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One hot July afternoon in 1960, twelve-year-old John Ryland bent down close to the sidewalk in front of his house in Bellevue, Washington, and—as a twelve-year-old might be inclined to do for no better reason than to pass the time away—picked up a large rock to squash a small brown spider. As he raised the rock over his head to get the maximum momentum on the downward thrust, a loud and angry voice spoke at his elbow.
“Just what do you think you’re doing?” The voice demanded.
“What?”
Surprised at the intrusion, John nearly dropped the rock.
“I said, just what do you think you’re getting ready to do to that helpless little spider?”
John shielded his eyes with his free hand against the glare of the afternoon sun. He looked up and saw a young girl, a stranger to the neighborhood, who stood with her hands on her hips and scowled down at him. With the halo from the sun at her back, her shoulder-length hair appeared as dark-golden as the pictures he’d seen in his social studies book of the Kansas wheat fields just before harvest time. Her eyes were as emerald green as the earrings his mother wore on special occasions. But those eyes did not look the least bit friendly at that moment.
“I’m…I’m going to…I mean…I was going to….” John stammered.
“I know what you were going to do! So don’t try to lie your way out of it! Just tell me why!”
John scrambled to his feet as he pushed back a lock of wavy black hair that had fallen over his forehead, and stared at his accuser.
Who was this girl who questioned him in such anger? He wondered. She looked to be a couple of years younger than he was. And, like him, she was also dressed in shorts and a T-shirt.
He was positive he had never seen her before. But…there was something about her presence that made him feel that long ago…somewhere…sometime…he had known her before. Where or how, he didn’t know.
“Well, it’s a spider, that’s why! Spiders can be poisonous!” John answered.
He felt proud of his explanation. That should put her in her place, he thought.
“That’s true, they can be poisonous.” She nodded in agreement, and then shook her head. “But not here in Western Washington. I read all about this state before we moved here from California last week, and there was no mention of poisonous spiders in this area. Maybe across the mountains, but not here. Anyhow, don’t you know, dummy, spiders are your friends, ’specially if you’re good to ‘em!”
“Oh, brother! You’re cuckoo, that’s what I think!” John exclaimed.
“No, really, I mean it. Spiders are really neat. Look!”
She leaned over and put her hand on the sidewalk next to the spider. Without hesitation, the spider climbed on her outstretched hand and ran up her arm.
“See! He knows I wouldn’t hurt him.”
John still was not convinced that spiders were friendly. But he had lost his appetite to see spider guts at the moment, and he let the rock fall to the ground.
The new girl straightened up and looked at John with a twinkle in her eyes.
“Hmm. Maybe I should still report you to the Stop Killing Spiders Patrol!”
“The…the what? You gotta be kidding!” The words exploded from John’s mouth. He, of course, didn’t believe there was such a group, but in his young mind he suddenly saw himself in handcuffs and branded a spider killer as he was hauled off to jail.
His accuser giggled as she placed the spider on a shrub.
“Of course I’m kidding, silly! I was just having a little fun with you. It’s really none of my business if you kill spiders, if that’s your thing, but I really wish you wouldn’t. By the way, my name’s Annie James. I live down the street in the white house with the yellow trim. We just moved in over the week-end.”
Annie offered her hand to show that she bore no grudges.
As John shook the small hand, he suddenly had the strange feeling that his life had just changed forever in some climatic way.
“John Ryland. I live here.” He motioned to the house behind him.
“You’re my very first friend here, Johnny.” Annie said, with a nod of her head.
John’s back stiffened.
“My name is John!” He announced between clenched teeth. At twelve, he insisted everyone call him by his given name, and not by a youthful nickname.
“Right! I heard you! It’s alright with me if other people call you John. And I don’t care if your teachers call you John, too. But, I’ll call you Johnny, ‘cause that’s my favorite name!”
In Annie’s voice was the determination of a budding young woman.
Later, John thought it was her smile that did it. Never mind about her braces, or the fact that she was about the skinniest little thing he’d ever seen. When he looked into her face, and her eyes smiled at him, the world and all the promise that it held suddenly made sense to him. He knew in that instant that somewhere in the deepest, most secret place within him that he would love this Annie James...this spider-saving little wisp of a girl…throughout this lifetime, and whatever lay beyond.
The world was never the same again for John Ryland.
His hand in hers,
and the die was cast,
for the new dawn to begin…
SEATTLE—CURRENT DATE
Friday - Day 1
“Name’s John Ryland. Mind if I turn the recorder on while we talk?” The Homicide Detective asked as he walked into the interrogation room at Police Headquarters in downtown Seattle.
At age sixty-three, John Ryland’s once all-black, wavy hair was now streaked with grey. The passage of time had written character lines on his face, but the face itself was still ruggedly handsome. His eyes were only slightly less blue than they were at the time he’d met Annie James—which was several years before the accident in 1970—but now they held a far-away gleam in them, as though he were a stranger in an unfamiliar time and place.
There always seemed to be a kind of melancholy that clung to Ryland that was evident in the set of his mouth and the slight sideways slant of his head at times. Those who knew him sometimes sensed a longing in him, even in the midst of crowds.
Ryland turned a chair around and straddled it. The teenage murder suspect, Gregory Reynolds, didn’t attempt to avoid his eyes, but stared back at him with what he took to be a mixture of fear and disdain.
Ryland laid the recorder on the table between him and the young man seated at the long table in the middle of the room. Because of the unusual high heat and humidity, he hadn’t bothered to button the top of his gray-striped shirt, nor straighten his tie, which he seldom wore knotted close to his neck anyway. He was a muscular man, tall, and with the imposing stance of a prizefighter.
Ryland’s leather holster was looped over both broad shoulders, and his Austrian-made Glock9.mm semiautomatic police issue pistol was close against his body under his left arm. Hooked on his belt he carried a set of Peerless chrome-plated steel handcuffs. Altogether, taking in his stature and the intimidating paraphernalia he carried, he gave the appearance of a formidable adversary as he eyed the African-American youth.
Without waiting for an answer to his question, Ryland turned the recorder on.
“Know why we’re here?”
The youthful eyes behind glasses too large for his face turned belligerent.
“Yeah! You’re handlin’ my case now! Don’t mean nothin’ to me! Way I sees it, you’re jest like all them other profilin’ cops! I ain’t sayin’ nothin’ more to any you jerks, so you might as well leave me alone!”
“Whoa! Back up a little! First off, I don’t profile!”
Ryland had the distinctive reputation of being the Homicide Detective in the Seattle Police Department who had brought the most criminals to justice year after year. He was admired not only by his associates, but also in a strange, respectful way by the very men and women he tracked, because of his innate honesty, and the non-prejudiced way he handled each case. Many times he’d helped prove someone innocent of the crime he or she was supposed to have committed. But, if that same person was guilty beyond a reasonable doubt, once that was a given, Ryland would ceaselessly track him or her down until there was nowhere else to hide. That was reason enough to make guilty criminals quiver when they learned he was on their case.
“That’s what they all say!” The youth snapped.
Ryland appeared unconcerned by the young man’s belligerence.
“Second, you were right about your case being reassigned to me. I’m here to listen to your version of what happened the evening of the murder.”
Ryland had not been surprised when he was handed the Wes Thompson murder case over the objections of Frank Davis and Blake Jones, the two narcotic detectives who had arrested the young suspect for the crime because drugs were suspected. Since the case involved the murder of one of Matthew Delaney’s workers on The Delaney Project—the first hydrogen-fuel-cell-car to be ready for mass production—it made sense that the billionaire real estate mogul would request his brother-in-law—John Ryland--do the investigating. And Matthew Delaney’s requests were generally looked on favorably by all in the greater Seattle area, including law enforcement.
Normally, Ryland would have been reassigned the case along with his partner, but Bob Nelson was recuperating in the hospital due to an emergency operation for a ruptured appendix. Until his return, Ryland was working alone.
“Screw you!” Reynolds crossed his arms over his chest and glared at Ryland.
“And third, after I read your file I did some checking on your background. You belonged to the debate team in high school, and you recently graduated with a B-average, so there’s no reason for you to resort to street talk. Unless you just want to keep up the charade?”
By checking into state, local, and federal computerized data systems, Ryland had gotten a good idea of the kind of person young Gregory Reynolds was before he met him. He knew the young man lived with his grandmother in Seattle, and that he had no sisters or brothers. He drove a nineteen ninety Chevrolet car, and he had no outstanding parking tickets. He had never taken part in any riots, and he did not belong to any overt organizations. During high school, he was a B student, and he had excelled as a runner on the track team. Since high school, he had worked during the off-rainy months as a construction helper. He had no prior police records.
From the murder victim’s file, Ryland had learned that the Reynolds’ youth had been found with a small amount of BC Bud—high-grade marijuana—in his possession when he was arrested. The only thing that connected the kid to the case was the fact that he and the murder victim had both frequented the same bar the night of the murder.
Altogether, Ryland thought, young Reynolds seemed an unlikely murder suspect. And the fact that Frank Davis and Blake Jones—two detectives who made the whole police force look bad at times—had been the arresting officers, made it seem even more strange.
“Why should I trust you anymore than the two cops who arrested me for this bogus crime?” Although Reynolds had dropped the street talk, his voice was as sullen as his eyes behind the too-large glasses.
In the closeness of the interrogation room, Ryland felt the intensity of the ninety-degree heat as beads of perspiration began to darken his underarms. He’d hoped the early morning rain would help reduce the temperature, but it hadn’t.
“Believe me, I really am here to help you, if you’re as innocent as you say. Tell me, why were you at the Southside Bar on the night of the murder?” The information was already in the file, but Ryland wanted to hear everything directly from Reynolds.
“I just went there for a beer after leaving the unemployment office. Since I lost my construction job due to this crappy economy, I’ve been looking elsewhere for work. No luck so far. Just didn’t feel like going home for awhile and having to face my grandma’s questions. Anyhow, the thought of a cold beer sounded good in this heat.”
“Oh? According to your file you’re not old enough to drink in a bar. Didn’t they ID you?”
Gregory shrugged.
“Yeah, well, anybody can get false ID nowadays! It still don’t…doesn’t make me a murderer!”
“Gregory, how long…”
“Call me ‘G’. Gregory makes me sound like some nerd!”
“How long were you in the bar, ‘G’?”
“I got there about ten-thirty, had a couple beers, played three games of pool with another guy, and left a little after midnight.”
“Did this person you played pool with leave the bar with you?”
“No. He left a little before me.”
“Did he tell you his name?”
“Yeah. Kyle something or other. I don’t remember the rest. I’d had a few beers by then. The waitress might know him.”
Ryland made a mental note to check with the waitress.
“Can you describe him?”
“White dude. Tall. Beer belly. Wore a cap pulled low, with stringy, red hair sticking out the sides. Maybe thirty or so. That’s all I remember.”
“While you were in the bar, did you see the deceased?”
“There was this guy sitting at a table in the shadows. Might have been him, but I couldn’t swear to it.”
“Was he alone?”
“Yeah, I think he was.”
“Were lots of people in the bar that evening?”
“No not many. You know, week night.”
“Then why can’t you be sure if you saw the victim, and if he was alone or not?”
“Because the lights were too low! Look, I went there to relax and get out of the heat, not to check on who might or might not be there! I don’t know anything about the…victim…, except I saw him laying there in the parking lot when I left! He had this knife sticking out his chest and there was blood all around him. That’s all I know!”
“All right, let’s go over what happened when you found him in the parking lot.”
‘G’ hesitated before continuing in a low voice.
“It was one of those nights when the clouds hide the moon, making everything seem darker. And the streetlight in the parking lot had burned out, so I wasn’t sure what I saw at first. I had to go over and look directly down at him, before I realized he was dead. That’s when I heard the back door of the bar slam shut and a woman scream.”
“What woman screamed?”
“I don’t know! Just some woman!”
“What did you do then?”
“Hell, I jumped in my car and pealed out of there fast as I could! I was so scared, I almost hit the light pole!”
“Why did you run? Why not stay around and tell the police you had nothing to do with the murder?”
‘G’ looked at Ryland as though he had suddenly grown two heads.
“Are you nuts? A white dude had been knifed, and I was in a white neighborhood late at night! There’s all this talk about cops profiling blacks! I didn’t want it to happen to me! So I ran! Lot of good it did! Here I am, accused of a murder I didn’t commit!”
‘G’ voice held a deep-seated bitterness.
Ryland could understand the young man’s fear of profiling, since it had been such a hot topic lately in every major city, but he wondered if that really had anything to do with the present case. It looked to him like it had been mere convenience to accuse the person of the crime who first found the body, rather than launch a full investigation, which should have been done.
“Detectives Davis and Jones found you from the license number the young woman who followed you out gave. Their report says they found a small quantity of BC Bud in your bedroom. How often do you use pot?”
“You kidding? Man, you need to talk to my grandma! If she ever caught me smoking pot…well, let’s just say I wouldn’t have any hide left after she got through with me!”
For a moment, Ryland stared directly at Reynolds. In spite of the animosity the black youth exhibited, there was a look of complete innocence in his belligerent eyes, which Ryland recognized from his many years on the force. Suddenly, he switched off the recorder.
He’d decided to ask a few questions he’d prefer remained private.
Sixty-two-year-old Matthew Delaney drummed his fingers on the desk in his spacious, modern office in the 41st floor penthouse of the Delaney Realtors Tower in downtown Seattle, while he listened to a caller on his private line. Everything in his office exhibited good taste and great wealth—the kind of office one would expect a multi-billionaire today to have. Behind the desk hung a 1960’s picture of downtown Seattle, which boasted the Smith Tower—at 489 ft.—as its tallest building.
As was his habit when he was thinking seriously about something, Delaney ran a hand through his grey-streaked, thinning blond hair, and half closed his eyes. He had secretly wondered why the police had been so hasty in jailing a young man with no criminal record for the recent murder of one of his workers on The Delaney Car, which was soon to become the first affordable, mass produced automobile powered by hydrogen-fuel-cells.
The grandmother of the young man accused of the crime was on his line now, to ask him to look into the matter. It was her contention that her grandson was completely innocent.
After a tense moment, Delaney spoke.
“I’ll connect you with my private secretary, Mrs. Reynolds. She can take your phone number and any other information you’d like to give, so someone can get back to you later. As far as your grandson is concerned, I’ve already taken care of that situation and have seen to it that he is being treated fairly, so you can rest assured on that.”
Delaney listened while the caller spoke again. Then he assured her that ‘a few dollars’ would, indeed, help to defray the cost of developing the new hydrogen-fuel-cell-car.
Standing beside the desk, Eduardo Barela, Delaney’s long-time assistant, had a puzzled expression on his face when the call was over. The two men were close in age, with Delaney slightly older, but there the resemblance between them ended. Delaney was the taller of the two, with fair skin and kind, though slightly faded, blue eyes. Barela’s hair was dark, as were his eyes, which were deep and unfathomable.
“What was that about?” Barela asked.
“That was an older lady by the name of Naomi Reynolds. Her deceased husband used to work for my father a long time ago. She called to ask my help because her grandson, Gregory, has been arrested and charged with the murder of one of the workers on The Delaney Car. She insists he’s innocent.”
“The Thompson case?”
“Yes. I’ve already seen to it that the case has been reassigned to John Ryland.”
Barela’s lips curled in distaste.
“I guess you know what you’re doing! But if you ask me, your brother-in-law’s not half the detective he’s made out to be!”
A frown creased Delaney’s tanned forehead. He was not inclined to have his actions questioned, even by his private assistant.
“I didn’t ask you! I’m not interested in whatever grievance you’ve got against Ryland! I think he’s the best man for the case, and that’s the end of it! Is that clear?”
“Very!” Barela’s mouth tightened into a hard line and a small, jagged scar that ran from the corner of his mouth to his chin stood out, but he said nothing further on the subject.
“Getting back to what we were discussing before the call, are you ready to finalize the land deal in Pierce County with the owner for me this morning?”
Barela nodded.
“Good! That’s the last thing that must be taken care of before the unveiling of The Delaney Car this weekend! As soon as the Deed’s signed over to me, bring it here!”
As he exited Delaney’s office, Barela held a handkerchief to his mouth as several deep coughs raked his body. Once in the marbled-floor foyer, he lit a cigarette on his way back to his office.
“Are you trying to tell me that the dope was planted there by Detectives Davis or Jones?”
“I don’t know! I’m just saying it wasn’t mine! I don’t have the kind of dough BC Bud costs!”
“Hmm.” Ryland made no further comment on the subject.
‘G’s eyes became guarded, and a grim line tightened around his mouth.
“That’s it! I’m through talking! You might as well send me back to my cell now!”
Ryland shifted in his chair. Sitting always aggravated the arthritis in his lower back, which was a daily reminder of the long-ago accident.
“Not yet! I want to know right now if you kill Thompson or not! Yes or no! No lies! I’ll know if you’re lying, so take your time and pick your words carefully! I’m in no hurry!”
Ryland attempted to appear relaxed, even though he was fully aware that he really did need to hurry because Chief Putnam awaited his thoughts on the case.
Slowly, the sullen glint in ‘G’s eyes gave way to a glimmer of hope.
“No, I didn’t kill him! Davis and Jones tricked me into confessing!”
“Tricked you how?”
“They searched my bedroom at my grandma’s house. I guess when they couldn’t find a weapon they must have put the BC Bud in my closet themselves. I don’t know why they did that, but it sure wasn’t mine! Anyhow, they yanked me out of bed and brought me here and questioned me off and on the rest of the night.”
“The marijuana incident sounds a little suspicious, but otherwise the questioning might be considered proper police procedure under the circumstances.”
“Is it proper procedure for cops to deliberately break a suspect’s glasses when they’re questioning him?” ‘G’ attempted to adjust the ill-fitting glasses that seemed ready to fall off his face at any moment.
“What?”
“You heard me! When they finally figured out I wasn’t going to be bullied into giving them the confession they wanted, they started shoving me around. Davis slammed me against the wall, and my glasses fell off. Jones stepped on them and broke them!”
“An accident?”
“That’s what he said, but he laughed when he said it! I didn’t know why he broke them until later.”
“What happened later?” Ryland already suspected what the answer would be.
“Davis left the room for a short time. When he came back, he had a typed paper with him. Said he’d had my denial typed up and wanted me to sign it right then. So I signed it!”
“Why didn’t you put off signing it ‘til morning?”
“I was tired, man! I’d only been asleep about an hour when they busted in and arrested me! After those two cops harassed me for hours, I would have signed anything that would get me away from them! Besides, that Davis guy kept staring at me with a strange look on his face…like he was going to strangle me or something!”
From ‘G’s reaction, Ryland realized he had hit a nerve when he’d asked about the confession. He drummed his pen upside down on the table a number of times before asking the question that bothered him the most.
“You signed the confession without reading it?”
“That’s what I’m trying to tell you! Davis must have known I can hardly see to write my name without my glasses, much less read anything!”
“But you’re wearing glasses now!” Ryland pointed out.
“Grandma brought these to me this morning! She got ‘em at the drugstore!” Again, ‘G’ shifted the ill-fitting glasses closer on his nose as he squinted through them.
“Did you tell anyone else about this?”
“I tried to tell the public defender they assigned me this morning, but all he said was I shouldn’t repeat a story like that. According to him, Davis and Jones are highly respected detectives.”
Right! Ryland thought. In all his years on the force, he had never known two more inefficient, trouble-making policemen than Davis and Jones. He suspected ‘G’ had told him more truth than he had found in the case file.
Ryland shifted in his seat again. The pain from the long-ago accident had been getting much worse lately, sending referred pain stabbing down his right leg all the way to his ankle. OTC Pain medication no longer helped to alleviate the pain. Ryland was aware that an operation on the discs in his lower back would probably help but, perversely, he chose not to have the operation. Instead, he accepted the chronic pain as a reminder of his commitment to find the driver of the car that had killed his wife. He’d never doubted that someday he would find him and bring him to justice…
Ryland leaned forward and started the recorder again. Then he deftly changed the line of questioning.
“What do you know about Wes Thompson?” He asked.
“Thompson? He’s the dude that got stabbed in the parking lot that night. I swear that’s all I know about him!” ‘G’ said.
“He was one of the workers on The Delaney Car.”
“So?”
“There’s talk now of a possible plot against the new car, to keep it from being used as a model to mass produce economical hydrogen-fuel-cell-cars in the near future.”
“What’s that got to do with me?”
“If you did kill Thompson, you’re probably in danger yourself from whoever hired the hit!”
“I didn’t kill him, man! I was just having a beer…”
“How often do you smoke BC Bud?” Ryland abruptly asked again.
“I already told you I don’t…!”
“What connection do you have to Matthew Delaney?”
“What?” ‘G’ blinked his surprise at the question.
”Delaney! What are you to him?”
“Not a damn thing! I don’t exactly run around in his circle of friends!”
“Then why did Delaney request Davis and Jones be taken off this case?”
“How the hell would I know?” ‘G’ shouted his frustration at the line of questioning. “All I know about Delaney is my grandpa used to work for his dad, the Senator! But that was years ago! ‘Course grandma still talks about the Senator like he was still alive. Maybe that had something to do with it….”
“Maybe.”
Ryland wondered briefly if it was possible that he had been put on the case because Matthew Delaney had merely answered a request by an old acquaintance of his father. However, it seemed more likely that Delaney, because of security reasons surrounding The Delaney Car, had not trusted Davis’ and Jones’ assessment of the Thompson case.
“What about Eduardo Barela? Do you know him?” Ryland asked abruptly.
“No! But I’ve heard talk! He’s supposed to be Delaney’s assistant, the guy that does all his leg work. And some say he’s a chain-smoker!”
Ryland’s facial expression didn’t betray the disdain he held Barela in. Even after knowing Delaney’s assistant for almost as many years as he’d known Delaney himself, he still did not feel at ease around him. There was something that always seemed to lurk in the back of the Hispanic’s jet-black eyes that belied the meek expression on his face.
Ryland stopped the recorder and picked it up.
“That’s it?” ‘G’s voice held surprise.
“For the time being!” Ryland rose to leave.
‘G’ rose so quickly, his chair toppled backward.
“Wait! What do I do now? Can I go home?”
Ryland shook his head. He spoke firmly to the policeman outside the door as he exited the interrogation room.
“Take him back to his cell! Make sure he’s there alone, and don’t let any visitors in to see him!”
Delaney was checking figures on a possible new high-rise complex that he was contemplating on building in Bellevue, when suddenly his office door was flung open and his four-year-old grandson ran into the room, excited and giggling. He went straight to Delaney and hugged him around a leg.
“Grandpa, take me to the ball game today!” He demanded. His bright eyes shone with a child’s knowledge that he could get his grandfather to do anything for him.
Delaney laughed as he lifted the baseball cap from his grandson’s head and ruffled the boy’s dark, wavy hair with his hand.
“Next game, I promise you, Little Johnnie. Anyway, we wouldn’t have time today because of your birthday party this afternoon.”
The boy let go of his grandfather’s leg and pretended to bat at an imaginary ball.
“Look at me! I’m Ichiro…Ichiro…Ichiro…!”
Delaney’s private secretary entered the office, panting from her effort to try to catch the youngster.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Delaney. I tried to reach him before he opened the door, but he was too quick for me.”
Delaney laughed. He was not the least bit disturbed by the bubbly, tousle-haired youngster’s antics.
But Marion, Delaney’s wife and Little Johnnie’s grandmother, was less amused as she entered after the secretary.
“Don’t worry about it, Irene. He’s too quick for all of us, and that’s the truth! Why don’t you take him and let him play in the employee’s childcare section. I’m sure Matt can do without you for a few minutes, can’t you, dear?”
Delaney’s private secretary looked to him for his approval, an eye arched in question on her thin face. Although she had been with Delaney almost from the beginning of his real estate empire, she still never presumed to know his thoughts, or to take another’s orders while in his presence.
Delaney nodded.
“Go ahead and take him. It’ll probably do him good to run off some energy with the other children.”
As the secretary left the office with the grandson, Delaney kissed Marion lightly on the cheek.
“Was there some reason in particular for your visit to the office today, my dear?”
“Not really, we were doing a little shopping downtown, and I just thought I’d drop in for awhile…no…that’s not it…I…I wanted to talk to you, Matt.”
“Something that couldn’t wait until I’m home?”
“Well, yes, it could, I guess…but…but I feel rather foolish even bringing the subject up!”
“What subject? You know you can talk to me about anything, hon.”
Marion leaned close to Delaney and searched his face. She tentatively touched his cheek, and took a deep breath before the words tumbled out in a sudden rush.
“Okay, here goes nothing! It’s just that …well…with one of the biggest, most glorious days of your life coming up this weekend…the unveiling of The Delaney Car…you don’t seem to be especially excited about it! Why? What’s wrong?” Marion’s expressive hazel eyes held concern.
“You’re imagining things! There’s nothing wrong! It’s just that I’ve got a lot on my mind lately.”
Marion again searched Delaney’s face for answers to questions she hadn’t uttered yet.
“No, that’s not it! There’s a…a sadness…in you that I’ve noticed lately, and it’s getting worse! It’s like there’s something deep inside eating away at you!”
Delaney wondered briefly if he should unburden himself by answering her question. Dare he tell her that surrounded by vast wealth and a loving family and friends…and in spite of his part in developing The Delaney Car…he felt his life was utterly destitute of value? But he hesitated, because he was afraid she might ask too many questions—the kind he wasn’t ready to answer just yet—and he didn’t want to upset her. So he answered in a different way.
Delaney turned and gazed out the window at the waters of Puget Sound and the busy traffic scene far below.
“Sweetheart, do you believe in a hereafter, where we’ll receive final forgiveness for our sins?”
Startled at the abrupt change in the conversation, Marion answered slowly.
“Yes, I do believe in a hereafter…and final forgiveness! But you, of all people, don’t have to worry about that! You’re the kindest, most thoughtful, most generous person I’ve ever known! That should take care of any imagined or real sin you may have committed in your lifetime!”
Delaney laughed, but there was no mirth in the sound.
“I don’t know about that, but I hope you’re right. However…what if…if I told you I’m a coward?”
There! He’d said it! How good it would have felt to confess all at that moment!
“What?” The word almost exploded from Marion’s lips. “Why, Matthew Delaney, I’ve never seen you back down from anyone or anything in all the years I’ve known you! And you’ve done so many things…things that only a brave man would do…a man not afraid to stand up for his principles…!”
Marion snorted, an unusual sound coming from her, as she placed her hands on her hips to show her outrage at Delaney’s words.
“Coward? You? You might as well tell me you’ve been a liar and a cheat…or…or something worse…if you expect me to believe you are a coward!”
Delaney’s eyes shuttered the deep depression he felt. He straightened his shoulders against the unseen load they carried, and turned back to Marion with a smile on his lips.
“You’re right, of course, my dear! I guess I’m just feeling a little anxious about the unveiling of The Delaney Car, even though everything is going well.”
Marion relaxed as she reached to take Delaney’s hands in hers, but there were still unanswered questions in her eyes.
“It’s normal to feel that way. But…would you rather have something go wrong, my love?” She asked in jest.
After Marion left his office, her words kept reverberating back to Delaney in his mind:
“Would you rather have something go wrong?”
“Rather have something go wrong?”
“Something go wrong?”
Ryland hurried the short distance to Chief Putnam’s office after interrogating ‘G.’
“So, what’s your opinion?” Chief Putnam looked up from the paperwork he was working on. A tired, harried expression flitted across his lined face.
To ease the ache in his back, Ryland slid into a chair facing the Homicide Division Chief’s desk.
“The kid’s innocent as hell! Whatever possessed Davis and Jones to bring him in is beyond me!”
Ryland shook his head to show his distrust of the case against young Reynolds.
“But he was seen standing over the body…”
“He’d just left the bar!” Ryland broke in on the Chief’s objection.
“And he ran, instead of waiting for the police…”
“Black kid, underage, in a white neighborhood!”
“What about the pot? The killing could be drug related!”
“No! I’d bet either Davis or Jones planted the BC Bud themselves that they said was in the kid’s closet!”
Chief Putnam frowned. It was obvious he did not like Ryland’s assumptions. After the many years the two of them had worked together for the Seattle Police Department, Chief Putnam had come to look forward to, and appreciate, Ryland’s quick assessment of a prisoner’s innocence or guilt. However, it rankled him to be told flat-out that the two narcotics officers have been guilty of manipulating evidence, even though he, himself, had at times suspected Davis and Jones of doing just that. But nothing along those lines had ever been proven against them.
“That’s a statement you may be called on to explain later to IA. In the meantime, did you get any information from the Reynolds kid to help you find the person who did kill Thompson?”
“Only a first name. Kyle. Doesn’t mean much to me, but could be someone from out of state.”
“Think there’s any connection to The Delaney Car?”
“It does seem likely, since Thompson was employed on that project.”
“Part of a sabotage plot maybe? The official showing is set for tomorrow night.”
“I know!”
“Of course, you’re aware Matthew Delaney, himself, requested you be reassigned the Thompson case. Word came down from the Commissioner’s office via Eduardo Barela, Delaney’s assistant. That was understandable, since the President, our Governor, and many other officials will be at the Delaney showroom Saturday night, to view The Delaney Car. That’ll be the biggest attraction yet for the beginning production of a new car. With that kind of attendance, we have to do everything in our power to make sure nothing goes wrong! Oh, by the way, I just received word that four of the top FBI agents in the country will be arriving here soon, to offer assistance until after the unveiling, if we need it. I’m sure they’ll be interested in hearing all about the Thompson case!”
“Huh!” Ryland grunted his thoughts on outside help, but did not elaborate further. Uppermost in his mind was what to do with Gregory Reynolds, because he instinctively felt the young man was in danger as long as he was so visible…and as long as the possibility existed that he may hold any information unknown to him that might help solve the case.
“You may be right about the possibility of sabotage, Chief. I’ll work the case with that in mind! But right now, I’d like you to have Reynolds work with one of the computer experts to come up with a composite likeness of the Kyle person, then have him and his grandmother taken someplace safe, where nobody can find them.” Ryland said.
“You think they may be in danger?”
“Yes! According to the police file on the people in the bar that night, Reynolds is the only one who can positively identify the man he played pool with. I’ve a hunch that man may be the killer!”
“Alright! Done! Anything else you need from me?”
“Yes. Have someone get in touch with the kid’s optometrist! He needs a new pair of glasses ASAP!”
Ryland put his hand up to stop the comment Putnam was about to make.
“Don’t even ask!”
Eduardo Barela lit a cigarette from the butt end of the previous one as he glided his sleek, black Lexus expertly through the maze of traffic that glutted the Tacoma I-5 freeway on his way back to Seattle. On the seat beside him lay the signed Deed to the eighteen-hundred-acre piece of land in Pierce County that Matthew Delaney had sent him to secure.
The thin, jagged scar on his chin stood out from the otherwise smooth texture of his face, and gave a certain defiance to Barela’s rugged face. An unmistakable defiance also lurked deep within his dark, shrewd eyes, and forewarned possible adversaries to beware.
As the private assistant to billionaire real estate mogul Matthew Delaney, Barela was not only a wealthy man by normal standards, but he was also in an enviable position of power. He wore that power as a mantle that opened many doors for him, but always for his own benefit. Gossip columns invariably portrayed him as being one of the most influential Hispanics in America, and the most influential Hispanic in the Seattle area.
But Barela had never whole-heartedly embraced his role as an American. In his heart, he remained proud of his Mexican heritage. As he had in those dark, early days after he first arrived in the United States…
Eduardo Barela was barely five years old when his Mama and Papa took him to America. They entered under the Bracero Program, an agreement between the United States and Mexico to import Mexican laborers to do seasonal work in Texas and other states.
The first day in America, Eduardo was left alone outside a halfway house that served as an employment center for the many thousands of Mexicans that made it across the border into Texas, to do the Anglos’ labor.
While there, he slipped and fell down the steep concrete stairs that lined the front of the building and fell face first against rocks on the ground. His lip and chin were cut from the fall. In the days that followed the injury, it healed badly, leaving a scar. Later, that scar served to remind him constantly of his suppressed anger at having to leave his beloved grandfather behind.
From the beginning, little Eduardo worked side-by-side from sunup to sundown alongside his mother in the fields…even when his legs ached and his back screamed silently in pain. They planted and harvested corn, cabbages, beans, and watermelons in South Texas, while his father helped with the livestock on a nearby ranch. The sun was hot and the work never ending, but it was the only work migrant Mexicans could get at that time.
Eduardo was planting corn in the early spring when his Mama told him his beloved Abuelito, his grandfather, had gotten sick at his home in Mexico and died.
Eduardo did not even blink when he heard the news. He pushed aside his Mama’s comforting hands and bent his head lower to the ground as he plodded along the endless mounds of earth to plant the corn kernels from his calloused young hands.
To young Eduardo, the American experience had left an indelible imprint of poverty and hard labor on his soul, so that even at his young age he felt rebellion eat at his insides.
Abuelito is dead…Abuelito is dead…Eduardo kept repeating over and over in his head, but he still did not speak it aloud. As he continued down the row with his corn, he began to plant each kernel with smaller and smaller amounts of the rich Texas manure mixed with soil, so that when the winds came, as they did daily, the tender kernels would be unearthed, to be devoured by the crows, or else left to wither in the hot sun.
At the end of that workday, one of the other, older workers offered Eduardo a cup of cool water. Eduardo spat in the cup, then threw the water on the dusty ground and walked away, swearing in Spanish.
“What’d I do?” The old man asked those around him.
No one answered. Instead, they mutely shook their heads and stared silently after the departing, square little shoulders.
Later that night, Eduardo moved his pallet on the floor to the far corner of the one-room shack they lived in, away from his traditional place sandwiched between his Mama and Papa.
Before he fell asleep, under his breath Eduardo cursed the ranch owner and all the laborers on the ranch, because he considered them all part of the great American hoax on his people. Next he cursed his Mama and Papa for forcing him to come to the land of the Anglos. Lastly, he cursed his Abuelito—his beloved grandfather—for dying.
As many other migrant laborers did who had come to the United States in the 1960’s, Eduardo’s mother and father stayed on in the country illegally year after year, until three years had passed in drudgery. Then one day, Eduardo’s father and several other Mexican laborers tried to force their way into one of the restaurants reserved for Anglos only. Several of the men, including Eduardo’s father, were shot and killed.
A few months later, Eduardo’s mother died of pneumonia, and Eduardo—eight years old and small for his age—was sent to an orphanage near Benavides in the Rio Grande Valley.
“Why are you here, Detective Ryland?” Janet Cutler, her short, grey hair held away from her face with bobby pins, was on her knees in her backyard while mulching her small garden.
“My niece asked me to talk to you about your son Bruce, her fiancé. Earlier today, I spoke with the Medical Examiner about your husband’s autopsy, and the cause of death. I also spoke with your son’s pediatric doctor.”
Ryland spoke gently. He had no desire to upset or hurt Mrs. Cutler more than she had already been hurt by life, but he had promised his niece Lisa—his sister Marion and Matthew Delaney’s daughter—that he would get some answers for her.
“They told me the files would be confidential.”
Surprise was evident in Mrs. Cutler’s low voice as she eyed Ryland through troubled eyes. Her pale complexion had turned even paler.
“Not to the police.”
“The police had no part in any of this!”
“I know. And I’m deeply sorry for all you’ve been through.”
Mrs. Cutler sat back on her heels, and the words tumbled out in a rush, as though she had to speak quickly or forever let them remain silent.
“They called it EOA! Early Onset Alzheimer disease! Such simple sounding words. You’d never suspect the devastation they can cause. At least I didn’t, until the doctor explained them to me. Until the time came that my husband became so ill mentally that he couldn’t even remember his own name, I’d always thought Alzheimer’s was a disease of old age. But my Frank was only thirty when his symptoms began showing up. It took the next fifteen years, and a number of doctors, before we got a correct diagnosis. By that time, he was completely incapacitated and near death. Do you know…do you have any idea…what it’s like to watch someone you love die slowly, while you do everything you can to try to save them?”
“No! I never had that chance!” Ryland’s voice was strained. He would have given everything he had for just one more day with Annie, his wife.
Mrs. Cutler stood up by holding onto the side of a wheelbarrow, and stepped closer to Ryland. He remained still, while she scrutinized his face. Finally, she spoke again.
“I see the same deep sorrow in your eyes that I see in my own when I look in the mirror. It comes from deep inside. How long ago was it for you?”
“A long time ago! But it might as well have been yesterday!” Ryland’s voice was hoarse with emotion.
“Was it…a disease?” Mrs. Cutler held her breath, waiting for the answer.
Ryland’s breathing was heavy, weighed down with the emotions that welled up inside him.
“No! It was murder!” The words rang out with anger.
Mrs. Cutler gasped and her hand flew to her mouth.
“Murder! How awful! Forgive me for not recognizing your pain sooner. Was her murderer caught?”
“No. He left, like the coward he was! But some day I’ll find him! And when I do…!” Ryland’s jaw clenched, and he gnashed his teeth in anger.
“Yes, I can see you will. God help that person when you do find him! It must be a terrible burden to carry that kind of a vendetta around with you for so long! I pity you, and I pity the person you’re searching for!”
She squatted down again and began to work with the mulch, lifting it in her hand and letting it sift through her fingers.
“Do you know much about what makes an organic garden grow, Mr. Ryland? It’s mulch. I make mine from leavings of tomatoes, potatoes, Brussel Sprouts, and other vegetables. You see, I can control what happens with my garden by controlling the ingredients I put into making the mulch, and watering the new plants as they come up, and weeding around them. I keep them free of bugs by spraying a little mixture of hot sauce and water on them from time to time.”
She looked up at Ryland with pain-filled eyes.
“It’s true, you know. I can grow a good garden! But with my son…it didn’t matter what I put into helping him grow big and strong, because he already had a strike against him when he was born. So whatever I did wouldn’t…couldn’t protect him against the same kind of disease that took his father. Is your niece going to be strong enough to understand if…when… my son’s mind begins to betray his body?”
“Lisa’s a fighter! She’s also stubborn! She’ll fight to help him as much as she can, and she’ll be stubborn enough not to ever give up!”
“You really believe she loves him enough for that?”
“Yes, I do!”
“What about children? Do you think she’ll run the risk of that?”
“I don’t know. That’s a decision only she can make.”
“She doesn’t know about what may happen…later on?”
“No! I wanted to talk to you first, before I broke the news to her.”
Mrs. Cutler drew a long, audible sigh.
“Well, then, go back to her and tell her what you must, if she is determined to go through with the marriage. But I won’t give my blessings! I can’t! My son should be here with his mother when the symptoms start to take over his mind! Better than anyone else, I know what to expect!”
Ryland thought about the way Lisa had described Bruce to him. She’d said that he was the handsomest, most wonderful, sweetest, and gentlest man she’d ever known, and his occasional forgetfulness only made him more endearing. Now, he wondered if it was, indeed, just occasional forgetfulness for him, or if the symptoms of EOA had already begun. Whichever, he knew that Lisa deserved to learn the truth about Bruce’s future, and what it might mean to her, if their relationship continued.
“Thank you for being so understanding about my son’s condition and his…possible future.” Mrs. Cutler continued. “I know you will help him and your niece in any way you can. Perhaps I can repay you somewhat by passing along a piece of information a friend gave me.”
“What information?”
“Well, it’s nothing specific, mind you, but you’ll have to judge if it’s worth anything. Dee…my friend…used to talk sometimes with the man that was killed—the one that was working on The Delaney Car. They both lived in the same apartment building, except she was on the first floor in the front, and he was on the third floor in the back. But they did have drinks together a couple of times. Anyway, she told me that once he confided in her that he had discovered a plot to sabotage The Delaney Car, and to destroy all the records.”
Mrs. Cutler looked down and began to mulch the soil around the flowerbed again.
After a moment of silence, Ryland moved from one foot to the other, trying to contain his impatience. Here might be the breakthrough on the Thompson case he had been looking for, but Mrs. Cutler seemed to have lost interest in their conversation! When he could wait no longer, he spoke again.
“What else did she tell you?” Ryland’s voice was quiet, but demanding.
Engrossed in her gardening, Mrs. Cutler looked up with a startled expression in her eyes.
“What?”
“I asked what else did your friend tell you.”
“Oh, that…well nothing much, except that Thompson told her the person behind the sabotage plot was someone right here in Seattle…a man lots of people know.”
“Did she name him?”
Mrs. Cutler shook her head. “No, but she did say Thompson told her who he is.”
“You said your friend’s name is Dee. Is that short for Deanna or Delores?”
“Deanna, I believe.”
“Last name?”
“York. Her last name is York.”
The conversation apparently ended, Mrs. Cutler again turned her attention to the soil.
For a moment, Ryland tried to match the name with a face, but she had not been among those he’d questioned that morning at the apartment building where Thompson had lived. As a matter of fact, he was sure he had not seen her name listed anywhere among the renters. He decided to go back to the apartment again as soon as possible and try to locate her.
Ryland started to say he was leaving, but decided against it since Mrs. Cutler seemed so engrossed in her gardening. He suspected it was only her way of surviving by not dwelling on that which she could not change. In a way, he envied her the ability to put it all out of her mind. Just before he left, he placed a hand on her thin shoulder and squeezed gently, silently letting her know that he understood.
For him, the hard part of the situation was yet to come. First, he had to let Lisa know what he’d learned. Then, he would need to inform Delaney.
Weaving in and out of the freeway traffic, Barela brought his mind back to the present.
The real estate transaction was a hollow victory to him, because the land was to be used to house a factory for the mass production of The Delaney Car in the near future. A factory that he would make certain would never happen, because soon there would no longer be a Delaney Car to base the replicas on.
Previously, Barela had hoped, even expected, that Delaney would make him a full partner, but he no longer harbored those expectations. Now he viewed Delaney as an adversary to be reckoned with, and he was determined to pay him back for what he perceived as betrayal.
Now he wanted Delaney dead.
Barela had already made up his mind to destroy Delaney and everything he cared about—including members of his family as well as The Delaney car—before he had been approached by a foreign group who offered to pay him ten billion dollars to destroy The Delaney Car and all of its specifications. It was just his good luck that his already formulated plan would accomplish that, while at the same time get rid of Delaney and Ryland also. The fact that he would also destroy thousands of other innocent people, and set back the possibility of an economically mass produced hydrogen-fuel-cell-car for many years, did not bother him in the least.
Mentally, Barela went over the steps he had taken so far. His plans to destroy The Delaney Car on the night it was to be exhibited to the public had been nearly completed when he’d learned that Wes Thompson, one of Delaney’s workers on the project, had become suspicious of him. He’d realized immediately that he had to get rid of Thompson before the worker told Delaney about his suspicions. So he’d hired a known hit man from Michigan to kill him.
Thinking about Kyle Evans, the hit man he’d hired, Barela frowned. Too bad he had had been stupid enough to talk to the Reynolds kid before he did the job, but he doubted that since Evans was a professional that he had divulged anything to him that the police might be able to use. Nonetheless, he decided he had better get rid of Evans as quickly as possible.
Barela suddenly coughed, a hard, racking sound that welled up from deep inside and lasted several seconds. When the cough was over, he reached for another cigarette, even though the doctors had warned him many times against smoking. He consoled himself with the fact that even if cigarettes were killing him, he would at least have the pleasure of witnessing both Delaney and Ryland die first.
Holding the cigarette between his fingers, Barela dialed Evans on his cell phone. Evans answered with, “Yeah?”
“Don’t leave! I’ve been delayed. It may be this evening before I can make it there with the payoff.”
Evans’ raspy voice came back with, “The job’s over and I need to blow this place! You didn’t tell me I’d have that bastard, Ryland, on my tail! Or that I’d have to hang around to get my dough! If you’re not here by midnight, I’m headin’ back to Michigan after I leave a little message for the cops! I ain’t a patient man!”
Barela gripped the wheel so tightly his knuckles turned white. How dare a lowlife like Evans threaten him! He obviously didn’t know the caliber of man he was dealing with!
Barela forced his voice to sound natural, as though no threat had been made.
“Don’t worry! You’ll get what’s due you long before midnight!”
After the call, Barela’s thoughts remained on Evans. You had to be careful with such a man. He was more animal than man, with the instinctive ways of an animal. The only way to get him was to hit him fast and furious, before he realized the danger. That’s the way he would finish him off. He was pleased with himself that he’d provided a house in an outlying location north of Seattle for Evans to hide out in. It would be nearly impossible for anyone, even John Ryland, to find him there.
Barela swore aloud at the thought of Delaney’s homicide detective brother-in-law. He hadn’t anticipated Delaney would have Davis and Jones pulled off the Thompson case and replace them with Ryland. Too bad. With Davis and Jones, both of whom took their orders from him whenever he had a need for their services, he had been assured the Reynolds kid would be charged with the Thompson murder. Now he would have to deal with Ryland sooner than he had expected to.
Even though Barela was disdainful of what he considered the stupidity and ineptness of both Davis and Jones, he’d carefully hidden that fact from them while he still needed them to cover his tracks. He had used them to help move the shipments of BC Bud from Canada to California for the past two years, which garnered him personally over three million dollars. But his need of the two Neanderthals would soon be over. He no longer had to rely on the illegal sale of BC Bud to fill his bank account because of his overseas offer.
So he planned on getting rid of Davis and Jones on Saturday before The Delaney Car celebration—and Ryland along with them.
Shortly after leaving Mrs. Cutler, Ryland met with Lisa by the base of the Space Needle in Seattle, to give her the information he had learned about her fiancé from the young man’s mother.
“There’s no doubt about the diagnosis on Bruce’s father?” Twenty-three-year-old Lisa asked with hope evident in her voice. Standing beside
Ryland, she ran a hand through her long, untamed, wavy blonde hair.
Ryland knew his niece was concerned about her fiancé’s mental health because of his continued absentmindedness. He was prepared to answer her questions as honestly as he possibly could, but he had to do that quickly now that time was running short for him to prevent a possible sabotage of The Delaney Project.
“I spoke with the doctors and checked the medical records before I contacted Mrs. Cutler.”
“And…Bruce?”
“He inherited the disease.”
“How can they be so sure of that?”
“His mother had genetic testing done without his knowledge. Although they couldn’t be absolutely positive, the results did point to Early Onset Alzheimer disease!”
“Would it…could it…affect his ability to have children?”
“Not the ability, but it does run in families, if that answers your question.”
“What will…happen? When will it…?”
“It will probably be like a long goodbye. It’ll begin slowly, when it starts to show up. He’ll be a little more forgetful as time goes by. He may begin to withdraw a little, maybe lose or misplace things. Then, after awhile, he may not…” Ryland paused, uncertain whether to continue or not, because he knew each word was like a hot iron being branded into his niece’s brain.
“Go on.” Lisa’s head was bent and her voice was barely audible.
Ryland took a deep breath. He had told her more than he’d wanted to, and he decided against going into further details. That would have been too cruel.
“That’s pretty much it. The disease usually takes anywhere from a few years to twenty or longer before…it all depends on the person.”
“Medicines?” Lisa asked, hope evident in her voice.
“There are a few that help to relieve the symptoms. Scientists are working daily to come up with more, and for a possible cure. But that’s all they have for now. I’m sorry!”
“Make it go away, Uncle John! Don’t let it happen to Bruce! Tell me the doctors lied! Tell me his mother lied! Tell me it was all a mistake about Bruce’s father and he never had a brain disease at all! You have to do something to help Bruce!” Lisa could no longer hold back the tears that spilled down her face.
“I’m so sorry, Lisa, but there’s nothing I can do!” Seeing his niece’s unhappiness, Ryland had to blink his own tears back.
Lisa suddenly grabbed hold of the lapels of Ryland’s coat, and pressed her tear-drenched face against his chest. Her words were muffled and he barely heard them.
“Tell me what to do, please, Uncle John! You know everything! Every time I’ve asked your help, you always knew what to do! Tell me now, please…please…!”
Ryland had never felt so powerless. He would do anything for his niece! He’d gladly lay down his life for her, if it would help! But he knew from his investigation that there was practically nothing anyone could do to stop the ravages of Early Onset Alzheimer Disease. The best hope was for a cure, since the disease could last for many years.
Anger bubbled up inside Ryland at the unfairness of the situation, but he dared not show his anger to Lisa. Instead, he patted her back and spoke gently to her, as he would have to a child.
“Lisa, you’re asking the impossible of me! I would do anything for you, your know that! But…this thing is way over my head!”
After what seemed an eternity, Lisa finally stopped crying and stepped away from Ryland, with a look of utter defiance in her eyes.
“Then…if there’s nothing can be done right now to change Bruce’s future, so be it!” Lisa sniffed back a wayward tear as squared her shoulders.
Apprehensive at her sudden change of attitude, Ryland frowned.
“What are you thinking now?”
A slow smile quivered across Lisa’s face, belying the tears.
“Me?” Lisa cocked her head to one side. “Uncle John, you know me well enough that you shouldn’t have to ask! I’m thinking about making plans for my wedding!”
“You’re sure you can’t identify the man ‘G’…Reynolds…played pool with on the night of the murder?” Ryland asked the bartender who had worked at the Southside bar the night Wes Thompson had been killed. Although it was early afternoon, the bar was open for business, but only one lone, elderly man sat at a table.
“Positive! See! The pool table’s at the far end back there. Not much light. All’s I know is a couple guys was back there. I seen the kid clear ‘cause he came to the bar a couple of times that night for a beer. The other guy…he had a baseball cap pulled low so it covered most of his face. Kept his head low, too. Ordered a Scotch on the rocks and nursed it all evening.”
“What about Thompson, the man that was murdered?”
“Yeah, I seen him, too! Been in a couple times before that night. Kinda quiet, he was. Not here fer a pickup, you know.”
“Did you talk to him?”
“Yeah, when he ordered. Beer drinker like the kid. Had three of ‘em. Come in just before the later pool players. Kept to hisself all the time. Since he was more or less a regular, I tried to talk with him, but he didn’t get the hint. Seemed like he was worried ‘bout somethin’ or other.”
“What about the other people in the bar that evening?”
“A foursome, two guys and two girls. Had one drink each and left. Also, a young hooker type, maybe lookin’ fer a john, but no luck. Handful other people dropped in, had their drinks, then left. Week night…slow.”
“Who screamed?”
“Hooker. Left out the back door right after Thompson and the kid. Come to think of it, the bar was pretty much empty by then.”
Ryland remembered reading the young woman’s statement in the Thompson case file. Her name was Jennifer Webster. Her apartment was just a few blocks from the bar. He wondered if she would be home.
Jennifer Webster’s bags were packed and standing by the door when Ryland arrived at her apartment. She let him in after he showed her his badge. As he entered, he noticed that she had a black eye and other bruises on her face and arms. He also noticed that her car keys were in her hand.
Resignation mixed with anger was on Jennifer’s face as she answered Ryland’s question about why she was at the Southside bar on the night of the murder.
“I was told to go to the bar that night and watch for the Thompson person to go out the back door, with the white dude in the baseball cap followin’ him. I was ordered to then wait for the next person to leave, go after him and scream my head off when I got to the parkin’ lot. It was dark out there, but I saw the black kid standin’ there with a knife in his hand, and Thompson was on the ground!” Jennifer said.
“You gave the police detectives Reynolds’ license number when they arrived. How’d you get his license number if there was no light ?” Ryland asked.
“He had to drive right past me when he left! I couldn’t miss it!”
“You also didn’t mention the man that left the bar after the kid left. Why not?”
“Because he was nowhere in sight when I got outside! Besides, I did mention it, but I was told to keep quiet about him if I knew what was good for me!”
“I see. Did you know when you went to the bar that you’d be witness to a killing?”
“No! You gotta believe me, mister! I didn’t know that was going to happen!”
“Who told you to go to the bar?”
Jennifer shot a furtive look toward the door, as though to make sure she’d bolted it after Ryland’s entrance. Her hands trembled so badly she could hardly control them.
Ryland knew the signs. He was aware she was a user, but it wasn’t the need for a fix that had control of her now. It was fear, plain and simple. He could smell it. It emanated from every pore in her body. He’d noticed the same kind of fear from criminals who faced the death penalty in court. It was fear of imminent mortal danger. Who was she so afraid of? He wondered.
“Listen, I ain’t sayin’ nothin’ else, so you might as well go! Get outa here!”
“If it’s retribution…fear for your life…I can guarantee police protection.”
Jennifer laughed, a hollow sound filled more with hysteria than mirth.
“Thanks a lot, but I’ve already got all the police protection I can handle!”
“What does that mean?”
Jennifer stared at him in disbelief, and a wild gleam of hope came into her eyes.
“You really don’t know, do you? I’ve heard people on the strip talkin’ about you. Yeah, they say you’re an honest cop, but I still don’t know if I can trust you!”
“Listen to them, Jennifer! I’m not here to harm you! Who did that to your face?”
Jennifer pressed a fist into her mouth in an attempt to stifle the sobs, but the tears kept falling.
“Detective Frank Davis was the one that beat me!”
“Why?” Ryland sympathized with the pain Jennifer obviously was going through, but he had to get as many answers from her as possible.
Jennifer took a deep, ragged breath and sniffed back the tears before answering Ryland.
“Jones…Detective Jones…has treated me pretty decent for the past couple years, ever since I met him when I was picked up for prostitution. And ever once in awhile I’d do somethin’ special for him…you know…like havin’ a threesome with another girl…or I’d set somebody up so he could arrest him on a false charge…whatever he wanted, I’d do. It was him that sent me to that bar where someone was supposed to get killed, but I didn’t know about that at the time. Later, when I told him I was gonna turn him and Davis in ‘cause I know they had a part in the killin’, Davis overheard me. He come at me like a wild man! Gave me this black eye and hurt me bad! He was gonna kill me, too! I saw it in his eyes!”
“What stopped him?”
“Jones begged him to quit! Told him since I was his, he should be the one to kill me! After Davis left, Jones made me promise I’d get out of town, so I wouldn’t be no more threat to them. Wanted me to go to Florida and stay with my aunt. Said they had some kind of big deal goin’ down soon, and he’d meet me there afterward.”
“What kind of deal?”
“Hell, how should I know? I was so scared, I didn’t ask no questions! And I ain’t askin’ none now, if that’s what you’re thinkin’! I figure I’ve got one chance to stay alive, and I’m takin’ it today, soon as you leave!”
Ryland nodded toward the suitcases by the door.
“Florida…is that where you’re heading?”
Jennifer’s eyes widened. She shook her head.
“I may be dumb, but I ain’t that dumb! If I went to Florida and that crazy Davis found me, well… that’d be all she wrote for me! I’m headin’ to Iowa. Ain’t nobody…especially not Davis or Jones…gonna find me there!”
Ryland thought about detaining her in Seattle long enough to testify against Davis and Jones for their part in the Thompson case, but it would just be her word against the detectives. It was doubtful that anybody would take the word of a known prostitute and drug addict.
But he believed her.
Ryland now knew that both Davis and Jones were involved in what had happened to Thompson, and he was sure the ‘big deal’ Jones had mentioned to Jennifer had something to do with a sabotage plot against The Delaney Car. Strange, but he’d never thought either of them—especially not Jones—was intelligent enough to handle something that big. What he needed now was proof positive of their involvement.
As Eduardo Barela entered his office, Matthew Delaney looked up from the papers he was glancing through.
Barela tossed the Deed on the desk in front of Delaney, and dropped into a chair facing his boss.
“How much?” Delaney asked
“Twenty-six million.”
“Everything go alright?”
“Yes. The deal’s complete!”
After he glanced over the Deed, Delaney nodded.
“Execellent! Now that I have ownership of those eighteen hundred acres of land in Pierce County, I can move ahead with the plans to build the factory for mass producing The Delaney Car!”
“Of course.”
The dry, uninterested tone in Barela’s voice was not lost on Delaney. Before speaking again, he carefully laid the deed back on top of his desk. Then his gaze shifted to his assistant again.
“Barela, what bothers you the most…that I now have a car ready to use for the production of a reasonably priced hydrogen-fuel-cell-car, and the land on which to house the factory…or that I actually intend to mass-produce it?”
Barela shrugged.
“Neither. I just think it’s stupid to even consider mass-producing a new type of car in this unstable economy!”
“Stupid?”
Delaney’s eyebrow rose. He leaned forward and placed both his hands flat on his desk, as though he were ready to leap over the desk and grab the man who faced him by the throat. Few people would have even been brave enough to use that word in his presence, let alone address it toward him.
Barela was not intimidated. He shrugged again.
“Sorry! Wrong word! But I still wonder who’s going to drive all those hydrogen-fuel-cell-cars without a ready infrastructure.”
In better control now of his temper, Delaney’s voice was slow and deliberate as he answered Barela’s objection.
“I just got off the phone with President Austin. He already has a task force looking into problems the states will face as they get ready for conversion to hydrogen-fuel-cell-cars. He has assured me that everything will be ready when The Delaney Car begins to roll off the assembly line next year!”
“Then I guess that’s all settled.”
Although he was still uneasy about Barela’s indifference to his plans for a hydrogen-fuel-cell-car and automobile factory in Western Washington, Delaney appeared to relax. But, inwardly, it bothered him that Barela always seemed against ideas that were not his own, even though he had become accustomed to that fact after his long relationship with his private assistant.
Delaney was also well aware that at times Barela even deliberately tried to goad him into a confrontation. However, since he had always allowed him free reign to speak his mind because of the affection his own father had had for the young boy that he’d rescued from a life of poverty and drudgery, he let many of the objections he had about Barela slid.
Of course, offering Barela the full partnership that he knew he sought had long since been out of the question for Delaney.
“Is everything set for the celebration at the showroom on Saturday?” Delaney changed the subject.
Barela’s eyes flickered momentarily at the change in the conversation but otherwise he remained unemotional.
“Almost. There are a few more details I need to add to the Castillo for the celebration, before it will be finished.”
“You’re sure there’s no danger of a fire starting?”
“None. Unlike a Castillo made of fireworks that could easily ignite, this one is entirely electrical. Should be a spectacular backdrop for introducing The Delaney Car!”
Again, Barela’s eyes were inscrutable.
“Glad you decided on doing something like that, Barela. It’s unlikely that any of the dignitaries, or the media, that’s expected to be at the unveiling of The Delaney Car tomorrow night will have witnessed anything like the spectacle of your giant fiesta Castillo before!”
A slight smile flickered across Barela’s face.
“I’m sure they haven’t! In fact, I can guarantee their surprise!”
After he questioned Jennifer Webster, Ryland decided to check with one of his frequent contacts who might be able to give him more information on the Thompson case. The downtown Seattle sidewalks were filled with pedestrians during the peak shopping hours and traffic, as usual, was congested.
At the stoplight, Ryland glanced at the upscale Pacific Place shopping center on the corner of Sixth Avenue and Pine Street, the same corner that in the ‘60’s had boasted the Frederick & Nelson department store, closed now for many years.
In his mind’s eye, Ryland saw again the Christmas Eve that his family and Annie’s family had gotten together for the Santa Claus Breakfast at the prestigious Frederick & Nelson store. Even though John, at thirteen, had thought it a silly thing to do—breakfast with a bunch of hopeful, screaming, kids, including his younger sister Marion, all eager to have the store Santa pass by their tables and listen to their Christmas wishes—the magic of the occasion soon made him forget his reservations.
Everybody was in their holiday finery. Annie, animated and screaming along with the younger children, clapped her hands, whistled, and stomped her feet in a joyful display of happy anticipation. Her enthusiasm was infectious, and soon John, himself, was yelling for Santa to come to their table. That morning was one of the most memorable of his youth.
The Seattle skyline had completely changed since the day John Ryland and Annie James had strolled in the downtown area as teen-agers. Hand-in-hand, they had run across the road—I-5 had not been built yet in that area—and climbed the hill on the other side to a church at the top, where they rested and gazed at the panoramic view of Mount Rainier on one side, and beyond the streets of Seattle to the peaceful Puget Sound. They’d stopped at a small restaurant halfway down the hill and shared a sandwich, each savoring the other’s company and the special sense of togetherness the day offered.
That had been a lazy, pleasant afternoon, seen through the passage of time. A million years ago it seemed now to Ryland.
Today, with so many high-rise buildings, and so much non-stop, bumper-to-bumper traffic whizzing by on I-5, the Seattle of old was merely a memory in Ryland’s eye. In its place was a city that Ryland barely recognized as the one where he’d spent many happy times as a youth, and also as a young man when he courted Annie.
Seattle was a metropolis now, teeming with life at every turn, and no longer a place of small-town charm. It seemed to Ryland that neighbors now were strangers to each other. And the person who cut you off in traffic would likely as not yell at you for being the aggressor.
Even the election process in Washington State was chaotic anymore. A sign of the times, Ryland thought…like living on quicksand.
Ryland breathed deeply of the smog—caused by the constant stream of traffic in the downtown area and from the bumper-to-bumper traffic clogging the I-5 freeway through Seattle—and choked back the sensation of being smothered. His eyes, as well as his throat, were constantly irritated by the smog…something his city had never experienced in the past.
Ryland felt his brother-in-law, Matthew Delaney, had been instrumental in causing most of what he considered detrimental changes in Seattle through his real estate empire, and the new people that had been drawn there due to his national and international advertising. True, off and on prosperity had come with the new arrivals but there was an aloofness evident now as people hurried about their business.
Gone were the friendly smiles, replaced with a forward thrust of the head and a downward turn of the eyes in order to avoid any sign of familiarity.
Ryland had never had much use for Delaney. He thought of him as being a rich man’s son who had used his wealth and influence to change the very structure of Seattle. Yet, there was one thing that Ryland did agree with Delaney on—the need for a reasonably priced hydrogen-fuel-cell-car. Pollution has threatened to engulf every major city in the United States, yet most cars were still run on fossil fuel…oil bought and brought in from elsewhere. Once produced, the modestly priced Delaney Car would change all of that.
Even though Ryland hadn’t told Delaney in so many words, he applauded him for putting his resources behind the effort to design and build such a car at a time when it was so sorely needed by the entire world.
At a stoplight, Ryland suddenly sensed Annie’s presence close-by, bringing him back to the present.
After Barela left his office, Delaney leaned back in his chair and thought briefly about how useful the Pierce County land would be to The Delaney Project. From there, his mind wandered to the beginning of his real estate dealings in the Seattle area while his father was still alive…
Young Matthew stood in the great room of the stately Delaney Mansion and was confronted by his father, who was concerned about his future.
“I served, my father served, and his father before him served as politicians, each of us taking our turn in the United States Congress.” Senator Delaney said.
The senator’s eyes blazed with earnest pride.
“That’s a long tradition in our family to be tossed aside because you need to ‘find yourself.’ If it’s doing something honorable with your life that you’re looking for, I doubt there’s a better place to begin than in the lower rung as a good politician. The country desperately needs young men like you today.”
Born in King County, Seattle on April 10, 1908, Phillip T. Delaney had lived his entire life in his ancestral home on Magnolia Bluff in Seattle. He had attended Seattle public school, graduated from the University of Washington in 1930 at the age of twenty-two, then from law school in 1934 when he was twenty-six. He was admitted to the bar the same year. He commenced his law practice in Seattle. He was elected to the United States Senate in 1950, and reelected every term following that. He was a politician that most Seattleites loved and respected. To him, being in politics was the best that life offered.
But young Matthew Delaney was of a different mind.
“The political arena is not for me, dad. I think you already know that if you’ll just admit it to yourself. You know I’ve never taken any interest in it. I’m aware that you and others like you have been good for this country, but I also know there are many in the Senate who care only about war, regardless of the consequences, and I want no part of their thinking or their politics. I’m not sure yet what or where I’ll be in a few years from now, but I will never run for any kind of public office!”
True to his word, Matt did not go into politics, as his father had wanted him to do. Instead, after his father died in the early seventies and left him, the only heir, several million dollars, which he invested in a commercial real estate company in Seattle. Almost immediately, he realized the growth potential in Seattle, and in the rest of the entire Puget Sound Area.
Matt gave his new real estate company his family name—Delaney Realtors. At first, he began to buy up land in and around the Kent Valley on speculation. Then he used much of the rest of his inheritance from his father to buy up prime land in downtown Seattle, being particularly cognizant of older buildings in or near the center of the Seattle waterfront that could be torn down and rebuilt as high-rise buildings.
Even though the real estate industry was depressed in the Puget Sound Area at that time, Matt felt instinctively that that would change once the rest of the country learned about the many advantages that it offered, especially to new business. Little by little, he then began a campaign of advertising the virtues of Seattle both nationally and internationally.
The change that Matt was looking for in real estate began when the industry started edging up in the latter part of the seventies, due to the fact that many outside businesses became interested in moving to Seattle. Matt’s company began to boom with sales. Soon, high-rise buildings began to change the skyline of Seattle. With them came a new and diverse population to the area, not only in Seattle, but also in the surrounding ‘bedroom’ communities of Bellevue, Redmond, and Issaquah, each of which was a mere short distance across Lake Washington from Seattle. By then, Matt had acquired multiple real estate transactions in those locations, as well as in Seattle. He had also branched out into the building industry, which began to flourish as a by-product of the new growth.
The advent of Microsoft moving to Bellevue in 1979 helped real estate in both Seattle and the surrounding area to skyrocket. Before long, there was practically no limit to what a homeowner, builder, or office building owner could set for the asking price. Matt, of course, led the way not only in residential properties, but also in commercial property, including office buildings, malls, and high-rise condominium buildings—even a couple of prestigious golf courses. Then in nineteen ninety-four he built the luxurious high-rise Delaney Realtors Tower in downtown Seattle overlooking Puget Sound, to house his real estate empire.
Matt loved Seattle from a rich man’s point-of-view. He enjoyed not only the political activist’s atmosphere, but also the social affairs, including being a patron of the arts. He, along with his wife and their daughter, and her young son, continued to live in the ancestral home in the exclusive Magnolia Bluff area of Seattle that overlooked Eliot Bay that his father had willed to him upon his death.
In the late nineties, Matt had had the house completely remolded. By then, he was a multi-billionaire.
When talk of the possibility of a hydrogen-powered automobile began to surface, Matt made a secret visit to the President of the United States, Jeffrey Austin…a man Matt had spent several millions helping to elect…to discuss what he could do to help make the possibility a reality. As soon as he’d returned to Seattle, Matt made plans to hire the best minds from around the world to do the work of designing a suitable hydrogen-powered-automobile. He demanded that the new car be not only practical, but also low-cost and low-maintenance, so the average person could afford to purchase one in the not-too-distant future.
Matt was aware that he would be in a contest with several major car manufacturers from the United States, as well as some from other countries, to be the first to come up with such a car, but the prospect of competition did not deter him. Instead, it gave him more incentive to win, and to be the first to get the car on the market.
The goal—as Matt envisioned it—was to help his country become free of the need to continually purchase high-priced oil to fuel our cars. That spearheaded his desire to build the first low cost, fully operational, hydrogen-fuel-cell-car.
“Working on the fiesta display again today, huh, Mr. Barela?” The guard at the entrance to the Delaney showroom greeted Eduardo Barela with a wide grin.
“That’s right, Sam. Just have a few things to finish up on it. You can take a break if you want. I’ll call you when I’m finished with this.”
Barela indicated the package he held under his arm as he unlocked the door. Since he was Matthew Delaney’s Assistant, no inspection was ever made of anything he carried in or out of the showroom. After he entered, he locked the door behind him. He could not take the chance of someone interrupting him.
Barela carefully removed the small, but powerful, bomb from the package, and held it in his hands as he approached the forty-foot-high Mexican fiesta Castillo, or castle, which he had designed and put together himself in the showroom.
The Delaney Car—covered in a shimmering, gold-threaded drape that flowed from the ceiling to the floor—stood on a raised dais a few feet to the left of the Castillo, ready for display as the audience was being dazzled by the electronic show.
When Barela came up with the idea of using the Castillo to herald in the new hydrogen-fuel-cell-car, Matthew Delaney had been delighted with the suggestion. He gave Barela carte blanche to carry out the assignment himself.
Now finished with the project except for one last detail, Barela’s Castillo was a wondrous work of engineering and electronic art. He had been true to the basic Castillo design by starting with a sturdy center pole, and adding around it an intricate mazelike structure with narrow strips of Carrizo—a hardy, bamboo-related reed, which he’d had imported from Mexico. To that framework, he had attached Carrizo wheels and other geometric shapes at various levels, each laced with electronic gadgets that would give off the illusion of a live fireworks display, but without the usual lighting of long, dangling fuses.
With the bomb in his hand, Barela climbed a ladder until he reached the top of the 65feet high Castillo, where he had constructed the finest artwork. The electronic display was set to begin at the base of the Castillo, and gradually climb higher until it reached the center at the top. Once there, a gigantic, fiery-appearing electronic display would illuminate the darkened room with the outlines of The Delaney Car shot across the entire ceiling.
Barela had also been careful to hide a barrage of electronic buscapies-like foot-searchers that would speed from the Castillo and scatter helter-skelter through the crowd, and no doubt, set off screams of feigned fear and delight from the congregation.
As Barela attached the disguised bomb to the top of the Castillo, he almost wished he could watch the final part of the display—the detonation of the bomb. What a glorious sight that would be! But, alas, he would have to be satisfied with viewing it from high in the sky! At any rate, it would be a fitting climax to Matthew Delaney’s showcasing of The Delaney Car!
On the floor again after attaching the bomb, Barela noticed a small, brown spider edging close to the base of the Castillo.
“Must have been in one of the boxes containing the Castillo equipment.” Barela mused to himself.
Barela had been afraid of spiders ever since he was a youngster in the orphanage—all spiders. And because of that, he started to raise his foot to stomp the intruder. But at the last second he stopped the movement, and watched with narrowed eyes as the spider wound around the base of the Castillo and began to climb upward.
A cold smile entered Barela’s eyes. It pleased him to know that the little spider had just doomed itself.
Before leaving, Barela stood back to admire his handiwork on the Castillo. How proud his Abuelito would have been of him!
Sudden thoughts of his beloved grandfather reminded Barela of the last evening in Mexico that he had been with him. That had been a long time ago. But he still remembered the flash of multi-colored lights and the barrage of whistling, sputtering explosives that rent the night air during that last night when he’d watched his Abuelito’s famous Castillo burst forth in all its glory…
In Tultepec, Mexico, young Eduardo Barela’s grandfather, his Abuelito, was a master pirotecnico—fireworks maker. He was one of the most famous fireworks makers in all of Mexico. His fireworks were exploded at fiestas all over Mexico.
Six-year-old Eduardo had made a small torito…little bull…with the help of his grandfather for the last fiesta he attended in his hometown of Tultepec. His grandfather made the bamboo frame, and Eduardo added paper soaked in a flour paste to it. After the paste dried, grandfather let him paint it white and decorate it with the fake head and horns of a bull. Two days later, during the fiesta, he carried the small torito on his head in the parade. He was mucho proud to be part of the festivities honoring San Juan de Dios, the patron saint of Tultepec!
Eduardo was alive with excitement on the day of the fiesta, when all the church bells would ring, and hundreds of rockets would explode in the air. The town’s little church was decorated with the saint’s image and surrounded by a garland of fragrant flowers. Firecrackers mingled with the rockets to form a mixture of smoke and noise, but nobody objected.
Laughing and happy, young Eduardo, with his small torito on his head and in the midst of the other small children of Tultepec, joined the parade, and followed the town band as it weaved in and around the houses leading to the churchyard.
“Papa, look at me! Abuelito, look at me! I’m a little torito! I am very, very dangerous!” Eduardo squealed with delight, as he shook his head up and down to imitate a real bull.
That evening, Eduardo and the other children carried giant sparklers, while Papa and the men of the town carried poles with spinning wheels of whistling rockets. The rockets burst into colorful flowers as they were shot upward far into the sky. Whistling buscapies—ground spinners—appeared everywhere, and the crowd laughed and pretended to be afraid of them.
After the procession ended in the churchyard, Eduardo, his Papa and Mama, and his Abuelito joined with the crowd in the town plaza, where amusement rides and food stands had been set up for the fiesta. Eduardo was too excited to eat. Instead, he stood in line for the rides.
When darkness arrived, Eduardo waited beside his Mama and Papa and watched as his Abuelito used his cigarette to light the fuse of the giant Castillo he had constructed. The flame sizzled for a while, before the wheels on the Castillo began to spin wildly around and around, exploding rockets of bright light into the night sky. Other ‘pirotecnicos’ lit their Castillos also, while the crowd roared its delight at the colorful display.
Eduardo was glad that for once he was allowed to stay with the crowd until the last Castillo had burned out, and the night air was clear of smoke again. Afterward, his Papa lifted him on his shoulders and carried him home to bed. There, after the night of magic, little Eduardo slept the sleep of the innocent, with beautiful, giant Castillos dancing in and out of his dreams.
Before daylight the next morning, Eduardo’s Papa woke him and told him to be quiet and get dressed. Immediately afterward, the three of them…Papa, Mama, and little Eduardo…leftt the town of Tultepec in their old pickup truck.
“Where are we going, Papa?” Eduardo, sitting in between his parents, wiped the sleep from his eyes.
“We go to the border, to cross over before daybreak into the United States.” Papa answered.
“Why?” The word ‘border’ bothered Eduardo. He had heard gossip that those who went there never returned home again.
“I can no longer provide for my family by working with your Abuelito in his workshop. I must go North, where jobs are plentiful and wages better.”
The first of panic began to grip Eduardo.
“But…but…Papa, what about Abuelito? Isn’t he coming with us?”
“No.”
Eduardo turned around in his seat, and looked back at the dark outline of the town behind them.
“Papa, we can’t leave him! We must go back!”
Papa stared straight ahead, ignoring Eduardo’s plea.
“Papa, no! I want my Abuelito! Take me back! He cannot live without me, his little bull!”
“Hush, my little bull, you must listen to your Papa! There is nothing else to be done!” Mama said. She wrapped her arms around Eduardo and held him close as his hot tears drench the bosom of her cotton dress.
Eduardo hadn’t known at the time, but those were the first of many tears he would shed in a new country where laborers, such as his Papa and Mama and—yes—he, himself, were viewed as intruders.
Eduardo always carried with him the images of that last day in Tultepec, Mexico, when his beloved Abuelito had ignited his Castillo, and he had been his little bull. That was the last day he had felt love in his heart for another human being.
Since then, Barela had carried with him a lifetime of bitterness against the grandfather who’d died and left him alone and unloved in a strange land. Over the years, the bitterness had become refocused, and was centered now—like the eye of a hurricane—against Matthew Delaney. Everything and everyone Delaney had ever loved had been cast into the same internal fury inside Barela.
Too bad, Barela thought, that Ryland wouldn’t be at the showroom when the bomb exploded. But by then he figured the detective, along with Davis and Jones, would already be dead.
Barela called the guard to alert him to return to his post guarding the entrance. As he left the showroom, he whistled a popular Hispanic tune.
The light changed, and Ryland glanced once more at the hubbub of people that went in and out of the shopping center as he turned the corner in downtown Seattle. It was hard for him to imagine that any of them had thoughts of a possible terrorist attack on their minds. But, that thought was now uppermost with him.
Ryland’s uneasy feeling had grown that the Thompson killing had not been merely a random act of violence, and that it was somehow tied into a possible attack against The Delaney Project. But where did Frank Davis, Blake Jones, and BC Bud fit into a sabotage plot, if there was one? Those were questions that he had to find answers to quickly because, if he was right, every hour put The Delaney Project in more jeopardy.
Ryland drove down Sixth toward Second Avenue. He was aware that there was a public safety station located nearby on Third Avenue that served as a base for Police and Metropolitan Improvement District Safety. Maintenance ambassadors were there to patrol the area. But he didn’t think they would have the kind of information he sought. What he needed could only be gotten from someone who had many secretive “eyes and ears” out in the neighborhood. That someone was Daniel Stewart, owner of Stewart’s Place, a local bar on the strip.
Before entering Second Avenue, Ryland parked his car, and began to walk. The modern, upscale downtown area of prosperous department stores, restaurants, and high-rise apartment complexes soon gave way to lower-priced establishments and some recently shuttered strip clubs, dive bars, and porn shops. Pimps, prostitutes, and drug dealers lounged around on the street, waiting for evening to ply their trade.
Recognized in the area as Seattle’s foremost homicide detective, Ryland was given a wide birth by most of the street people, yet a couple of the drug dealers attempted to step in front of him. Those he pushed aside with one hand and kept walking. At the moment, he was not interested in any kind of a street confrontation. He had an appointment with an old friend and confidant.
Just before reaching Pike Street, a group of four skateboarders shot by Ryland. Several other young skateboarders soon followed. All were headed to the downtown outside skateboarding arena a few blocks away, where people were already gathering for the skateboarding events of the evening in spite of the wind and high temperatures.
Ryland nodded to the teens, and kept on his way.
It was mid afternoon on Friday, and only a few customers were in Stewart’s bar when Ryland entered, but he knew that in another hour or so the place would be crowded. Unlike some of the other bars and clubs along the strip, he had never had a bad feeling about Stewart’s Bar, mainly because Daniel Stewart, the owner, kept a tight rein on activities in the bar, and also on the type of repeat customers he ‘allowed’ in his establishment. If any troublemakers did wander in, two hefty bouncers knew the fastest way to ‘encourage’ them to leave.
Ryland respected Stewart because of his honest dealings with both his employees and his customers. He knew he took a personal interest in looking out for all of them. He also knew that Stewart had people around him who kept him informed of everything—both the good and the bad, and the legal and the illegal—that went on in Seattle.
Ryland sat down with Stewart at a table near the back of the room, where the balding, middle-aged bar owner usually sat and observed everything that happened in the bar.
“Your contacts…” Ryland began.
“If it’s information you’re after, forget it, Ryland!” Stewart cut him off in a loud voice. “Nobody’s talkin’! They’re all scared! Word’s got around! Somethin’ big’s goin’ down, and anybody gets in its path is goin’ down with it! So mums the word!”
Ryland was surprised that his old friend spoke in such a loud voice, but he followed his lead and kept his own voice just a shade too loud.
“What’s going down, Stewart?”
“I don’t know exactly, but something….”
“Something…tomorrow?”
“Yeah! Come tomorrow afternoon, I’m closin’ up shop for the night! So’s every other joint in the area ... ” Stewart waved his arm to indicate the entire strip, “…at least the ones with any sense! None of us wants to get involved! Not for any damn fool car!”
“You’re talking about sabotage? Who’ve you been talking to?” Ryland’s brow knit together.
“Nobody! Everybody! Word-of-mouth gets around pretty fast, you know!”
“Oh? Who’s behind it?”
“Don’t know! But whoever it is seems to have a lot of power, and enough money to buy silence from the neighborhood! That’s all I can tell you! And you’ll not get any more than that from any of the others along the strip!” Stewart lowered his voice to almost a whisper. “If you want more, you know who you have to contact!”
Ryland sighed. He knew Stewart referred to Helena Vargas. He’d hoped to keep her out of this latest mess, because of its inherent danger.
Stewart continued in his lowered voice.
“She’s the only P.I. I know who could charm even the devil out of knowledge! Too bad you never recognized how persuasive she could be!”
Ryland ran his finger under his collar, an act that showed he had become uncomfortable with the way the conversation was heading.
“I know! I know!” Stewart nodded. “It’s none of my business! But you gotta admit, she’s one classy dame!”
“Okay, I admit that, but….” Ryland’s voice was lowered also.
“But that wasn’t enough to win you over, huh? Well, I only wish she’d had eyes for me!”
Ryland was quiet for a moment. He knew that Stewart was right about the information angle. Since his old friend couldn’t help him with what he needed to know about a possible sabotage plot, the next best person to approach would logically be Helena Vargas, Seattle’s top Private Investigator.
Stewart suddenly put his hand on Ryland’s shoulder, and squeezed it gently.
“You look tired, my friend! Too much on your plate?”
“It’s not that. It’s just that…sometimes I feel like I’m a thousand years old…or more. It’s not just the job or the arthritis. It’s…I don’t know…something. I can’t put it into words…!”
“Like maybe…time’s running out?” Stewart raised a knowing eyebrow.
Ryland nodded.
“You’re thinking about Annie, aren’t you?”
“More and more every day.”
“Is she…still with you?”
“Always!” A slight smile played around Ryland’s lips.
“Now? Here?”
“Not this minute. But she’s always close.”
“Do you feel her as strong as you used to?”
“Yes…No!”
“Which is it, yes or no?”
His heart beat faster as Ryland realized he had wandered into a conversation with this old friend that he would never have had with another person. And he was about to reveal something to him that would lay bare his usually hidden emotions with unadulterated longing. His voice tensed as the words poured out.
“Lately it’s like…like she’s nowhere near! I feel almost…disconnected to her at times. And…”
“And?”
“And I don’t know! It just scares the hell out of me! You know how much I still love her!”
Stewart spoke again after a moment of silence.
“No luck yet finding the hit-and-run driver?”
“None.”
“Too bad. You know, I’ve heard talk that Barela, Delaney’s assistant, used to be kind of wild when he was young. Fast driver, lots of tickets for drunk driving, in a lot of fights even….”
“I know where you’re heading, but you’re wrong! Much as I dislike the bastard, I happen to know he had nothing to do with the accident that killed my wife! I checked him out years ago! His record at the DMV in Olympia wasn’t clean, but it wasn’t that bad, either!”
“Hmm. Whatever you say! About that business you’re concerned with now…I wish I could help you more, but I can’t. Sorry. Come back and visit when you’ve got more time to sit and chat, my friend.”
Stewart’s voice had risen to its former loudness, as he leaned across the table to shake hands with Ryland.
Surprised at the sudden dismissal, Ryland nodded and clasped Stewart’s hand across the table. As he stood to leave, not a muscle in his face betrayed the fact that a small, folded-up piece of paper had been slipped into the palm of his hand.
Following the tip on the piece of paper that Stewart had slipped him about the location of the suspected Thompson killer, Ryland parked a hundred feet away from Kyle Evans’ cabin on the outskirts of Marysville. The cabin was set back from the road, and the many trees thar lined the property provided ample coverage for Ryland as he approached on foot, gun in hand.
Intent on surprising Evans, Ryland took a deep breath when he reached the cabin, then in one swift motion kicked open the door.
Evans, wearing a baseball cap and sitting with one arm flung across the back of a couch as he reached for a cigarette from a side table, froze in mid-movement.
“Put your hands up over your head where I can see them, Evans! You’re under arrest!” Ryland commanded.
Surprise showed in the sudden widening of Evans’ eyes.
“Arrest for what? Who the hell are you?”
Evans’ hand changed direction and edged closer to the nine millimeter Uzi beside the ashtray.
Ryland aimed his gun at Evans’s head.
“Don’t try it, Evans! You’ll never make it! Drop the gun on the floor…easy does it! Use your foot and kick it away from you! Name’s John Ryland…Seattle Homicide Detective!”
After Evans did as he was told, Ryland glanced around the one-room cabin. The only evidence he found to suggest another presence had been there was an empty dog dish on the floor. Since he saw no dog in the room, he assumed the animal to be somewhere outside.
The entire cabin was small. The short couch where Evans sat was situated kitty cornered against the connecting walls, with a hole in the middle behind it.
“What is it I’m supposed to have done?” Evans’ voice was harsh and demanding.
“Don’t play dumb, Evans! We both know you were the one who murdered Wes Thompson a couple of nights ago!”
“You’re nuts! I don’t know anyone named Thompson, so why would I kill him?”
“You tell me! Why did you do it? I don’t think it was a random hit! I think someone paid you big bucks to get rid of Thompson!”
“Big bucks, huh? Then why am I living in this rat hole?” Evans, holding his hands high, eased into a standing position with the backs of his legs still touching the couch.
Ryland’s finger tightened on the trigger. He would not hesitate to shoot Evans in the leg if he attempted to escape.
“Probably waiting for the payoff! Who hired you to take Thompson out? What connection does that killing have with The Delaney Car?”
One step at a time, Evans began to edge his way past Ryland toward the door with his hands still over his head. Ryland, in the meantime, had slowly turned toward Evans, with his back now to the couch.
Ryland took a step toward Evans as his free hand reached under his coat for the handcuffs.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about! You got me all wrong. What’d you say your name was? Ryland, was it? Yeah, I heard of you! You’re the one they named Police Detective of the Year recently for keeping a shooter from finishing off a stupid cop that got trapped in a gun battle! I heard the shooter was drunk at the time! Must have taken a lot of courage to kill a drunk!” Evans sneered.
Ryland paused in his quest for the handcuffs. He knew he shouldn’t do it, but he took Evans’ bait because it still rankled him that he’d had to kill the shooter in that incidence to stop him.
“He wasn’t drunk! He was just plain mean! Went after the off-duty policeman with an assault rifle because he’d busted him for domestic violence! So…what’s your excuse, Evans? Did you have something against Thompson or did you kill him just for the money?”
“You been watching too many of them cop shows on TV, the ones that make heroes of all you jokers! Well, I’m not afraid of you! Just how do you intend to take me in, Detective? Shoot me in the back and call it self-defense?”
“If you’ve actually read about me, you know that’s not how I work!”
“No? All you cops are the same! Hell, everybody knows you’re all just dirty, profiling,’ hate-filled bastards!”
“If you’re trying to bait me into bashing your head in, Evans, it won’t work! Put your hands behind your back!” Ryland reached for Evans hands, ready to slap the handcuffs on them.
“What, you’re going to arrest me and take me in without reading me my rights? Isn’t that a technicality that can get my case thrown out?” Evans’ voice was amused.
“You cocky bastard!” Ryland swore. Realizing Evans’ baiting had almost made him forget, he began to Mirandize him. “You have the right to….”
Just as Ryland started toward Evans again to handcuff him, the suspect inclined his head to one side and gave a shrill whistle. Something large and furry…and dripping saliva…leaped into the air from behind the couch, and landed on Ryland’s back.
Evans dived for his gun and ran out the door with it, while Ryland tried to fight off the huge Pit Bull that had clamped its teeth into his right forearm and caused him to drop the gun. The weight of the dog knocked Ryland to the floor, where they rolled around for several seconds before he managed to retrieve the gun with his left hand.
It was obvious to Ryland that the growling, snarling animal intended to go for the kill. He couldn’t shoot it from the position he was in, but he did manage to hit it in the head with the barrel of the gun. While the dog was still stunned, he put all his weight behind his left arm and hit it again in the head. The Pit Bull whimpered and rolled off him to lie in a heap on the floor.
Holding his bleeding arm, Ryland ran out the door in time to see the rear lights of Evans’ car in the distance.
Cursing as he flung open his car door, Ryland’s eyes hardened to mere slits and his jaw clenched together hard.
In the beginning, it had been a simple, by-the-book arrest. Now it had turned into what would be a high speed car chase.
Ryland tried to radio for help, but his radio “bonked”—failed to connect. There was no time for him to try to fix the radio, if he was to catch Evans. He barely had time to shrug out of his coat, undo his tie and wind it tightly around his injured right arm to staunch the flow of blood, before gunning the motor to pursue the fugitive.
Evans’ Ford was new and had been hopped up for speed, with eighteen-inch wheels and a raised rear end. Ryland had been in car chases with similar cars in the past, and he knew he had a wild chase coming up.
Ahead, Ryland saw Evans’ head swivel backward to look through his rearview window to see if he was being followed. Instinct told Ryland to duck just before Evans aimed the barrel of the nine-millimeter Uzi his way. Seconds later, bullets exploded through Evans’ rear window and into Ryland’s windshield.
The shooting lasted only a few seconds before silence took over again, except for the hum of Ryland’s racing engine. With his left hand still on the steering wheel, Ryland righted himself, and shook off the shards of glass that had landed on him from the shattered windshield.
With his rear window blown out, Evans accelerated his speed and disappeared in a curve in the road.
Ryland was aware that if he hadn’t ducked instinctively that at least one of the bullets would have hit him dead center. The adrenaline surged through his veins like the stampede of a wild, angry horse, intensifying his resolve to stop Evans. At the same time, he was grateful that none of the bullets had hit his tires.
Ryland negotiated the curve in the road at ninety miles an hour. Ahead, Evans’ vehicle was a flying blur on the deserted road. Ryland estimated Evans’ speed at slightly over a hundred.
In an attempt to get closer to Evans, Ryland floored the gas pedal and his car leaped to close the distance.
But Evans remained in the lead.
At that late hour, Ryland didn’t expect to run into any state patrol on the highway, and no city patrol cars in the sleepy little towns they raced through. Things like high-speed races just never seemed to happen there.
With his eyes glued on Evans’ car, Ryland, like Evans, ignored streetlights, stoplights, and speed limits as they careened through the small towns.
Evans accelerated again when they came to Burlington, with Ryland still on his tail.
As they left Burlington, Ryland was less than two car lengths behind Evans and holding steady. Ryland kept his eyes glued straight ahead, oblivious to everything except the flash of blue steel as he pursued his quarry. But a sudden suspicion formed in his mind as to Evans destination, and momentary panic caused a ripple of fear to run down his biceps to the death-grip he had on the wheel.
When the blue Ford sedan careened left at Sharp’s Corner and continued on state route 20 toward Oak Harbor, Ryland’s worst fears were suddenly realized.
Now he knew with certainty that Kyle Evans was headed to Deception Pass State Park. Ryland also knew why Evans had chosen that particular location in his attempt to escape capture.
In the low lying area around the State Park there were numerous caves—some of them extremely deep—that faced the ocean. Evans could hide for days…perhaps weeks…in one of them, without fear of detection. There was also the forested area nearby, where he could take flight without worry of pursuit.
But it wasn’t the caves or the forest that caused Ryland’s sudden, nearly debilitating panic. It was the thought of the Deception Pass Bridge that they would have to cross to gain access to the park that made his heart beat faster and his breath become shallow.
As Ryland’s chest began to constrict tighter with every breath he took, he felt the old fear of heights—acrophobia—claw at his insides, and his hands turned into a death grip on the steering wheel.
John Ryland, at age sixty-three, had only two all-consuming fears. One was the recurring, gut-wrenching fear that had engulfed him when he was a youngster and stood in the middle of the Deception Pass Bridge for the first time. As he’d gazed down at the yawning expanse of churning water 150 feet below the bridge, he’d felt sick to his stomach, and it took every ounce of courage he had at that time to walk the rest of the way across. That fear had carried over to a fear of heights he’d never quite been able to completely dispel his entire life.
Ryland had tried graded-exposure therapy a few years earlier, whereby he was told to create a list of difficult height situations for himself. He was then taken to each situation, starting with the easiest one first, then helped little by little until he’d mastered each height. It had worked alright, with one major exception. He hadn’t mentioned his mortal fear of the Deception Pass Bridge.
The other fear was that he might come to the end of his life without ever having found the person who caused his wife’s death in the hit-and-run accident that occurred in 1970.
Ryland used every ounce of his willpower to slow his breathing to normal because he realized that in spite of his fear of heights, he would have to stop Evans on the bridge. If he allowed him to reach the caves or the forested area on the other side, he would fade from sight and escape capture.
There was no other way.
As Evans drove onto the Deception Pass Bridge, Ryland jammed his car’s accelerator all the way to the floor, and held it there in a last ditch effort that allowed him to gain the final car length that was between his vehicle and the blue sedan.
As Ryland came abreast of the other car, he moved the wheel sharply to the right and crashed sideways into it. The impact jarred the gun from Evans’ hand and forced both cars into the short, pedestrian railing on the bridge. That railing gave way, but the two cars were stopped dead by the second, taller railing, which kept them from toppling into the dark, yawning ocean below.
Ryland flung his body halfway out of his driver’s side door just before the impact with the final railing, in order to avoid being pinned in the car as the airbag flew open. As soon as he was clear of the car, he ran to Evans, who was trapped in the front seat by the inflated airbag in his car.
Ryland deflated Evans’ airbag. Evans had a small bump on his forehead and he appeared slightly dazed, but otherwise he was uninjured. As Ryland dragged him out of the car and slapped handcuffs on him, he finished saying the Miranda Rights to him.
Ryland threw Evans into the back seat of his car, and slammed the door shut. Afterward, he closed his eyes and leaned against the car for support. It was several minutes before the nausea from acrophobia passed and he was steady enough to get into his damaged car, and head back to Seattle.
There was no sign of life at Kyle Evans’ rented cabin when Eduardo Barela parked in the driveway, and walked slowly to the front door. Noting that the door was ajar, he cocked the rifle in his hand, and used the tip of his shoe to shove the door all the way open.
Barela’s eyes hardened when he saw the prone dog lying near the couch. One quick look told him the dog was alive, but out cold.
“Ryland!”
Barela swore under his breath. It was clear to him that the detective had attempted to arrest Evans. As he backed out of the house and glanced at the hasty tire tracks in the driveway, it was also clear that Evans had somehow escaped and left in a hurry, with Ryland in close pursuit.
Barela had come to settle up with Evans and get rid of him for good, but now he had to change his plans. It bothered him that the Reynolds’ kid had been hidden somewhere, and neither Davis or Jones knew where, and he could only hope that Evans had not mentioned his name to him while they were in the bar.
Barela turned his car around and headed back to Seattle. There was no doubt in his mind that Ryland would succeed in capturing Evans, and if the hit man was still alive, would take him directly to police headquarters in Seattle for questioning. That’s where he would be waiting in a nearby building to get rid of Evans before he could be persuaded to talk.
Given the chance, he decided he might also be able to dispose of Ryland at the same time and not have to wait until the next day. Barela viewed the detective with the same contempt he’d viewed all Americans when he’d first been brought to the Seattle area.
On his way back to Seattle, Barela found himself remembering again those painful memories of yesteryear…
Each night, as he lay on his pallet on the wooden floor in the large, unheated room with dozens of other children at the orphanage near Benavides, Texas, Eduardo would crane his neck in an effort to see the sky through the high, narrow window. From his position on the floor, it was impossible for him to see anything but darkness, and he wondered if the moon still showed its face to those on the outside. How he longed to see that moon again! And to be in the wide-open spaces, under a blue sky, where there were no walls that touched each other.
Under his tattered, thin blanket, Eduardo shivered and mentally made his plans for escape. He’d known almost from the moment he entered the orphanage that he would one day soon leave for good…that never would he remain there until he was a young man as most of the other youngsters would. Those that did not die sooner, that is. But he was not so brave that he immediately acted upon his resolve.
One day several months after he entered the orphanage, Eduardo was on his hands and knees scrubbing the ground-in dirt from the crumbling staircase, when he heard the screams of a boy even younger than he, who was being beaten with a belt because he’d been late getting his chores done. That was when his need to escape became unbearable to ignore any longer.
Although he was not near enough to see the punishment being administered, Eduardo flinched each time the boy screamed when the buckle of the belt tore into his naked flesh. He dared not look up or make a sound, otherwise the same fate would befall him. All he could do was work twice as fast and pretend he heard nothing.
As he worked, Eduardo tried to remember every slant and every squeak of the staircase, so that he would be able to come down it from the second floor bedroom in the darkest night without making a sound.
Later that night, Eduardo waited until all were asleep, before he tiptoed down the stairs and out the heavy, wooden doors to freedom while the guard slept.
At first, Eduardo stared at the darkened, rain-swollen sky and swayed as a drunken sailor might on shore leave. It was the first time he’d been outside since the authorities had left him at the orphanage.
After a moment, Eduardo pulled his ragged shirt closer on his body, and took his first determined steps into the night. He had no destination in mind, but he knew that he would not turn back. With no jacket, no hat, and no shoes, he became thoroughly soaked by the time he was a few feet from the orphanage, but he doggedly kept putting one foot in front of the other.
Before long, Eduardo’s slender body ached from the pounding rain, and his mind was numb from the cold that assaulted him. He tried not to think, but he could not keep the doubt away. He knew well what lay behind him. But, what lay ahead? Where was he to go? Not even the thought of Mexico seemed to offer a welcome refuge.
Eduardo was so engrossed in his own misery that he did not see the big, American car turn a corner and head straight at him. The headlights caught him off guard, and he barely managed to jump aside in time to miss being hit. But his foot slipped in the mud and caused him to fall and hit his head on a rock.
Eduardo awoke in a hospital with a Mexican doctor and an older, gray-haired Anglo standing by his bed. They were speaking in English. Although Eduardo had learned to speak a few words in English, he didn’t understand what was being said between the two men until the doctor spoke to him in Spanish.
“Good, you are awake! This Anglo…Senator Delaney from Washington State…has been very concerned for you. He say his car nearly hit you. Why were you in the middle of the road?”
Eduardo was terrified he might be sent back to the orphanage, or go to jail as an illegal alien. But he could not lie, for he knew the good doctor would soon find out about his escape from the orphanage. Speaking haltingly in Spanish, he told the doctor his story, beginning with the time he left Mexico with his mother and father. By the time he’d finished, his face was streaked with tears.
The doctor relayed the information in English to the older man, who stood silent for several minutes afterward. Then the stranger nodded his head toward Eduardo and spoke several words in English. When he was finished, the doctor turned back to the young boy. Again, he spoke in Spanish.
“Senator Delaney say he is going to take care of you when you are ready to leave the hospital, which should be sometime in the morning, since your injury is minor. He say he will take you to Seattle with him, and you will live in a fine house. You are mucho lucky, my young friend!”
The next day Senator Delaney had his driver stop for Eduardo on their way to Seattle. There he took him to the best department stores and bought him everything he would need in the way of clothes. The Senator had his own personal hairdresser cut and style Eduardo’s hair. He enrolled him in a private school where he left instructions that the young boy was to be brought current on all his studies, especially on reading and writing English. And he left him in the care of an upper-middle-class Hispanic family to raise him. He promised Eduardo he would visit often.
True to his word, Senator Delaney did visit Eduardo as often as he could, squeezing the visits in between his many Senatorial duties and his family. A few times, he took Eduardo to his home on Magnolia Bluff, in Seattle, so the young boy and his son Matthew, who was two years older than Eduardo, could become acquainted with each other. The boys accepted each other readily enough, but as the years passed, they remained worlds apart.
Eduardo was a model student and a quick learner in the private school he attended, but a few of the established, elite students did not like the idea of an Hispanic among them. They showed their dislike of him by excluding him from their events, and distorting his name from Eduardo to Edweirdo. Many days they laughed and teased him to the point of tears, but the young boy was determined not to let them see him cry. One such day happened just before Senator Delaney dropped by the school to see how Eduardo was doing.
Senator Delaney noticed the tears lurking in Eduardo’s eyes, and the bruise that was evident on his face, and he questioned him about them. Eduardo finally confessed that three of the boys at the school…the ones with the most prominent parents in the Seattle community…had taken a dislike to him and found various ways to torment him. Senator Delaney listened, but made no comment.
The following day, when Eduardo arrived at the school, he noticed that the boys who had been bothering him the most were not present in any of his classes, nor were they there in the days that followed. After a week, Eduardo finally got up the courage to ask one of the instructors if they were ill. He was told in a curt voice that they had been transferred to a different school.
Eduardo realized immediately that he had just learned his first lesson in what power, money, and influence could do. He determined that someday, he, too, would have that kind of power, money, and influence. By the time he was an adult, Eduardo had learned how to think like an Anglo, talk like an Anglo, and dress like an Anglo. All things that would help him achieve his goal. But in his heart he remained a proud Hispanic.
By the time Eduardo graduated Harvard, with honors, he had grown fond of Senator Delaney, but in an abstract sort of way, not at all like the way he’d felt about his beloved grandfather. With his flair for details, it was natural for him to become the Senator’s private secretary after graduation, and as such he and Matthew were thrown together more often. When the Senator died in the mid-seventies, Eduardo moved smoothly from that position to being Matthew’s private assistant, as Matthew began his climb in real estate in the Seattle area.
There was always the implied possibility of a partnership later between the two men, but the years passed without it becoming solidified, and Barela at last realized that it would never happen. That was when he discovered how easy it would be to set up a warehouse near Seattle to handle the distribution of BC Bud from Canada to California, where he could get top dollar for the weed. That endeavor had so far brought him over two million dollars to add to his bank account, which was a step along the way to the fortune he desired. It was by chance that the advent of Delaney’s hydrogen-fuel-cell-car brought Barela international attention also, and an offer of ten billion dollars to destroy it.
Barela had eagerly accepted the offer.
As soon as he arrived at the downtown Seattle Police Department’s Homicide Unit, Ryland yanked open the back door of his car and pulled the handcuffed suspect out.
As he slammed the car door shut with his foot, a commanding voice spoke at Ryland’s back.
“We’ll take over from here, Detective Ryland! We’d like to thank you for your help, but as of this minute the suspect is no longer in your custody!”
With a tight hold on the suspect’s arm, Ryland whirled around to face four men in nearly identical black suits, who stood between him and the police station door.
“Like hell you say! Who the hell do you think you are?”
The man closest to Ryland—the tall and lean one with a faint smile on his pale lips—reached into his back pocket and produced a photo ID. He waved it under Ryland’s nose.
“Edward Stimp! FBI special agent! This man is wanted for a murder that might be connected to an attempt to sabotage The Delaney Car, and as such we have jurisdiction over him! As of now, we are transferring him to the nearest federal maximum security facility for questioning!”
In a show of authority, Agent Stimp attempted to put his hand on the suspect’s arm.
Ryland felt the anger bubble up from deep inside. FBI or not, he was in no mood to relinquish his prisoner after what he had just gone through to capture him.
“Out of my way!” Ryland shoved the FBI agent aside with his free hand.
When the other three agents moved toward Ryland to impede his progress, his hand shot beneath his coat, but he stopped short of drawing his gun when the door to the police station opened and Chief Putnam hurried toward him.
“Whoa, Ryland, you’re out of line! These men have the right to take your prisoner anywhere they want, and there’s nothing either of us can do about it! I wish to hell there was, but my hands are tied on this matter and so are yours, and that’s straight from the Commissioner! So back off, and let’s get this over with!”
Ryland’s instinct was to hold onto his prisoner, but the look on Chief Putnam’s face told him it was useless. His hand came away from his gun.
“Here! You want him? You got him!” Ryland shoved Evans at Agent Stimp.
With Evans off his hands, Ryland turned to go into the police station as the FBI agents led the prisoner toward a nearby black Oldsmobile. Suddenly, a rifle shot split the silence and Evans, with a bullet wound between the eyes, slumped to the ground in a dead heap.
Ryland and Chief Putnam dived for cover behind the nearest police car, while the four FBI agents dropped to the ground behind the Oldsmobile. With guns drawn, they each waited for the next bullets to come flying at them, so they would know which direction to aim their gunfire.
When no other shots were fired, Agent Stimp bent over Evans.
“He’s dead! I want you FBI Agents to spread out on foot and search for whoever the bastard was that fired that shot! Putnam, I’ll need some of your best men to help us! That’s an order!” Agent Stimp snapped.
Ryland glanced at his chief and saw the slow anger beginning to turn his face beet red. He suddenly felt sorry for him.
Ryland shrugged and shoved his gun back in its holster.
“Good luck, Agent Stimp! There are probably twenty or more high-rise buildings in this area that could have housed the shooter!” Ryland said as he turned to go inside the precinct.
Agent Stimp’s face turned livid with anger.
“Where the hell do you think you’re going, Ryland? I didn’t dismiss you!”
“Oh, yes, you did!” Ryland threw back over his shoulder. “You dismissed me when you took my prisoner! Whether he’s alive or dead now, he’s your responsibility!”
As he stomped into the police precinct, Ryland wasn’t as unconcerned about Evans as he’d made it sound to Agent Stimp. He was almost certain that whoever killed the prisoner was the same person who had hired him in the first place to kill Thompson. But that led him no closer to knowing who that was now than he had been that morning when he had questioned ‘G’. And if everything was connected to the showing of The Delaney Car in a little over 24 hours, then time was running out fast.
In the hallway on his way to his office, Ryland had to pass Narcotic Detectives Frank Davis and Blake Jones on his way to his office.
“Looks like you had trouble holding onto your suspect, hey, Ryland! Next time, why don’t you call experts to help, like me and Jones!” Davis snarled.
“I’ll do that, next time I need screw-offs like you two!”
“Look here, Ryland….”
Davis attempted to step closer to Ryland, but the detective shot out his hand and pinned him against the wall.
“Keep your distance from me, Davis! Neither of you is worth wasting my time on!”
Davis’ face flushed an angry red, but when he saw Chief Putnam as he entered the building, he stepped aside and let Ryland pass without further comments.
Chief Putnam followed Ryland into his office.
“Davis and Jones trying to provoke you again?” The Chief asked as he closed the office door.
“Always! Sometimes, I think they’re even worse than IA!”
“Could be! But you don’t have to answer to them, and you do to Internal Affairs! Were they harassing you about Evans?”
“Yeah!”
“Huh! Do me a favor and get your paperwork in on time for once, so IA won’t be breathing down my neck about it!”
“Sure, Chief! Whatever!” Ryland dropped down in the chair behind his desk, grateful to be able to relax for awhile. He grimaced at the pain in his right arm, which dangled at his side.
Chief Putnam suddenly became aware of the drawn appearance of Ryland’s face.
“Evans? Did he shoot you?” The Chief nodded toward Ryland’s coat sleeve with the dried blood on it.
“No! Dog bite at Evans’ cabin in Marysville. I hit him with the butt end of my gun. I don’t think I killed him, but I had to leave him on the floor while I pursued Evans.”
Ryland went on to tell the Chief about how he had found Evans hiding out in the cabin. Putnam interrupted him only once to nod toward his arm again.
“Dog bites can be dangerous! You need to check into the emergency room at the Hospital, and have it looked at soon. I’ll send a team out to pick up the dog. He’ll have to be tested for rabies, of course. Go on with what happened with Evans!”
“Anyway, I followed Evans from the cabin all the way to Deception Pass! The crazy bastard was driving so fast I nearly lost him! Finally forced him to stop on the Bridge!”
“That where you caught him?”
When Ryland nodded, Chief Putnam whistled.
“For somebody who’s afraid of heights…and especially that particular Bridge…that must have taken a lot of guts!”
Ryland was silent. Chief Putnam was one of only a few people who knew of his fear of heights, so there was no need for him to elaborate on that point.
“Did Evans say anything, or confess to killing Thompson?” The Chief asked.
“Told me to go to hell a few times! But there’s no doubt he did the killing. By the way, thanks for having the kid do that profile of the guy he’d met in the bar. That picture couldn’t have been anyone but Evans! I assume you have ‘G’…Reynolds…hidden away someplace safe until all of this is over?”
Chief Putnam nodded.
“Both he and his grandmother are in protective custody some place where they can’t be reached.”
“You know, just between the two of us, the arrest of that kid in the first place was another blunder by those two famous jokers, Davis and Jones!”
“Don’t be too harsh on them, Ryland! I’m sure they were only doing what they thought was right when they arrested young Reynolds.”
“Maybe! Maybe not! At any rate, now that Evans is dead, there are a lot of unanswered questions that need to be looked into. I’m not surprised that the Thompson killing brought the FBI here because of The Delaney Car preview this weekend.”
“Neither am I! You will, of course, have to cooperate with them! Up to a point, that is!”
“What point is that, Chief?” Ryland raised an eyebrow.
“Give them what you need to, but nothing more! Joint jurisdiction has already been assigned on the case.”
Ryland sighed.
“I suppose I’m expected to report to Delaney, also! How lucky can I get!”
“Don’t give me that crap, Ryland! Delaney’s a great guy! This state owes him a lot! What have you got against him anyway?”
“Other than the fact that he’s changed everything about Seattle with his real estate holdings and…oh, yes…he’s richer than King Midas?”
“I’m not going to get into any disagreements between you and your brother-in-law! The fact remains that there may be some kind of plot developing to undermine The Delaney Car, and Matthew Delaney wants you on the job to protect his interests! No more arguments! Understand?”
“Yeah! Sure!”
“Okay, then, get to the hospital and have that dog bite taken care of! And while you’re there, you might check on your partner to see how soon he’ll be back on duty now that he’s recuperating so well.”
Ryland shrugged. He didn’t make it a habit to frequent a hospital unless it was absolutely necessary, and he didn’t think that was the case this time.
As soon as Chief Putnam left his office, Ryland removed the necktie from his arm and shrugged out of his bloody shirt. He tossed them both in the wastebasket. Afterward, he opened the bottle of Seagram’s Whiskey that he kept in the bottom desk drawer and, leaning over the wastebasket, poured a generous amount over the jagged teeth marks on his arm.
Pain instantly shot up Ryland’s arm to his brain, and he had to grit his teeth to keep from blacking out. He waited several minutes for the pain to subside somewhat, before he poured more whiskey on the wound. This time the pain was not so severe. Using only his left hand, he managed to put a large bandage from his first aid kit around the injured arm, and secured it with a strip of tape.
Once the wound had been taken care of, Ryland downed a healthy gulp of the whiskey, and put on a clean shirt from another desk drawer. Next, he called the hospital to check on his partner. He was told that he was sleeping, and that he was expected to remain in the hospital over the weekend.
Instead of catching up on paperwork, Ryland decided to pay his brother-in-law a quick visit.
“You’re sure this Evans person was the one who killed Thompson?” Matthew Delaney asked.
Detective Ryland nodded. “He admitted as much to me, before someone took a pot shot at him at police headquarters.”
The two men were in Delaney’s private office on the top floor of the Delaney Realtors Tower in Seattle.
“Hmm. Sounds like Evans had an accomplice, and the other person didn’t want to be identified.”
“Could be.”
“Everything was so much simpler when all I had to worry about was promoting real estate.” Delaney shook his head.
“I suppose it was. But in the process, you’ve become a multi-billionaire.” Ryland’s voice was matter-of-fact.
Delaney’s eyebrows knit together in quick annoyance.
“Let’s not go into that again, Ryland! I never did anything dishonest! I made most of my money from the business owners who’ve relocated here in the past twenty some years, looking for more space to house their companies…”
“And hire cheap labor!” Ryland cut in.
“…and the speculators who’ve bought up condominiums and apartment complexes for rentals…”
“And priced-out housing for the working poor!”
“…and the promoters who’ve purchased land to build strip-malls!” Delaney finished in spite of Ryland’s interruptions.
“Those strip-malls were built by digging up wet-lands and pushing wildlife further and further away!” Ryland thrust his hands out toward some unseen far land.
“I’m not ashamed, nor do I feel the need to apologize for the part I played in the booming economy Seattle represents today!”
“What booming economy?” Ryland’s voice suddenly became so shrill it was almost hoarse. “There are more people out of work now in this area than ever before…”
“There are also more people here than ever before! And we’re still better off than the rest of the country as far as jobs are concerned!”
“…and the ones who are working can hardly make ends meet! Several years ago, when you started advertising the wonders of Seattle in national magazines, people started coming here! First by the hundreds, then the thousands, then the hundreds of thousands, all looking for the Utopia you promised them…”
“I wasn’t the only one sold on the wonders of this area!”
“…what they’ve found instead is a high-priced, grid locked, crime-ridden hell…a hell made possible by too many people, too soon!”
“Seattle, like every big city, is working to solve those kind of problems! In the meantime, it’s not all bad here! There are many advantages to living in the Pacific Northwest!”
Delaney’s cheeks turned a deep red as he defended what he considered an assault against the region that he dearly loved, and had endeavored almost his entire adult life to bring into the mainstream.
Rydland also loved Western Washington, but lately he had seen too much of the seamy side of it.
“Advantages! Right! Let’s see,…there’s all the rolling meth labs that have found a home in our flourishing area recently, plus the drug dealers, pimps, prostitutes, ex-cons, and criminals of every kind, including murderers, who’ve also come here…all looking for those advantages!”
Ryland ticked off his fingers one at a time for emphasis as the angry words shot fourth. His chin jutted out, and his finger counting ended in clenched fists, as he glared at Delaney.
Delaney’s usual composure had been shattered by Ryland’s outburst, and he glared back at him.
“There have also been thousands upon thousands of honest, hard working people locate here to date! Not everything is all black and white, the way you make it sound!”
Ryland’s uncontrolled anger forced the thing that had been bothering him for a long time to burst forth between his clenched teeth.
“Why the hell don’t you tell that to the cops who are targeted now by every nut that comes here and spouts their anti-police rhetoric, then applaud when a cop is murdered!”
Delaney had no answer to that, but he had grown weary of the discussion. It was the same one he and his brother-in-law had had over and over again lately. Nothing about it ever changed. They each felt differently about certain aspects of Seattle, and neither of them was willing to adhere to the other’s way of thinking. Delaney lived in the prospects for the future, while Ryland longed for the Seattle of yesteryear.
“John, your attitude is simplistic. All those problems you speak of will sooner or later work themselves out. I have all the faith in the world in Seattle and the rest of the Pacific Northwest!”
“Really! Well, you may need that faith, if what I suspect is true!” A muscle in Ryland’s cheek tightened, in his obvious attempt to control his highly charged emotions.
“What do you mean?”
“I’m positive now that the Thompson murder does have something to do with a plot against The Delaney Car!”
“Do you have any proof?” Delaney frowned.
“Not yet! But I’m working on it! I suppose you already know the FBI are here now?”
Delaney nodded.
“You’re still coming for Little Johnnie’s birthday party this afternoon, aren’t you?” Delaney changed the subject.
“Of course. There’s one more thing, Delaney, before I leave. I sent you the file you requested on Bruce earlier today. You need to lighten up on Lisa about him! The guy’s not a drunk or a drug addict, or anything like that!”
A vein in Delaney’s forehead suddenly threatened to pop open.
“How I handle my daughter and her future is none of your business!”
“Lisa is my niece as well as your daughter! Besides, she came to me for help and that makes it my business!”
“I thought you were leaving, Ryland!” Delaney snapped.
“Look…all I’m saying is you can’t continue to control Lisa like you do your possessions! If you do, you’re likely to lose her altogether, because if it comes to choosing between you and Bruce, you’re already a loser!”
“Lisa may be headstrong and impulsive, but she’ll never go against my express wishes!”
“Don’t bet on it in this case!”
Ryland slammed the door behind him as he left Delaney’s office. In the hallway, he started to brush past Delaney’s assistant, Eduardo Barela, but was stopped by his words.
“Looking for an escalator, Ryland?”
“If you’ve got something to say, Barela, spit it out! Don’t beat around the bush!”
“I was just thinking about your fear of heights, that’s all!”
Ryland’s eyes narrowed dangerously.
“Be careful, Barela! I’m in no mood to put up with your crap right now!”
“Poor detective! It must be frustrating for you, living in an area with so many tall mountains…not to mention all the skyscrapers in Seattle lately. What about it, does even looking at the old Smith Tower make you sweat? Tsk, tsk!”
“Go to hell!”
Barela laughed, but something other than mirth lurked in his dark eyes.
“Hispanics face their problems head-on! Your problem is you’ve never really confronted your fear and because of that, it maintains control over you! I used to think you were smarter than that!”
“Is that right? Well, Barela, your problem is that you really don’t want to bait me too far! Unless, of course, you’re looking to have your face bashed in!”
After a brief pause, Barela moved aside
“By all means, do continue on!” Barela said with a smirk on his face.
Ryland was so infuriated with the conversation with Delaney, and with his assistant, that instead of pushing the ‘down’ elevator knob with his finger, he used his fist against it, thinking that it felt good to hit something solid.
Back in his office again, Ryland dialed the number of the Helena Vargas Investigative Agency in Seattle. Helena answered on the third ring. Ryland could picture her sitting at her desk…shoulder length, dark hair neatly in place and her attention glued to information on a number of important cases simultaneously.
“John, it’s been a long time!” Helena said upon hearing Ryland’s voice. She sounded friendly, but her tone was guestioning. Due to the business she was in, she was naturally cautious until she knew the purpose for each call.
“My fault! I keep meaning to call you, but you know how police work is. Always on the job! Hell, from what I hear, your schedule is about the same now that you have your own business!”
Helena laughed. “True! But I don’t suppose you called just to make small talk. What can I do for you?”
Ryland had always been grateful for Helena’s forthrightness, and he appreciated her quick assessment that he was probably calling her for an assignment now. He was also aware that other people in the police department had requested her help on various cases over the past few years.
“I need your help on the Wes Thompson murder!”
“Don’t they already have a suspect in that case?”
“Not really! Kid named Gregory Reynolds…nice kid…was brought in and booked. But the only thing he’s guilty of is underage drinking!”
“I see! Well, if you really need help on the case, I could let you have one of my associates. Would that be all right?”
Ryland paused before answering. As head of her own private investigating company, Helena always made him grovel a little when he asked for help with a case. He knew it was just a little game she played, and he supposed she got some kind of a kick out of it. But this time he really did need her help, since the showing of The Delaney Car was edging closer every minute, so he didn’t mind stroking her ego a little.
“No, it won’t be all right! I need the very best I can get for this case, and that means I need you, because you are the very best!”
“Thank you! I’m glad you remember I’m so indispensable!” There was both laughter and a certain touch of pride in Helena’s voice. “Of course, I’ll personally help with your case. There’s talk the Thompson murder may be just the beginning!”
“What do you know about it?”
“Not much yet! Just a word here and there from some of my operatives, but I have a hunch about somebody who might know more than is apparent.”
“Who?”
“Give me a little time and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. There are a few things I need to check into first.” Helena’s answer was guarded. She ended the conversation with a click of the receiver.
After he hung up the phone, Ryland leaned back in his chair and thought about the last time he had been alone with Helena, before she’d become a professional private investigator…
From his bed, Ryland reached out and touched the soft, naked skin on
Helena’s back.
“I’m sorry. I guess my mind wasn’t on it tonight.” He said.
A low, dissatisfied grunt escaped Helena’s throat. She sat on the edge of the bed with a sheet across her lap. Without moving from her position, she half turned, and her eyes raked over Ryland in something akin to contempt.
“You don’t have to tell me where your mind was! I’ve hugged and comforted you when you cried out for Annie in the middle of the night! I’ve put up with you calling me her name when we made love! And I’ve listened to you rave on and on about how wonderful she was, as though she was the only woman that ever lived! Somewhere along the way I lost all dignity, because I loved you! But this is it for me, John! I can’t…I won’t…do this anymore!”
“I’m sorry if I’ve hurt you, Helena! I never meant for that to happen. But I did tell you in the beginning that I’m still deeply in love with my wife. I always will be. You wouldn’t listen to me, and now I…I don’t know what else to say. I can’t help the way I feel.”
“Right! Now I understand! That’s why you wear that wedding band you keep on a chain around your neck like it was branded into your hide! Or your heart!”
Ryland was silent. What else could he say that wouldn’t hurt her further?
“And there’s that damn World’s Fair Teddy Bear that sits slumped in the chair near your bed! No doubt it’s another reminder of your precious wife! You know, I don’t really mind those things, if they bring you comfort!” Helena sniffed back fresh tears. “But in the three years we’ve been together, couldn’t you just once have told me you love me, even if it was a lie?”
Ryland leaned back against the pillows, and slowly, sadly shook his head. He had too much respect for her to lie to her. His heart was heavy with the desire to console her, to tell her what she so desperately wanted to hear. But that part of him—the part that knew true love—had been given away years earlier, and wistful thinking would not make any difference.
“Come here.” Ryland gently pulled Helena against his chest and wiped her tears away with the sheet. “You know I would give you anything you want, if I could! But I won’t lie to you! I respect you too much for that! I really do care for you! And if it’s any comfort, I can tell you that you’re the only one I’ve spent any appreciable time with since Annie was killed.”
Helena sniffed again as she knotted the sheet in her hand into a ball.
“I guess that should make me feel better, but it doesn’t! Maybe later it will, when I’ve had time to re-examine my life. Now, you’d better let me go. I’ve got to get to work. Got some legwork to do for an attorney this afternoon.”
“You were really serious about going into P.I. work? I thought you were just kidding about that!”
“Nope! Not kidding! Already got my license, but I still have to go through a yearly training program and pass written and firing-range tests, so I can carry a gun. But right now, paying for the liability insurance is a killer on the small amount of money I’ll get paid per hour!”
“Think you’ll like that kind of work?”
“Sure! Why not? Being a woman shouldn’t hold me back any! Hell, it might even work in my favor at times! Who knows? Anyhow, I plan on opening my own office someday in Seattle. Couple of years down the line.”
“Well, just be careful and don’t take any unnecessary chances.”
“Huh! Unlike you, right?”
Helena stood up and walked naked across the room to the bathroom. When she returned a few minutes later, her hair was still wet from the shower, and her face was free of makeup.
Ryland watched her dress with a vague sense of loss. He had enjoyed being with Helena because, except for his company, and the few times she had let him know she wanted his love, she had asked for very little in return.
Helena didn’t kiss Ryland goodbye. Instead, she stopped at the door and briefly looked back at him.
“Someday, John, you’ll end up a lonely old man! Prisoner of a long lost love, while you chase after a man you don’t even know still exists!”
“Lonely? Maybe.” He said. But in his soul he knew he would never be lonely as long as Annie remained in his consciousness. “But I know he’s out there somewhere…waiting for me…and sooner or later I will find him!”
“Yes, I suppose you will! Well, don’t expect me to wish you good luck! Personally…I hope you rot in hell!”
Ryland noticed the sadness that had settled in Helena’s eyes as she threw him a last, slight smile, and slammed the door.
In the years since the break-up with Helena, Ryland had used her services several times as the head of her own private investigating service. He had also come to rely on her when he needed information from potential witnesses who needed someone with more finesse than he had, in order to get them to open up. Helena was a natural with difficult or reluctant witnesses. She also was accorded the greatest respect in the area of private investigating. Even Matthew Delaney had been known to ask her personal assistance occasionally.
Ryland knew Helena had the knack of knowing exactly how to react to all kinds of people in order to get them to open up to her. She had the type of mindset—creative, confident, knowledgeable, diplomatic, and above all, determined—in her dealings with people, from the lowest criminal to the highest public official, that had given her the professional standing as the leading female private investigator in the country. She was exactly the kind of person he could depend on when he gave her an assignment.
To get his mind off Helena and back on the case at hand, Ryland switched on the local news channel just in time to catch a recap of Delaney’s earlier press conference outside the Delaney Tower. Barela stood a few feet to the left of Delaney, as Delaney answered questions from the media while TV cameras zoomed in on them.
“Can you give us a general idea of the size of the Delaney Assembly Plant, once construction has been completed? Also the approximate cost?” A commentator asked.
Delaney nodded slightly.
“The Delaney Plant will be constructed on approximately 1,800 acres of land located in Pierce County. When completed, the factory will cover more than two million square feet, about the same size as other comparable auto factories. Projected costs to be two to ten billion dollars.”
“Why Pierce County?”
“We needed a large piece of land close to the freeway, and not too far from a body of water with a seaport, where we can make the vehicles available to other countries, as well as sell them here in the United States. Pierce County suited our needs nicely.”
Other commentators jumped into the conversation with questions.
“How many of these first hydrogen-powered-cars do you expect to produce annually?”
“The Delaney Plant will employ some 2,500 local workers, which should enable us to produce approximately 350,000 cars annually.”
“That’s a lot of cars! What style will they be?”
“Our first hydrogen-powered entry into the auto industry is a four-door sedan. We’ve named it The Delaney Car. It will be available for viewing tomorrow evening. Next, we will include a moderately priced luxury car and, perhaps, a sport utility vehicle. We will also double employment later to 4,000, or more, workers.”
“What about the infrastructure needed to support mass production of these hydrogen-fuel-cell-cars?”
“Ah, yes, the infrastructure! President Easton has a task force that has been looking into that problem, and he has personally assured me that when The Delaney Car is ready for the public, the infrastructure will be in place all around the country, as it already is now in various locations.”
“Getting back to the workers, do you expect all of them to come from local people?”
“Most of them will! Of course, a few of them, of necessity, will come from outside sources.”
“What kind of benefits will you offer them?”
“Each and every worker will have excellent health and retirement benefits, as well as comparable wages. We will also offer a savings plan, whereby the company will match dollar for dollar any savings an employee who joins wishes to put aside. Furthermore, we will encourage unionization with the United Auto Workers, so that our employees will always have a say in their future with us!”
“How much of the money for developing The Delaney Car came from the state of Washington?”
“The state has been as supportive in this project financially as it could be in this unusual economy! Governor Lowell, as well as the Legislature, have been advised of our progress every step of the way. Once production has begun, The Delaney Car could and probably will give a huge boost to the state’s economy, much the same as what happened when Microsoft came in. Also, you can be sure that more energy saving auto companies will follow in our footsteps here once we have led the way, giving Washington state another jolt of needed jobs in the near future!”
Another commentator shouldered his way closer to Delaney with a question.
“What about that worker on The Delaney Car, the one that was killed a couple of days ago? Could that have been part of a terrorist threat?”
“As far as anyone knows at this moment, that was simply an altercation between two men in a bar, who had been drinking heavily. As a matter of fact, we…the police…already know who the killer was.”
Delaney did not mention that the killer had already been killed himself by another suspect, or that the FBI were now involved.
“Are you really sure the murder wasn’t part of a plot against The Delaney Car itself?”
Ryland could tell by the sudden darkening of Delaney’s eyes and the tight line of his mouth that the shifting of the questioning had irritated him.
“I just said that as far as anyone knows right now, it was nothing more than an argument between two men who had been drinking too much! Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll let my associate answer the rest of your questions!”
Through with the interview, Delaney nodded to Barela and stepped back into the shadows.
Ryland turned the TV off in disgust. He had heard nothing from the interview that he hadn’t already known. Besides, he knew that as soon as the interview was over, Delaney would be heading home for Little Johnnie’s birthday party. That’s where Delaney would expect a full report from him on the murder investigation. So far, there wasn’t much to report.
Delaney was seated behind the ornate, mahogany desk in his home office when Ryland arrived for the late afternoon birthday party. Unlike the look and feel of new money that permeated everything in his business office, every item in and of the Delaney mansion—both inside and out—bespoke of old, established money. On the wall behind his desk hung a full-length portrait of his deceased father, Senator Delaney, who stood beside the same desk his son now used.
Delaney acknowledged Ryland’s entrance and nodded toward the floor to ceiling windows that faced the mansion’s expansive lawn that overlooked the magnificent view of Elliot Bay from Magnolia Ridge.
“So, what do you think of it?”
Ryland moved to the floor-to-ceiling windows and glanced out at the panoramic view of the back section of the Delaney estate. His eyes glided past the well-maintained grounds, and the rows and rows of tables with white tablecloths and children’s chairs set up for the party, and came to rest on the unexpected advent of a full-size carousel.
The carousel was situated a good thirty feet from the six-foot-high retaining wall, which had been built along the edge of the property in the previous century. Ryland was aware that retaining walls were a way of life to many of those who lived on Magnolia Bluff, so he foresaw no problem with the carousel being in such close proximity to it.
Ryland also noted a scattering of private surveillance people patrolling the outlying area to make sure no media or otherwise uninvited guests tried to crash the birthday party for Delaney’s grandson. Mentally, he counted at least twenty young children at first glance, all between the ages of five to seven years old, with most of them clamoring to get a seat on the merry-go-round while it was stopped. There were also five young men in the foreground, including Bruce Cutler, Lisa’s fiancé, who were busy helping the children find seats.
“Where did you…?”
“Find it?” Anticipating the question his brother-in-law might ask, Delaney interrupted Ryland. A self-indulgent smile played around the corners of his mouth as he settled back in his leather chair and crossed his legs in a relaxed position.
“I don’t mind telling you I’d about given up hope of ever finding something I wanted to give Little Johnnie for his fifth birthday! But a few months ago I saw an article in a New York magazine describing this carousel that was housed in a warehouse in Brooklyn. I flew there, checked it out, bought it, had it dismantled and brought to a workshop in Ballard. Once there, I had it restored to its former splendor by the best craftsmen available, then had it reassembled here last weekend. Kept the whole project under wraps until the partitions were taken down this morning!”
Ryland hesitated slightly before speaking again.
“That…wasn’t the question I had in mind.”
“Oh? You wanted to know Little Johnnie’s reaction when he first saw it? Well, I’ve never seen his eyes so big, or…”
“That wasn’t it, either!” Ryland’s voice was flat now, but more forceful.
“No? What then?” A slight edge had crept into Delaney’s voice. Normally, he knew to expect confrontations of one kind or another from Ryland, but because he was so pleased with the gift he had found for his grandson’s fifth birthday, he had let his guard down.
“Where did you come up with the idea that a five-year-old kid needed such an extravagant birthday present?” Ryland looked Delaney squarely in the eye with the question.
Delaney deliberately uncrossed his legs and stood up. He placed both hands flat on top of the desk as he stood up. Gone was the self-indulgent smile, to be replaced by two creases between his brows.
“Are you accusing me of trying to buy my grandson’s love?”
“If the shoe fits! By the way, how much did you pay for that…toy? Several million, I bet!”
A vein in Delaney’s forehead suddenly threatened to explode.
“What’s the difference how much I paid! Money means nothing to me! I have more than I’d ever need in ten or twenty…hell, a hundred… lifetimes!”
“Uh-huh! Tell me, Delaney, why do you keep a picture in your downtown office of the way Seattle used to look, before you killed all its charm with your high-rise buildings?” Ryland snapped.
Delaney ran a hand through his hair as he tried to control his anger before answering Ryland’s accusations. Nonetheless, he spoke between clinched teeth.
“I keep that picture with the Smith Tower as Seattle’s tallest building because it reminds of how far we’ve come! Of course, Seattle has lost a certain amount of charm since those days, when the rest of the world thought of it as being rather quaint, but it’s still the most beautiful city in America! And Seattle is now a progressive and moneyed city, as well! I’m not ashamed of my part in making that happen!”
“Money again! Don’t you ever think about anything besides money?”
Delaney’s eyes narrowed, and his fist beat down on the desk.
“Don’t begrudge me my wealth, Ryland! You could have been wealthy, too, instead of drawing a policeman’s—sorry—a detective’s pay! Remember, I offered you a full partnership repeatedly years ago, and you turned me down every time!”
“I remember!” Ryland grunted. “And I’m still not interested! Whatever happened to your plans for making Barela a partner? I always thought you had that on the back burner.”
Delaney chose his next words with careful deliberation.
“No…I never intended to offer Barela any kind of a partnership! That was the Senator’s…my father’s…plans for Barela’s future, because he somehow felt responsible for him. I don’t have the same feelings, although I do care for him, since we more or less grew up together. But I simply don’t think he has the…ah…empathy to work well in a partnership situation! Remember, I do hold the lives of many people around me in my hands!”
“Barela doesn’t have empathy? And you think I do?”
The edge of Delaney’s mouth softened, but he still did not smile again.
“Yes, Ryland, I think…no…I know you do! You’re a man with great feelings for others. That’s why you make such a good detective. The kind of dedication you have for your job requires a certain amount of empathy.”
Ryland shrugged.
“If you say so! But what makes you so sure Barela couldn’t live up to your ideals?”
“Let’s just say I suspect Barela was born without a conscious in certain matters, and let it go at that!”
At least they could agree on that, Ryland thought. After a moment’s silence, he decided to mention the Bruce Cutler report again to Delaney even though he knew how he felt about Lisa’s fiancé.
“Have you had a chance to read the report on Bruce yet?”
“Yes.” Delaney’s answer was tart as he returned to his seated position. Absently, he picked up the empty whiskey glass on his desk and clenched it in his hand.
“He seems like a good kid, Delaney! No one I spoke with said anything bad about him. And Lisa truly loves him. You have to admit, she could do worse!”
As he had often done before, Ryland absently wondered why Delaney kept that empty whisky glass on his desk. In all the years he’d known him, he had never seen him drink even a drop of any kind of alcohol. He had assumed…but never asked…that the glass reminded him of his father, who was known to have an occasional drink after a political victory.
Before answering Ryland, Delaney slammed the glass back down on the desk.
“What’s your point?”
Delaney did not want to get into a confrontation about Bruce at the moment. But he sensed Ryland was going to push him into it anyway.
“You know, it isn’t any fault of his that he has an albatross like EOA hanging over him. It happens sometimes.” Ryland said.
Unlike his usual deliberate speech, Delaney blurted the next words out without thinking.
“Did it have to happen to the one person my daughter is willing to give up everything for?”
“Whoa! What brought that on?” Ryland showed surprise at Delaney’s outburst. “Lisa may need to take care of Bruce sometime in the future, but that doesn’t mean she can’t live her own life!”
“Not the life she really wanted!”
“Oh? What then?”
“Instead of accepting the environmental position I offered her when mass production of The Delaney Car starts, she has chosen to give up everything in order to be available round the clock when Bruce’s condition begins to manifest itself!”
“Uh-huh! Well, maybe her love for Bruce means more to her!”
“What kind of love is that, when she has to choose one over the other?”
“I don’t think it’s a matter of choice! The great love of our lives has a way of choosing us!” Ryland’s voice was strained with emotion.
Delaney lowered his gaze to his desk.
“I tried to reach you a couple of nights ago, but you weren’t home! I know it was the anniversary of Annie’s death. I suppose you were at her grave with another red rose?” He said finally.
“Yes! I was!”
Delaney felt guilt press down on him like a living thing and squeeze his heart. He reached for the life saving nitroglycerin pills that were in his breast pocket, but stopped short. After a moment’s hesitation, he let his arm fall to his side.
“I suppose you’re still checking the court records for hit-and-run drivers who might match up with the one who…killed your wife. Do you really think after all this time you have a chance of finding that driver?”
“He’s out there somewhere, and someday I’ll make him pay for what he did! I made that promise to Annie on her grave, and I mean to keep it!”
“You were just a private citizen when you made that promise. Now you’re a police officer! What would you do to him if you did somehow find him?”
Ryland took a long, slow breath and let it out just as slowly before answering Delaney.
“For years I fantasized about finding him and turning him into the police for them to exact justice for his careless deed. But I’ve changed my mind lately!”
“Oh?”
“Now I’m not so sure I want anyone else to provide the justice I seek!”
“Justice? Or revenge?” Delaney snapped.
In the hallway outside Delaney’s office, Barela quietly retraced his steps so that he appeared to have just entered the mansion, whereas he had actually been there in time to hear almost all of the heated conversation between Ryland and Delaney.
The elderly geologist used his cane for support as he walked below Magnolia Bluffs with his teenage grandson, who carried a notebook and pen in his hands. The air was sultry and unpleasant due to the oppressive heat and humidity.
“Grandma says you used to travel all around Washington and do a lot of geological stuff, Grandpa.”
“I did. But that was a long time ago.”
“Well, didn’t you help map the shoreline around Puget Sound?”
The geologist nodded.
“Yep! Two-thousand miles in all! Back in the seventies me and a few other geologists walked…and sometimes crawled on our hands and knees… up and down some of the muddiest cliffs that the earth ever made! Identified six-hundred-sixty miles of unstable slopes for an atlas the Department of Ecology had drawn up, for all the good it did!”
“Why’s that?”
The geologist looked off into the distance and shrugged.
“Heard that someone at the Department had a truckload of them destroyed. Taking up too much room, he said!”
“So they’re all gone?”
“Maybe not all, but most of ‘em. Too bad, too. If ever there was something that should be required checking for people who are thinking of buying property in or close to Puget Sound, that atlas was it.”
“Why?”
“Because nothing and nobody can tell exactly when or where a mudslide will happen, but that atlas could damn well…don’t tell grandma I used that word…pinpoint the most likely places for people to be aware of!”
“Are landslides worse than tornadoes and earthquakes?”
“You bet they are! Are you taking notes on our talk today?”
“Sure, Grandpa. Every word.”
“Good. Anyway, getting back to your question about landslides…they’re undoubtedly America’s deadliest and costliest form of natural disasters, yet people still underestimate the risks they pose! Most folks consider landslides freaks of nature, something that could never happen to them! That’s one reason they build in attractive places even if they are considered possible landslide zones! Do you recall the Rolling Bay landslide disaster on Bainbridge Island a few years ago?”
“Yeah…some. But I was just a little kid when that happened.”
“Well, that was one of the loveliest, most picturesque old neighborhoods around, with views across the sound to Seattle and the Great Cascade Mountains. Nobody really expected a slide! But it happened anyway! It was determined later that it was caused by a rapid debris flow!”
“Sounds bad!”
“It is! Even a shallow debris flow could carry two to three thousand tons of rocks, trees, and wet earth hurtling downward, burying everything in its path! Born centuries ago of mud and ice, and now composed of sand, silt, and gravel, the steep slopes here along Magnolia Bluff are prime examples of mudslides waiting to happen!”
“Don’t most people already know that?”
“Sure, they do! Seattle newspapers and the rest of the media have repeatedly carried reminders about the dangers of steep slopes, especially in the rainy seasons. But many people who live in areas where the danger exists seem to have a cavalier attitude about it, as if the risk is always greatest to somebody else…a far-away neighbor perhaps…but not to them.”
“Well, can’t geologists inform people when a landslide is coming, so they can leave the area before it happens?”
The elderly geologist scratched his the side of his head and thought for a moment before answering his grandson.
“Hmm! That’s a tough one! It’s a known fact that where one debris flow has occurred…that is, one mudslide, regardless of size…others will inevitably follow. A simple thing like a steady rain, the kind we’re probably in for later tonight, with or without the wind increasing, could trigger a killer landslide as quick as you could yell, ‘Run.’”
“So what can be done to prevent them?”
“See those small pipes?” The geologist gestured to the right and left of the Magnolia Bluffs hillside. “That’s a beginning. Those are drainage pipes stuck into the hillside in an effort to keep ground water from building up. Usually, there’s water coming from above and also coming out of a large buried pipe that’s emptying into the storm drain.”
“Is that good?”
“Good, but it’s not enough! Many more storm drains are needed in an area like this because of the rainy seasons we have every year. Before long, though, mudslides could prove even too much for the storm drains to stop!”
“You’re kidding!”
“Nope! Could happen!”
“I don’t understand why anyone would build close to the edge of cliffs that might somehow give way like that!”
“Maybe it’s for the beauty of such areas! Or, for prestige! Or, it could be for a hundred other reasons! See that mansion on top of the bluff up above…the one with the massive retaining wall around the property, and the kids riding on the merry-go-round just beyond the wall? That’s the Delaney place.”
The teenager leaned his head back to look up at the Delaney property, with the magnificent carousel jutting above the retaining wall. As he lowered his head moments later, he noticed the deep grooves etched into the hillside from many years of rainy weather.
The elderly geologist continued with his lecture.
“That place, like many of the other mansions on that bluff, has been there for a hundred years or more, and they’ve never suffered more than minor inconveniences from mudslides. Are they worried about a big one happening someday? Not that you’d notice! My guess is they don’t even think about such a possible occurrence…much less ever expect it to happen!”
“But…but, what if…?”
“…a landslide did happen here? Well, anyplace a slide starts, it can travel up to ten meters per second—that’s twenty-two miles an hour! It would all be over in about three to four seconds!”
“Gosh!”
“Don’t fret about it! We’re just talking a science lesson here! You should have enough material now to get a good grade on your school report! Let’s head for home! I bet grandma’s got some good, hot apple cider waiting for us!”
As the geologist and his grandson turned away from the bluff to retrace their steps, the mountain emitted a low popping, grumbling sound, followed by several small rocks sliding downward.
Through the window of the Delaney kitchen, twenty-three year old Lisa smiled and waved to Bruce. After he lifted Little Johnnie onto a high-stepping carousel horse, Bruce waved back as he pushed his shoulder-length, medium brown hair out of his face.
“You really do love that young man, don’t you, my dear?” Marion spoke matter-of-factly beside her daughter.
“Yes, I do, mom, but…I…I wonder…” Looking at her mother, Lisa hesitated, not knowing how to say what was on her mind without sounding like she was finding fault with her.
Marion stopped in mid-movement of adding the five candles to Little Johnnie’s enormous five-tiered birthday cake, which was decorated on top with a carousel.
“You wonder what, dear?”
Always forthright, Lisa blurted out what was uppermost in her thoughts.
“Mom, most of your life has been spent watching on the sidelines while dad made all the world-shaking moves, and he was the one who basked in the glory. Oh, I know you love him, but what about you? Didn’t you ever have any…ambitions…to be something other than Matthew Delaney’s wife? I know you do a lot of charity work and that’s great, but women today want so much more from life!”
“Well, yes, I suppose I did want more, a long time ago. I had hopes of becoming a writer—I studied at Washington State University—but after your dad and I married, things just seemed to begin happening so fast, I didn’t have the time or the energy to pursue a writing career.”
“Writing! You never mentioned that before! Did he make you quit?”
“Don’t be ridiculous! Matt never ‘made’ me do anything! Although he does seem to want me to learn more about the business lately, and he’s been helping me understand what he does in it.”
“That’s interesting, but why’d you give up on your wrting?”
“Oh, there were the business parties I had to arrange, the dinners I had to host, the social affairs…”
“Those are frivolous things! You could have done those things and still been a writer, if you’d wanted to!”
“Maybe, but by then I’d gotten involved with making sure the rental units in Matt’s hotels and apartment buildings were furnished appropriately, and lots of other things. Image was everything when he began buying up real estate, you know.”
“Again, frivolous!”
“Perhaps to you, but I’ve received a lot of compliments on my taste in furnishings…even had a photo shoot once in The New Look of Seattle Magazine!” Marion’s voice held a touch of pride.
“If that’s really your thing, mom! I don’t mean to be critical about your lack of…self appraisal…but I’ve always wanted to do something with my life that would really make a difference! Something that I could point to later and say, ‘See, I took a stand for what I believed was right!’ That’s important to me!”
Marion sighed audibly. She placed the last candle on Little Johnnie’s birthday cake, before answering her daughter.
“You’re referring to the environmental position your father offered you when production starts on The Delaney Car.”
“Yes…but, I didn’t know he told you.”
Marion glanced out the window at Bruce, who now stood protectively beside Little Johnnie as the merry-go-round began to move.
“I knew he was thinking about it. It must hurt you, having to choose.”
“Hurt? I felt like my heart was being wrenched out of my body! Do you have any idea how much I’d prayed for that position? My whole life I’ve ranted and raved about how big business has been running rampant over the environment…!”
Marion laughed.
“I know! I remember all the sit-ins and the lockouts you participated in at college, and even before that! You were always the most vocal, the most demanding, even when the odds were against you!” Marion paused before adding, “You know you broke your dad’s heart when you turned down his offer!”
“No, I didn’t! He’s not that noble! Anyhow, I’ve made up my mind to give all my attention to Little Johnnie and…and Bruce, for as long as he needs me!”
“That’s why you asked me about my ambitions! You were wondering if I’ve had any regrets!”
Lisa nodded.
“Yes! Do you? I really need to know.” She asked the question quietly, but her brain twisted in agony, waiting for the answer.
Marion motioned to the four caterers who waited outside that the cake was ready to be carried out for the birthday party to begin. After they exited she spoke again.
“I didn’t say I gave up on my writing! I love Matt and I know he loves me…whenever he thinks about it! But, sometimes, when I feel the urge, writing is the one thing that really sustains me! I suppose I may never write the great American novel, but I’m satisfied that what I do write is something worthwhile. So I know I’ve made the right decisions for my life! That may not be the answer you’d hoped for, but it’s the only one I have!”
Ryland walked around the tables and decorations that had been set up on the back lawn of the Delaney mansion to the carousel, to get a better look at the carousel.
Close up, the carousel took on a magnificence that Ryland had barely been aware of through the windows of Delaney’s mansion. With its gold-painted decorations, several mirrors strategically placed, and thirty-six horses of three different sizes in various poses, the full-sized merry-go-round had obviously been restored from an earlier decade. From the ornately carved Neptune’s Chariot seat, a second, smaller chariot, and two round tubs for the youngsters to enjoy—all of which were brilliantly colored in reds, yellows, blues, and greens—Ryland assumed it was possibly pre-World War One.
The horses on the merry-go-round were placed in three rows, with the largest and fanciest animals on the outside, where their inset jewels glittered as bright as true gems when caught by the light. Two deer and two donkeys also adorned the carousel. Ryland estimated at least forty-five people, both young and old, could ride at one time.
The merry-to-round reminded Ryland of the times he and Annie had ridden on the ones at the Puyallup Fair Grounds, and at the amusement park by the Seattle Center, though none were as fancy as Delaney’s. During those times Annie, in a gentle way, had chided him about his irrational fear of heights when he’d refused to go on even the Ferris-wheel, but she’d always graciously settled for the merry-go-round with him.
The children on the old-time carousel laughed and screamed to show they were having great fun, while those on the lawn played tag as they ran around and around the giant Madrona tree that stood nearby. The view of the ocean beyond the carousel and the retaining wall was superb. Only the slight hint in the breeze of more wind and rain to come seemed inconsistent with the festivities of the day.
As the carousel started up again and began going around, Ryland noticed Bruce beside Little Johnnie, holding him onto a dappled, high-stepping horse in an obvious attempt to make sure he didn’t fall off.
Beside Ryland, Lisa touched his arm.
“Isn’t Bruce wonderful, Uncle John? He’s everywhere Little Johnnie is, taking care of him and playing with him. He’s having so much fun himself, he’s just like a little kid.”
Yes, Ryland thought. A little kid…waiting to happen.
Ryland nodded to Lisa, to show his approval of Bruce’s actions. Then drawn then closer by the carnival-like music over the loudspeakers, he took a step toward the carousel.
Abruptly, Ryland felt Annie’s presence in front of him like a barrier. He immediately stopped his forward movement as a familiar feeling of unease settled over him. Over the years, at moments when danger lurked, he had grown used to Annie’s subtle warnings of impending danger.
But there had always been some physical danger to his person whenever her presence pre-warned him.
Where was the danger now? He wondered.
After listening in the hall to the conversation between Delaney and Ryland, Barela stayed mostly to himself during the birthday party. He talked briefly to Delaney about an upcoming speech that Delaney was supposed to make to the media about the new hydrogen-fuel-cell-car, but he deliberately avoided close association with Ryland.
Barela seethed inside about the remarks he’d overheard Delaney make about him to Ryland, but he decided not to make a show of his anger because he did not want Delaney to become suspicious of him yet. He knew that soon he would be able to settle the score with both of them!
“Too bad I can’t destroy that damn merry-go-round at the same time I eliminate Delaney and Ryland! That’s the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen, but it’s still too good for that little brat!” Barela mused to himself.
Barela congratulated himself on the fact that he had not left any clues so far that would lead Ryland to know about his sabotage plot. It had been easy for him to get rid of Evans and to make sure that Deanna York disappeared by drugging her and leaving her in a motel room with a ‘do not disturb’ sign on the door. By the time she was found, his plans would be accomplished.
There was only one other person who might find out about his sabotage plans before he could he could initiate them…Helena Vargas! He needed to pay her a visit.
Soon!
After the birthday party came to a close, Ryland returned to the apartment building where the murder victim and Deanna York had lived in separate apartments. But when he questioned the manager, he was told that he had not seen Deanna York since the day before the murder, and he had no idea how to reach her.
Having reached a dead end in his investigation, and with a bad feeling about the disappearance of Deanna York, Ryland headed back to his Homicide Division to report in.
Right after he closed the door to his office, the telephone rang. He lifted the receiver on the first ring.
“Ryland speaking.”
“It’s me! Are you alone?”
“ Helena! Yes, I’m alone! Why?”
“I’m just concerned that someone there might…well, might be with you, and…”
“And…what? Are you trying to tell me something?”
“No…yes, I do want to tell you about some things I’ve found out, but not now. Not over the phone.”
“What kind of things? Have you found out who ordered Evans to kill Thompson, and who killed Evans?”
There was a slight pause on Helena’s line.
“No, not yet, but I have a feeling that everything I’ve discovered somehow ties into that. Anyhow, can you come by later this evening…around eleven…and I’ll explain to you then.”
“Why can’t you tell me over the phone?”
“Dammit, Ryland, does everything have to be spelled out for you! I don’t know who to trust anymore! My phone could be tapped and so could yours!”
“That’s ridiculous! Who would tap the phones?”
“Ryland, get your frigin’ mind out of the clouds and listen to what I’m trying to tell you! There are some people around you who have been doing some pretty bad things! By now they may know that I know about them, and I just want to get it all out in the open as soon as possible! But not over the phone!”
“You sound scared! Are you all right? Should I come over right now?”
“No! There’s no need for that! I have my gun, and besides, the windows and doors are all locked and I’m not letting anyone in until you get here!”
“Okay, you know best! If you don’t want me there until eleven, that’s when I’ll be there!”
“Good! And Ryland…Oh, never mind! I’ll explain everything when you get here! Just…don’t be late!”
Ryland was puzzled about Helena’s call as he hung up the receiver, but he had no time to dwell on it. On his desk was a message that he was needed in the city of Blaine—the northern border line between Washington and Canada.
“Ok, Yancy, what’s up? We’ve been sitting here for the past ten or fifteen minutes exchanging small talk and, frankly, I’m getting bored, not to mention sleepy! What was so urgent that you needed to see me in person?”
Ryland set his emptied glass of Scotch on the desk in front of him, and leaned forward in his seat, waiting for an answer. He knew he had been summoned in person by the head of the U.S. Drug Enforcement’s Administrative Office in Blaine, Washington, for a specific reason. Now he was impatient to know what that reason was.
Yancy Bagley, a slender man nearing fifty, with light skin that looked as though he was seldom out-of-doors, gave a long, drawn out sigh. Before speaking, he refilled his drink, glanced at Ryland and received a shake of the head, then returned the half-empty bottle of Scotch to the bottom desk drawer. He downed the drink in one swallow.
“How much do you know about B.C. Bud, Ryland?”
The question caught Ryland off-guard. He had at least expected to be told about a suspicious dead body or two.
“What the hell?” He growled. “Everybody in law enforcement knows about British Columbia pot! What has that to do with me? You’re head of the drug enforcement around here!”
“Of course! Just bear with me awhile! I need to bring you up-to-date on the marijuana issue, before we get to the point of your being here. Okay?”
“Yeah. Sure.” Even though the warm Scotch eased the pain in his lower back, Ryland wished he was home in bed. But he knew his old friend well enough to know this wasn’t just a social visit.
After a short pause, Bagley continued.
“As of right now, B.C. Bud is the world’s best pot! Some of the growers have only a few plants in a basement or other room, and they grow them under bare 1,000-watt metal halide or high-pressure sodium light bulbs. However, the most sophisticated growers use high-tech equipment to precisely regulate temperature, light, and nutrients in hydroponic greenhouses, where they carefully nurture their marijuana plants. They use cutting-edge cloning and cultivation techniques that rival the best-specialized horticulturalists. With this method, the growers can harvest up to six vastly lucrative crops year after year!”
Ryland shrugged.
“Okay, so they breed and sell good pot! Your point?”
“It’s not just good pot, my friend! It’s the very best that money can buy! In fact, its THC content—the active ingredient tetrahydrocannabinol—ranges from 15 percent to as much as 25 percent! In case you didn’t already know, the naturally grown marijuana plants of the 1970’s had a THC content of only 2 percent!”
His interest finally piqued, Ryland whistled.
“That’s quite a difference!”
Bagley nodded.
“Right! That’s what makes B.C. Bud so sought after here in the states! It’s six times as potent as the marijuana from Mexico or anywhere else! And legalizing regular pot—when and if it happens—won’t make any difference to the amount of illegal B.C. Bud arriving here! Come with me! I want to show you something!”
Bagley led Ryland from his office into a small side room containing several marijuana plants.
“These were brought to us earlier today by one of our agents. They were confiscated in a raid, along with several hundred other plants, from one of the hydroponic greenhouses in Vancouver by the RCMP.”
“The Royal Canadian Mounted Police?”
“Yes! We work as closely as possible with them. They’re as concerned as we are about the astronomical rise in hydroponic cannabis cultivation, because much of the finished product is being traded for shipments of cocaine, guns, and other weapons flowing north to Canada. The plants here are an example of the extremely high-grade weed being produced. Look!”
Bagley held up a fat sprig of marijuana buds for Ryland to see.
“Notice the crystals of dried resin on this! Those crystals make the local pot from Canada strong and tempting, that’s why it’s considered top of the market! Like I said before, British Columbia now produces the best marijuana in the world!”
Bagley held the marijuana sprig under Ryland’s nose.
“Smell it!” He commanded.
The minty-smelling weed was familiar to Ryland from earlier days, when he’d tried pot to ease his pain over losing Annie. But he’d given it up almost immediately, because all it did was make the pain worse when the drug-induced effect wore off.
As a police officer, Ryland had known for a long time about the prevalence of B.C. Bud in the Seattle area. But busting sellers were considered the province of the Drug Enforcement Unit of the Seattle Police Department, and not homicide detectives, unless a particular case involved the use of such drugs.
A few minutes later they were back in Bagley’s office, and he continued talking about the marijuana problem.
“Shipments of marijuana across the northern border here into the U.S. have exploded over the past year. In spite of border security, they’re smuggled in by every means available! You name it, and it’d done! Over water by boat, sea kayak or jet ski! In the air by aircraft! On the land by horse trailers, cars, SUV’s, and trucks! Over snow by snowmobiles and dog sleds through the woods in remote areas along the border! Hell, it’s even concealed in tires and hidden compartments in all kinds of vehicles! Large duffel bags and backpacks containing the drug are often thrown across remote areas of the border and left for pick-up later! Unfortunately, sometimes teen-age kids in this area are used to pick up the duffle bags and backpacks to move them south! The lure of the promise of big money has even suckered them in! All in all, I’d have to say the northern border here now has the southern border of the U.S. beat all to hell for bringing in illicit drugs!”
Ryland whistled. He wasn’t aware the problem had gotten so far out of hand.
“Can’t you control it?”
“We’re doing our best, but even if we could double or triple our patrols, we’d still be understaffed!”
“Okay, so you’ve got an impossible situation by trying to find and seize every load of marijuana leaving British Columbia for the states! Your best bet is to go after the big guys, the ones who are making the pot in Canada and the ones who are distributing it here in the States!”
“Uh-huh! Easier said than done! For the most part, we already know
who most of the traffickers based in Canada are! We’ve been concentrating
our efforts lately on them! But there’s also one big U.S. based group that
we’ve become aware of lately in the Seattle area! And…” Bagley paused
and looked Ryland directly in the eye.
“And?” Ryland asked.
“DEA agent Gavin Nash has finally made contact with some of the people who are running the illicit trade in B.C. Bud in Seattle! From what he tells me, it’s a small organization but its tentacles go south as far as San Diego! They receive the pot from Canada via various different land vehicles, then move it south, where the supercharged pot sells for a minimum of $6,000 a pound, instead of the $2,000 it’s worth in the Vancouver area! We need to shut down that operation as quickly as possible!”
“Sounds like your DEA agent may need the help of the Seattle Police Drug Enforcement Unit! Right?”
Bagley took time to light a cigarette and take a couple of puffs on it before answering.
“Yes and no! From what Nash has told me…and this is just between the three of us for the present time…I believe the few police in Seattle who are informed about this, the better! You’re an old friend, Ryland, and I know I can trust you! Nash is fairly young, and I think he may be getting in over his head! As a favor to me, I’d like you to be his backup for the time being!”
“Why me?”
“Because you know the Seattle Police Department inside and out! And you have certain…advantages…that some other police officers, as well as other DEA agents, do not have! And, most importantly, because Nash has informed me that at least two narcotic detectives in the Seattle area are in with the smuggling group there!”
“Who?” Ryland asked through clenched teeth, although he was sure he already knew the answer. He also had his answer now about why he had been summoned to the DEA office.
“Frank Davis and Jeremy Jones, both of them from your precinct! You know them, of course?”
“Yeah! I know them!”
“Nash has gotten close to Jones by making him believe he’s a down-and-out drug user interested in making a little extra cash as a relief driver when they need one! He doesn’t think any other police are involved, but he hasn’t learned who the head man is yet! He said Jones hinted to him that it is someone well known in Seattle! There’s supposed to be a big shipment arriving there for distribution any time now! He’ll contact you when the time comes to rendezvous, which will probably be very soon!”
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