, I planned to head south and stay a week—depending on how well I got along with Mother during those seven days. Things were slow here at the end of August. Dad was on vacation with his friend and fellow professor, Isabel Kovaleski. They’d driven up the coast to Oregon and weren’t due back until Labor Day. My caseload was looking short-term and routine, lightening each day as I wrapped up several assignments. The Raynor case was the newest folder in the filing cabinet, and I was sure it wouldn’t take long for me to sniff out where Raynor had hidden the money.


  “I’m still going to Monterey,” I said. “If this new case doesn’t get complicated, I’ll have a clear calendar by then.”


  “What is the new case?”


  “I can’t really tell you, except that it involves a sailor.”


  “Then I don’t want to know,” Alex said firmly. He was always curious about what I did for a living but he didn’t want to get involved. Nor would I ask him to aid in my search for information on Sam Raynor. As a serviceman, Alex was bound by the provisions of the Privacy Act, and he could get into serious trouble raiding personnel records.


  “Then I won’t tell you. Hangang sa muli,” I said, trying out some of my recently acquired Tagalog, which in this instance translated as “So long.”


  Four


  DUFFY LEBARD CALLED ME THE NEXT MORNING, shortly after I arrived at my office. As a chief petty officer, no doubt LeBard had a long tenure in the Navy, probably all over the map, but those years of service had done little to alter a pronounced Southern drawl.


  “I want to talk about Sam Raynor,” I said, after telling LeBard who I was. “Ed Korsakov suggested I call.”


  “I’d rather do this face-to-face. In my office.”


  “That’s fine with me, Chief LeBard.” I glanced down at my desk calendar, which had very little written under today’s date. “I’m free this morning, or I could do it early this afternoon.”


  “One o’clock. I’ll leave your name with the Marine at the gate. He can tell you how to get here.”


  As I hung up the phone, I was certain LeBard would use the intervening time to call Korsakov to verify my story. He’d probably contact the Oakland Police Department as well, just to check my credentials.


  I set the wheels rolling on a credit check on Sam Raynor, then I made several cold calls to local banks. I pretended to have a check for several thousand dollars from Raynor and asked the teller if it would clear. The method was time-consuming but sometimes effective. But this time I came up with nothing, more and more convinced that Raynor had hidden his money with someone else so it couldn’t be traced to his name.


  My contact at the Department of Motor Vehicles agreed to run a check on Raynor’s partial license plate number, though he grumbled, as always, and warned that it would take several days. Right now it appeared that my best shot for locating Sam Raynor’s residence was by tailing him. I could latch onto him when he visited his attorney. If, as Blair Castle mentioned, the Raynors had a divorce hearing scheduled in three weeks, I hoped Raynor would pay a call on his lawyer soon. Given the working hours at the air station, I figured Raynor for a late afternoon appointment. That meant staking out the lawyer’s office for a few days, until I spotted the redhead who drove a red Trans-Am.


  I spent the rest of the morning at the Alameda County Courthouse, doing research for another case. That done, I walked the six blocks back to my building and bought a turkey sandwich at a nearby deli before climbing the stairs to my office. I managed to eat the whole thing without interruption. Then I switched on the computer and, using the information garnered from my morning’s research at the courthouse, wrote a report for my client. He lived up north, near Clear Lake, so I faxed it to him. I’m having lots of fun with my new toy, I thought, watching the sheets feed into the machine. My next scheduled big purchase is a copier. At present I’m using the one at the law firm next door, not always convenient.


  At twelve-thirty I locked the office and headed for Treasure Island to keep my appointment with Duffy LeBard. After handing my cash to the toll taker at the eastern end of the Bay Bridge, I drove up the long rise to the upper deck of the bridge’s cantilevered section, staying in the far left lane. I took the exit leading to Yerba Buena Island, where the road wound to the left around the rocky tree-covered cone, until a picture postcard vista of San Francisco came into view, the Ferry Building in sharp focus on the city’s waterfront. The road led down to a short level causeway, and I arrived at the gate of Treasure Island, shortly before one o’clock.


  While Yerba Buena is a natural island, its close neighbor is man-made, a flat expanse of landfill dredged from the bay in the late thirties. Treasure Island was the site for the 1939-40 Golden Gate International Exposition, which many folks remember with a warm glow of nostalgia. After the fair closed, the island was supposed to be the site for San Francisco’s airport, but World War II intervened. The Navy covered the island with housing, offices, and warehouses. Some of the structures and statues built for the fair still survive, notably the base’s administration building, which faces San Francisco; its curved facade looks like some 1930s Art Deco version of an airport terminal. Whenever I see it, I get the urge to take the Clipper to Manila.


  At the gate I gave my name to a scrawny young Marine. He checked his clipboard and gave me directions to the base police office, where I cooled my heels for a few minutes because Chief LeBard was on the phone. I sat on a hard plastic chair and waited, reading a recent issue of Navy Times, its lead story detailing the Navy’s well-publicized problems with sexual harassment. Finally I heard a baritone voice with a slow drawl redolent of jambalaya and dirty rice. “Miz Howard? I’m Chief LeBard.”


  I stood and faced him. He was a big man, at least six-foot-three, with wide shoulders, long legs, a deep chest, and just a hint of belly at the waist of his sharply-tailored khaki uniform. He had the kind of Southern bad boy sensuality I associated with Elvis or Jerry Lee, and I could easily imagine him with his wavy black hair combed into a pompadour, his wide-lipped mouth crooning a ballad into a microphone. There were silver threads in the black, and I guessed his age at about forty.


  As he shut the door to his office and waved me toward a chair, Duffy LeBard looked me over, heavy-lidded brown eyes curtained by long black lashes, and smiled. “Would you like some coffee, Miz Howard?”


  “I’ll bet it’s got chicory in it,” I said, placing his accent as I returned his smile.


  “You’d be right” He raised one thick eyebrow. “You like chicory in your coffee?”


  “Every now and then I give it a try.” I waited while he crossed his small office to a table and picked up a coffeepot. Then he turned and handed me a dark blue ceramic mug.


  “Cream or sugar?” he inquired.


  I shook my head and sat down in the chair in front of his desk, sipping the steaming black brew. “Now that’s a real wake-up call,” I said, as caffeine and chicory hit me full bore.


  LeBard laughed and settled into his own chair, a battered wooden number that creaked with his weight. He raised his own mug to his lips and I noted the absence of rings on both hands.


  “Where are you from, Chief?”


  “Oh, down around Baton Rouge,” he said, giving his pronunciation of the Louisiana capital a decidely French twist.


  “You must have hit the Gingerbread House your first week in the Bay Area,” I said, mentioning a popular Oakland restaurant famed for its Cajun and Creole cuisine.


  “Day I got off the plane. And about once a month ever since. Now, they do make a good pot of red beans and rice, but so do I. And I truly believe mine is better.” He made the words sound like an invitation to a taste test. The man was flirting with me, and I was enjoying every minute of it.


  Then his manner turned crisp and businesslike. “I have an acquaintance over at the Oakland Police Department,” he said, setting his mug on his desk. “He says you’ve got a pretty good reputation as a private investigator. I also called Ed Korsakov up at Whidbey Island. He told me why you’re asking questions.”


  “Are you going to give me any answers?”


  “Ordinarily I wouldn’t.” LeBard took a swallow of coffee, set the mug on his desk blotter and leaned back in his chair. “I’ve got no business getting involved in domestic matters. As a Navy man and a police officer, I’m restricted by certain rules and regulations.”


  I sipped the coffee and considered the chief’s disclaimers. “If you’re not going to give me any answers, why did you keep the appointment?”


  “Sam Raynor,” LeBard said, his voice as close to ice as it would ever get. “He’s a real piece of work.”


  “So people tell me. I haven’t met him.”


  “You don’t want to. I’ve met cottonmouths and alligators I like better. And trust more.”


  “What else can you tell me about Sam Raynor?”


  Chief LeBard didn’t answer my question. Instead he asked one of his own. “You know anything about Guam, Miz Howard?”


  I shrugged, pulling together the few facts I knew from school and from talking to Alex, who had been stationed there. “Guam’s in Micronesia, the largest island in the Marianas chain. Its history is similar to the Philippines. Both were Spanish possessions for about three hundred years, both acquired by the U.S. during the Spanish-American War. Guam’s still American territory, though, with a representative in Congress. Other than some islands off the coast of Alaska, Guam was the only American soil occupied by the Japanese during World War Two.”


  LeBard nodded. “The Japanese treated the population pretty rough, even executed a priest. A lot of the old folks who remember the war don’t look too kindly on the Japanese tourists who fly down for vacation. It’s only three hours by air from Tokyo to Guam, a little farther to Manila. A lot of history out there on those islands. When the Yanks took Guam and Saipan in ’forty-four, those were bloody battles. And of course Tinian is where the Enola Gay took off, headed for Hiroshima. Seems like every time they dig a trench in downtown Agana, they find unexploded ordnance from the war, and have to call the Navy to defuse the damn things. A Japanese straggler turned up back in ’seventy-two, if you can imagine that. It’s a real small island, about thirty-five miles long, a figure-eight tilted to one side.” He traced the island’s shape in the air. “Maybe four miles wide at the narrowest point, eight miles at the widest. Takes all of three hours to drive around it. But down at the southern part there’s mountains and thick jungle, with only trails leading in. So I guess a Japanese straggler hiding until the seventies isn’t that surprising.”


  “Is the history and geography lesson leading somewhere, Chief?” I asked, sipping coffee.


  LeBard picked up his mug and smiled at me over the rim. “In due time, Miz Howard, in due time. A lot of military people like Guam, enough to retire over there. Pleasant climate, right above the equator, and two seasons, wet and dry, though you have to worry about the occasional typhoon. Very American, yet just a little bit foreign. When I did my first tour over there, about fifteen years ago, my sea daddy, this old chief who’d been in the Navy since Moses was an altar boy, said to me, ‘Duffy, you gonna find out what it’s like to be in a minority.’ And he was right.”


  “So Guam is American, yet not American.”


  “Plagued by the same problems we have stateside. Only Guam’s a lot closer to the source.”


  “The source being the Golden Triangle,” I said.


  LeBard nodded. “Just a short hop from Agana to Manila,  Hong Kong or Bangkok. A lot of sailors come back from those trips toting a few things they weren’t carrying when they left. Sam Raynor was one of them. I’ll bet that’s where he got that money he’s so interested in hiding from his wife.”


  “You’re telling me Raynor was smuggling drugs into Guam?”


  “Drugs, and anything else he could carry onto a plane,” LeBard said. “I never could prove it. I was an investigator with the Armed Forces Police Detachment, and we worked with the Drug Enforcement Agency and the Guam Department of Public Safety. The stuff was coming in on a regular schedule. The local drug kingpin used tourists and sailors as mules. I think Raynor was a mule, selling stuff on the side. He took a lot of vacations to those cities I mentioned, particularly Bangkok. He always seemed to be flush when it came to money. And there always seemed to be a lot of heroin floating around town when he got back. I got close a couple of times, but I never could catch the son of a bitch red-handed.”


  LeBard balled his right hand into a fist and punched the flat of his left hand several times. I could feel his frustration across the space that separated us. He’d switched from we to I. His feelings about Sam Raynor were personal.


  “Raynor’s smart and slick. He walked a fine line, keeping his nose clean enough not to aggravate the locals or the Navy brass. You talk to anyone who worked with him, I’m sure they’d say he was a fine example of a sailor. He’s got a way of charming people. They don’t see past the charm until it’s too late.”


  That must have been how it was for Ruth, I thought, swept off her feet into a marriage with a man who was abusive and dangerous. “What’s under the charm?” I asked LeBard.


  “The man’s a sociopath.” The chief frowned, resting his fist on his desk blotter. “Raynor knew about our investigation, back on Guam. He knew I was on his trail. I could tell that by the way he’d look at me when we happened to meet. It was a ‘catch-me-if-you-can’ look. Only I never could. If Sam Raynor’s involved in something illegal back here, I’d sure like to nail his ass.”


  “I’m sure you would,” I told him. “But I’m less interested in where he got his money than I am in what he’s done with it. If I uncover any information about Raynor’s illegal activities, I’d certainly pass it along to the appropriate authorities. I would hope that those authorities would reciprocate.”


  “Anything’s possible.” LeBard laced his hands behind his head, leaned back in his creaky wooden chair and surveyed me with his heavy-lidded eyes.


  “Raynor had an account at the Bank of America in Agana. He closed it before he left Guam, before he was served with divorce papers. My job is to find out what he did with that money. Mrs. Raynor’s attorney has subpoenaed the bank’s records, but it’ll take time to get a response. In the course of your investigation on Guam, did you check into Raynor’s finances?”


  “Not really. I knew he had money, and I guessed where he got it. He’d spread it around, buying drinks for his buddies and presents for his string of ladies. Sounds like for all his free spending, Raynor made some regular deposits. After a couple of years he must have had quite a bit of cash stashed away.”


  “Enough to make a difference for Mrs. Raynor and her daughter. You mentioned Raynor’s buddies on Guam. Are any of those people in the Bay Area? I hear it’s a small Navy. You run into the same people at different duty stations. Does Raynor have friends or acquaintances in northern California?”


  Duffy LeBard snorted. “I know of one. Raynor had a running mate on Guam, an obnoxious little squirt named Harlan Pettibone. He tagged after Raynor like a puppy. Now he’s over at the air station in Alameda. Spent a week in the brig, right after he arrived last spring. Harlan’s idea of recreation is to get snot-slinging drunk and fight everyone within range. That’s why he’s still a seaman. Every time he makes rate to petty officer, he gets busted.”


  “That means they take his promotion away from him. I’m surprised he’s still in the Navy.”


  “Harlan’s a good candidate for a bad conduct discharge,” the chief said, his hand reaching for the coffee mug.
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