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			“These are two wonderful, engaging novellas about the all-but-secret world of Santa Barbara society of the not-so-distant past. These people are still around behind their gates and high hedges. Beneath the snobbery and scandal, there is something eerie, something noir. Elizabeth Gilchrist knew this world well, and she writes of it with sympathy, humor, and ruthless honesty. A great read.”

			—Kent Anderson, author of Sympathy for the Devil, Night Dogs, Green Sun, and Liquor, Guns & Ammo; Recipient of Prix Calibre 38 1998; Finalist for the Los Angeles Times Book Award 2019; and Awardee of the 2019 Grand Prix de littérature policière

			“A smell of eucalyptus and salt air, morning fogs, mountains in the distance, lust, adultery and unsolved murders. If Raymond Chandler’s Los Angeles has been called “the great wrong place,” Elizabeth Gilchrist’s Santa Barbara runs a close second. She is its bard. Her selection of period details is impeccable, her wit and judgment playful and subtle. Her wealthy characters, seemingly proper and socially responsible, listen to the best jazz, eat the most sensible food, drive the hippest cars, and move in an atmosphere of entitled amorality and dread.”

			—Phillip Lopate, author of Two Marriages, 

			editor of Art of the Personal Essay
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			Rich People in Santa Barbara is a work of fiction. 
Santa Barbara is, of course, a real place, but the Santa Barbara of 
“Montecito Peak” and “The Polo Club” is seen through the prism 
of the author’s memory and imagination.

			this is a genuine rare bird book

			Rare Bird Books
6044 North Figueroa Street
Los Angeles, California 90042
rarebirdbooks.com

			Copyright © 2026 by Elizabeth Gilchrist

			Rare Bird Books supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Rare Bird Books 
to continue to publish books for readers to enjoy and appreciate.

			All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book 
or portions thereof in any form whatsoever, including 
but not limited to print, audio, and electronic.

			For more information, address:
Rare Bird Books Subsidiary Rights Department 
6044 North Figueroa Street
Los Angeles, California 90042

			Set in Minion Pro
Printed in the United States

			10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available upon request

		

		
			Contents

			Rich People in Santa Barbara	4

			Two Novellas by	4

			Elizabeth Gilchrist	4

			CHAPTER ONE	10

			Struck by Lightning	10

			CHAPTER TWO	19

			The Eucalyptus Tree	19

			CHAPTER THREE	25

			Triumph of the Will	25

			CHAPTER FOUR	34

			Jitterbug Waltz	34

			CHAPTER FIVE	43

			We Work Well Together	43

			CHAPTER SIX	57

			Paradise Store	57

			CHAPTER SEVEN	71

			Freak Accident	71

			CHAPTER EIGHT	83

			Concours d’Elegance	83

			CHAPTER ONE	91

			Chamber Music	91

			CHAPTER TWO	102

			The Girl Who Loved the Night	102

			CHAPTER THREE	110

			Golf Cart Polo	110

			CHAPTER FOUR	124

			Financial	124

			CHAPTER FIVE	128

			Convergence of the Twain	128

			CHAPTER SIX	147

			Jimmy’s Oriental Gardens	147

			CHAPTER SEVEN	156

			A Night Made for Love	156

			CHAPTER EIGHT	169

			The Night the Dogs Howled	169

			CHAPTER NINE	177

			The Memorial Service	177

			CHAPTER TEN	186

			The Most Direct Course of Action	186

			CHAPTER ELEVEN	199

			Hunter Came to Her in a Dream	199

			Acknowledgements	210

		

		
			For my father
John Wesley Gilchrist

			Montecito Peak

			1990

			CHAPTER ONE

			Struck by Lightning

			One afternoon in January, on her way home from a Concours d’Elegance committee meeting at her daughter’s school, Barbara Palmer stopped by the Montecito Garage on East Valley Road. Montecito was becoming more built up, but East Valley Road was still a quiet country road lined with pittosporum hedges and stone walls, with big houses hidden from the road down long driveways. If there was a line of cars at a stop sign, you wondered what the event was. The Montecito Garage was located at a curve in the road a half mile or so from Montecito Village. The house Barbara inherited from her grandmother was another half mile farther on.

			Barbara and Mike Brooke, the owner of the Montecito Garage, had known each other since they were children. Mike was one of the children whom Barbara’s grandmother rounded up to play with Barbara and her sister when they came up from Pasadena to visit. She would send them to the horse show with her chauffeur. Whenever their grandmother remarked of Mike: “There were three presidents at his grandmother’s wedding. One sitting and two former. Alas, his father spent all the money,” as she was fond of saying, Barbara and her sister would make hoity-toity faces at her behind her back. Mike’s father was an architect who wore silk scarves and a beret, and he seldom got a commission.

			The garage had been there since the twenties. The original white-stucco-and-red-tile-roof building still stood. The garage office had the original chairs for customers, chrome and leatherette—a rip on the seat of one of the chairs had been mended with duct tape. The hydraulic lifts in the service bays were new, however—only a few years old. Across the cracked concrete pavement, there was an I-beam prefab steel building outfitted to work on racing cars. Texaco had long since stopped delivering gas to the glass-globe gas pumps in front of the garage, but deliveries were still made to a 500-gallon gravity-flow fuel tank on a stand by the metal building.

			Mike had always been into cars. At Santa Barbara High School, he ran with the car guys; he worked at the Montecito Garage in the summers. The Vietnam War was going on then. All of the guys Mike knew who went to Vietnam came back fucked up. For nothing, as Mike saw it. He went to Cal Poly in San Luis Obispo and majored in civil engineering. Mike’s senior year at Cal Poly, he applied to a graduate program, with the idea of continuing his student deferment. The same week that he got the letter informing him that he’d been admitted to the graduate program, the first draft lottery was conducted. His number was 349. He was never going to be drafted. Soon after, the estate of one of his great-aunts was settled and he got a cashier’s check in the mail for three hundred thousand dollars. A few days later, the owner of the Montecito Garage decided he wanted to retire and offered to sell the garage to Mike. And so, Mike, three months short of his BA, quit college on the spot and bought the Montecito Garage.

			Barbara parked her red Volvo station wagon under a dusty pepper tree next to an old green pickup truck with board sides, the back of the truck piled high with fishing nets. FRESH WISH COMPANY was lettered in white block letters on the faded green of the driver’s door. The truck belonged to a fisherman buddy of Mike’s. The front brakes were metal on metal. Mike had told his friend he’d give him the bro rate for a brake job. But he couldn’t get to it right away. Barbara walked across the concrete parking area to the garage. The glass-globe gas pumps reminded her of Montecito the way it was when she was a little girl visiting her grandmother.

			In one of the service bays, a black BMW that looked like an SS staff car was up on the hydraulic lift; in the other, a yellow 1955 Corvette, the Turbo-Five V-8 model, was backed in. Mike, in jeans and a racing crew jacket, was making a repair on the BMW, standing under the car, his neck craned back, looking up under the engine, doing something with a sprocket wrench. He didn’t hear Barbara’s approach. She scrutinized the Corvette for a minute, then made her presence known.

			“Hello, hello,” she said. She had a sweet, emphatic voice. She was wearing a blue-and-white-striped French sailor’s jersey and blue wool slacks, and she carried an L.L.Bean Boat and Tote bag, white canvas with navy-blue trim. Her hair was the same honey blonde as when she was a girl.

			Mike ducked out from under the front of the elevated BMW.

			“Barb Lloyd. What brings you here?” he said, wrench in hand. He called her by her maiden name. Barbara had been married to Rawson Palmer for sixteen years, but people who had known her as a girl still called her Barb Lloyd. Barbara had a large unearned income. Her great-grandfathers on both sides had been robber baron industrialists. There were trusts. There were trustees. There were the family’s attorneys. There were investment managers. She lived within her income, her very large income. If anyone asked, she said, “I was born lucky”—and changed the subject.

			Mike was a handsome man. He had sapphire blue eyes and dark-brown hair, almost black. Barbara’s sister said he had the most beautiful straight nose of any man she ever knew. Mike had never taken his good looks too seriously.

			“I have a favor to ask,” Barbara said.

			“Anything,” Mike said. “Within reason. Have a seat.”

			They sat on red metal porch chairs on the pavement outside the open door of the garage office. There was a smell of motor oil. Barbara took a yellow legal pad and a plastic bag of baby carrots out of her tote. She carried around baby carrots the way some of her friends carried around bottles of Evian water. She still weighed the same as when she was eighteen.

			“Would you like a carrot?” she said, offering the plastic bag to Mike.

			“No, thanks,” he said.

			“I’m a great believer in crudités,” she said. “Let me tell you the situation.”

			Her daughter’s school, Crane Country Day School, had a vintage car show every year as a fundraiser. A Concours d’Elegance. Mike said he was familiar with the Concours d’Elegance.

			“I know you are,” Barbara said. “But what you do not know is that this year I am on the committee.”

			“It’s terribly important to be involved,” Mike said. He had a rascally smile.

			“It really is,” Barbara said, repressively.

			“Sorry,” Mike said.

			“The first two meetings, I didn’t say a peep. Not a peep. Today I had a brainstorm. Why not have a fifties section. We all know people who have terrific fifties cars.”

			“I think I see where this is going,” Mike said.

			“Everyone on the committee is excited,” Barbara said. “I volunteered to come up with a list of possible exhibitors. And it occurred to me that (a) you could help me with my list; and (b) you have a fifties Corvette.” She counted off “a” and “b” by pointing her index finger at Mike.

			“Affirmative to the first,” Mike said. He got up and got the garage Rolodex and sat back down next to Barbara. He flipped the Rolodex, stopping at the entries for garage customers who owned fifties cars. Barbara took notes, writing with a black gel pen in cursive backhand on the yellow legal pad, encouraging him with “That’s great” and “Got it.” He came up with five names, finishing with “Ron Gamberini—he has that turquoise 1957 Chevy Bel Air with Veni Vidi Vici on the dash. 969-3554.”

			“What about Rawson’s cousin’s convertible?” she said. “It’s like riding in a big comfortable glove. It has those big whitewall tires.”

			“It’s a 1952 Chrysler New Yorker. But he doesn’t bring it to me.”

			“His loss. I have his phone number at home. Now what about your Corvette?”

			“The transmission’s shot,” Mike said.

			Barbara put the yellow legal pad and the plastic bag of carrot sticks back in her tote bag—she had eaten three carrot sticks while they talked. She got to her feet and drifted over to the Corvette in the service bay, Mike accompanying her.

			“Maybe you could tow it down to the Polo Club?” she said, tracing a curlicue in the dust of the hood with her index finger.

			“The cars have to run. That’s the drawing card. Get with it, Barbara,” Mike said.

			“Oh. I guess they do have to run,” she said. “You could fix it.”

			“I’d have to order parts. I’ve got work backed up.”

			“The Concours isn’t until June. Are you saying that if you ordered the parts for the Corvette today, they wouldn’t come in time?” She was playful but persistent.

			“Barbara, don’t be a pest.”

			“Sorry. What’s going on with the land speed record?” she asked.

			“We’re racing the Lakester at El Mirage in June,” Mike said. “Chasin’ that record.”

			The rolling doors of the metal building were up. A Lakester—an open-wheel race car, its body shaped like the fuselage of a Cessna Citation bizjet, gleaming white with a futuristic red streak—was inside. The owner was a boyhood friend of Mike’s, a car guy with family money. In high school, he and Mike customized a 1958 Chevrolet with a small-block V-8, a classic drag racing car. Now Mike was his head mechanic and crew chief.

			“Exactly how fast can that car go?” Barbara asked, eyeing the race car in its lair, across the parking area.

			“It had better go over 324 miles an hour, or we’re not in the running.”

			“Yikes. Well, it certainly looks fast. I have to dash. I’m going into town to pick up the laundry at Ablitt’s. The days are so damn short in January. You know how Rawson gets.” Barbara could say this sort of thing to Mike without any feeling of disloyalty. He was an old friend. Her tone when talking about her husband was indulgent.

			“We all know Rawson,” Mike said. It was common knowledge. Rawson had a fit if Barbara was out after dark.

			“I’m a saint,” Barbara said.

			Mike walked with her to her car. Seeing Fresh Wish Company lettered on the green truck, she said, “Remember the Palmer Orchards logo?”

			“Jesus, that International Harvester was a junker,” Mike said.

			“I know. But I loved to drive it.”

			Mike smiled at Barbara. She had a pretty face—her full lower lip had a piquant charm.

			For several years, Barbara and her husband had been in the exotic fruit business. During this period, the horse pasture was planted in macadamia nut trees and the hill behind the swimming pool was terraced for a cherimoya orchard that never materialized. They also bought property at La Conchita and planted a banana grove. They had a farm truck, an old International Harvester that kept breaking down. Mike was pressed into service as the farm mechanic, but he eventually refused to work on it.

			He remembered Barbara sitting high in the cab, her blonde daughter seat-belted in the bench seat next to her. He’d installed the seat belts. The Palmer Orchards logo—a photo-realistic rendering of a macadamia nut, a cherimoya, and a short fat red banana—was airbrushed on the door.

			“How’s Sheila?” he asked.

			Sheila was Barbara’s sister. She was two years older than Barbara, the same age as Mike. The summer Barbara was fifteen, she and her sister had spent the summer in Santa Barbara. Mike would take Sheila out to the movies and bring her home and kiss her good night, then he’d circle around the house and climb up the wisteria trellis, and she’d let him in her bedroom window. Their grandmother didn’t care, so long as the proprieties were observed. Barbara’s bedroom was across the hall from her sister’s room, and once she tiptoed out of her room and listened at the door.

			Sheila’s adult life was glitzier than Barbara’s. She had a house in Aspen and a house in the South of France, and an international circle of friends. She’d made the scene in New York in the late Sixties and early Seventies. After a brief, spectacularly disastrous first marriage to a man who turned out to be after her money, she had been married for fifteen years to an easygoing guy with a lot of money.

			“The last time I talked to her, she said she was a sybarite,” Barbara said. She rummaged around in her tote for a baby carrot. “They’ve rented a villa on Mustique for February. That’s when Mick Jagger is there.”

			“She thinks she’s Princess Margaret,” Mike said.

			Barbara burst out laughing. Mike smiled his rascally smile, amused that he’d made her laugh. Then something was wrong. Barbara was laughing with no sound, her mouth an O. She dropped her tote on the pavement.

			A piece of carrot had lodged in Barbara’s windpipe, and no oxygen whatsoever was getting to her lungs. It was a silent, peaceful process. No coughing. No gasping for air. Barbara was more bewildered than panicked. Mike had an aura of white light around him. She clutched silently at her throat. Mike recognized the classic sign that a person is choking. He paid attention to public service spots on television. He had never administered a Heimlich maneuver before, but he knew what to do. Acting fast, he got behind Barbara and encircled her in a close embrace. Barbara was starting to go limp at the knees, a dead weight. He made his two hands into a fist and lodged his double fist in the hollow beneath her breasts. He jerked in and up, hard and fast. Barbara’s mouth opened with a small ahhh, more an exhalation than a cough, and once again she could breathe. The morsel of carrot was on her tongue. Mike released her, and she turned to face him.

			There was an enormous silence all around them. In the pale January sunshine in a year when the rains didn’t fall, two souls spoke to each other. They stared at each other, looked deep into each other’s eyes.

			“Everything was turning black,” she said.

			“I’m shaking now,” he said. “Thank you, Jesus. I did it right.”

			“You saved my life.”

			He touched a finger to her soft cheek in wonderment. The smell of cucumber soap and Blue Grass dusting powder. The smell of motor oil and of Mike’s sweat. They were old friends. Acquaintances, really. Barbara had always been able to see why women liked Mike—and Mike could see Barbara’s appeal. But they’d never been attracted to each other. No undercurrents. Now everything had changed. That was before. This was after.

			Like magic, they saw each other with new eyes. Lightning had struck. Eros shot his golden arrows. Angels sang. A red-headed acorn woodpecker rat-a-tat-tat-ed on the utility pole. A car drove past on East Valley Road. The phone was ringing in the garage office.

			“You should answer that,” Barbara said.

			“They’ll call back.”

			Mike picked up Barbara’s tote and handed it to her. The phone stopped ringing. They stood under the pepper tree with its dusty, weeping-willow leaves.

			“I’m never going to eat another carrot in my life,” Barbara said.

			“That’s probably best,” Mike said.

			“Do you remember when we went grunion hunting?”

			“I do remember.”

			An August night at the dark of the moon. Sheila didn’t want Barbara to come with her and Mike, but their grandmother prevailed on Mike to take Barbara along. He was nice to her; she didn’t feel like a third wheel. The wan yellow lights along the boardwalk at the Miramar were almost invisible in the foggy night. Tendrils of fog. A group of kids around a driftwood fire on the sandy beach. Six-packs of beer. Sheila stripped down to her bra and panties and swam out to the float. When she got out of the water, Mike gave her his Pendleton wool shirt. Two of the girls had made a thing of racing down to the water’s edge to see if the grunion had come yet and running back to report. One boy got drunk and pissed in the fire. An old couple staying at the Miramar had chatted with one of the boys on the boardwalk, and the woman had asked if the kids were having a weenie roast. He thought this was hilarious, and every once in a while, he started a call and response: “Weenie roast!”—“Weenie roast!” Barbara joined in.

			It was midnight when the shallow waves glistened with the slender silver fish, the spawning fish squirmed on the wet sand. Mike and Sheila and Barbara filled their galvanized pail with grunion and went back to the big kitchen at her grandmother’s house. Fried in butter, the silvery little fish were perfect crisp morsels.

			Mike said, “I remember something you said. A guy who wasn’t from Santa Barbara—his family was staying in one of the cottages at the Miramar—said that Santa Barbara was cliquish if you weren’t from there, and you said, ‘That’s not true. We all know each other. And I’m from Pasadena.’”

			“Oh dear,” Barbara said. Another silence. Then she said, “I really should go now.”

			“The witching hour,” Mike said. “We don’t want you to turn into a pumpkin.”

			“Me and Cinderella.”

			“You’re sure you’re alright?”

			“I’m perfectly fine. Everything was turning black, and now I’m perfectly fine.”

			He held the car door for her, and she got in, put her tote on the seat next to her, and fastened her seat belt. “Please get the Corvette running,” she said, looking up at him.

			“You don’t give up,” he said. He felt infinite tenderness for her.

			“Never!” she said, as she started the engine.

			Mike watched her drive away, between the high green hedges. He remembered that Barbara’s nose was sunburnt and peeling the night of the grunion hunt.

			CHAPTER TWO

			The Eucalyptus Tree

			Stone gateposts topped by pineapple finials flanked the entrance. Periwinkle groundcover grew under old oak trees. There was still daylight, but the winter light was fading. As she drove up the driveway, Barbara met her husband, Rawson, coming out in their Lincoln Town Car. Their thirteen-year-old daughter, Betsy, was in the passenger seat next to him. The asphalt driveway was wide enough for the two cars to pull up next to each other. Barbara and Rawson rolled down their windows at the same time.

			“Where were you?” he asked, his tone only mildly curious. But a muscle in his jaw twitched. It could go either way.

			“Sun’s already set, Mom,” Betsy said, talking across her father. She had her mother’s coloring—honey-blonde hair and hazel eyes.

			“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Barbara said. “I had a Concours d’Elegance meeting at Crane.” With Betsy, she did her best to make the home-before-dark thing into a silly foible of Rawson’s. Daddy’s just a little insecure. “We’re going to have a fifties section. I went by the Montecito Garage and Mike gave me a list of people who have fifties cars.” She didn’t say the important thing: I almost died. Mike saved my life. “Then I went into town to pick up the dry cleaning.” Barbara had gone over the hill on Camino Viejo to avoid the traffic backed up at the stoplights on 101—the only lights between San Diego and San Francisco. It would be two years before the Garden Street on-off ramp and the underpass at State Street were completed.

			“You’ve been a busy bee. We’re going to the Nugget for burgers,” Rawson said, amiable now. He hadn’t really been interested in where she had been. That was not what it was about. “Do you want to come? We can wait for you.”

			“I’ll stay here,” Barbara said.

			The Nugget was in Summerland. A hamburger joint with a full bar. You always ran into someone you knew. Ordinarily, Barbara would have gone along, but this evening she wanted to be alone. Partly, she had Mike on her mind. Also, she had something she wanted to do unobserved. Barbara was secretly poisoning a eucalyptus tree on the neighbors’ property.

			“Bring me a meatloaf sandwich, please,” she said.

			“Righty-o,” Rawson said. He was almost handsome, with sandy hair and regular features, but he had a small mouth, a phenomenon among men of his age in a certain demographic, the result of a fashion in orthodontics for unnecessarily pulling two permanent teeth, the two upper pre-molars, to correct an overbite. Rawson and Betsy drove off in the Lincoln Town Car, and Barbara proceeded on to the house.

			The large, square-ish, ochre-stucco two-story Italianate house with its sage-green shutters and an entry court paved with granite cobblestones was a departure from the usual Spanish Revival architecture of its period. Barbara’s grandmother had left the Santa Barbara house to Barbara and a ranch outside of Tucson to Sheila. Two separate bequests. She said she’d seen too much argle-bargle with one heir having to buy out the other, or quarrels if the heirs owned the property in common. At the time of her death, Barbara and Rawson were living in La Cañada, not far from Barbara’s parents in Pasadena. She’d had mixed feelings about moving to Santa Barbara. Betsy was little, and Barbara liked being near the grandparents. Rawson, however, was gung-ho, and Barbara acquiesced. The move had turned out to be a good thing. Barbara felt at home in Montecito, and people were tolerant of Rawson.

			Italian cypress grew around the walled entry court. A della Robbia plate—a Madonna and Child ringed by yellow lemons and green leaves—was in an arched opening over the front door. Barbara drove around to the three-car garage. Each of the three single garage doors had its own automatic door opener. A Cadillac Allanté—a red two-door, two-seater convertible that she’d given Rawson for his fortieth birthday, three years before—was parked in the garage.

			“Wow. A red convertible. I love it. Midlife Crisis Caddy,” Rawson had exclaimed, but he rarely drove it, and he never took off the removable hardtop. He didn’t have the panache to carry off the Allanté. When he drove it, he looked sheepish. She was so used to the red Cadillac in the garage that she hardly saw it. Now, burdened down with the dry cleaning, her tote, and a brown paper grocery bag from Isaiah Brothers, she contemplated the Cadillac. There was a fine film of dust. She imagined Mike driving with the top down. Sporty. Barefoot. As if Santa Barbara was still a sleepy little beach town.

			The caretaker and gardeners and the housekeeper were gone for the day. In the kitchen, Barbara stood at the sink and contemplated the view. As long as she could remember, the view from the kitchen window had been of Montecito Peak, hazy purple against the sky. Over the years, however, a blue gum eucalyptus tree in a stand of tall eucalyptus—a windbreak planted at the turn of the century—had gradually blocked it from view, until one day Barbara realized she could no longer see Montecito Peak from the kitchen. This was unacceptable.

			Barbara hung the dry-cleaned clothes in their flimsy plastic wrappings in the laundry room, put on an old Fair Isle cardigan, and went out a side door from the butler’s pantry, taking with her the wicker basket that she used for cut flowers. Her first stop was the workshop for the property. The workshop was at a distance from the house, down the dirt road that circled around the thirty-seven acres. The door was kept locked, but the key was in plain view on a nail over the door. It was an old frame building with double-hung windows and a wide plank floor. Barbara let herself in and switched on the fluorescent shop light suspended from the ceiling. There was the smell of engine oil

			There was a table saw and workbench, and generations of tools—rakes, hoes, loppers, spades and shovels, carpentry tools. An old pedal grindstone was stored in a corner, and an electric water-cooled slow-speed grindstone was on a shop table. The herbicides and pesticides were all together in one area. That corner of the shop had the poison chemical smell of the pesticide/herbicide aisle at the Home Improvement Center. Barbara was a proponent of natural weed and pest control, but, as she said, “Sometimes you just have to nuke ’em.”

			A pump-action spray bottle on which the caretaker had drawn a crude skull and crossbones with a black felt-tip marker and printed TREE POISON in capital letters was next to a plastic jug of Ferti-Loam Brush and Stump Killer. There was a jumble of protective accessories in a cardboard box—plastic goggles, dust masks, rubber gloves. Barbara put a pair of rubber gloves in her basket, along with the Tree Poison spray bottle and a pair of pruning snips. Then she switched off the shop light and exited. In the gloaming, she walked down the dirt road—the hillside planted with macadamia nut trees on one side, an orchard of Valencia oranges on the other. She walked past the old pump house, a squat fieldstone building. As soon as the sun went down, the air was damp. Smells were more intense. Sound traveled.

			She was not unmoved by the beauty of place; she felt the poignancy of the past. But Rawson was the nostalgic one; he was sentimentally sad that the days of the orchards and groves, the pump house, the empty pasture, the Italianate main house, the croquet lawn that always had dandelions—their days were numbered. One day a developer, that sinister entity, would make an offer they couldn’t refuse and all this would be gone. Sometimes when he was drinking, he shed maudlin tears for what would be no more.

			Barbara found this annoying. Who was this developer? The house and land were hers, as her sole and separate property. Her plan, which she saw no reason to reveal to Rawson, was, in ten years, maybe longer, do it in stages, to develop the property herself. Five-acre plots. Very swank. Underground utilities. Sell the main house with three acres of land as a Montecito estate. It would be fun. Nothing is forever. Her sister was turning the ranch outside of Tucson into a luxury desert resort. Real estate was a time-honored way for each generation to top off the trusts.

			The small white flowers of a Victorian box tree filled the air with the smell of orange blossoms. Walking along the dirt road, Barbara thought of Mike. What was going to happen, she had no idea. But her life had changed. She felt a glad anticipation. Her thoughts were all of Mike—his arms around her, the touch of his hand on her cheek.

			She came to where the dirt road skirted the eucalyptus grove. This was the property line. There was a long-abandoned archery range, the straw-filled targets fastened to ghostly tree trunks, medieval in the fading light. In other years, new tender green grass and wild oats would have been growing under the trees, but in this drought year there was only dead, dry grass and dead leaves, long strips of eucalyptus bark. Years earlier, one of the biggest trees had fallen. It was a wet winter, an El Niño year, and the ground was saturated. Then one night there was a windstorm—almost a tornado—that toppled big established trees—oaks, eucalyptus, cypress—all over Santa Barbara. The bare gray-white trunk of the fallen eucalyptus, maybe ten feet in circumference at its base, lay where it had fallen, the side branches denuded of leaves by weather and the passage of time. Rocks were still entrapped in the tangle of uprooted roots at its base. When she was little, Betsy had liked to climb on the trunk.

			The owners of the stand of eucalyptus were a couple who lived in a midcentury modern house up the hill. Even if they had been outside, they wouldn’t have seen Barbara. They could only see the tops of the eucalyptus trees.

			Barbara picked her way over the litter of dead leaves and strips of bark to the tree that blocked her view from the kitchen window. It seemed to her that the leaves were already looking a little yellow. Kneeling at the base of the trunk, her basket on the ground, she put on the rubber gloves, then brushed away the litter of dead leaves. Using the tip of the pruning snips, she dug out a little plug of bark to reveal the deep hole that she had made a few weeks earlier with a brace hand drill with a three-quarter-inch auger bit. There were six holes at even intervals around the base of the tree. She inserted the nozzle point of the sprayer into the hole and pumped the handle. The chemical smell of the poison mixed with the menthol eucalyptus smell. Barbara pumped a shot of stump killer into each of the six holes. “Sorry, tree,” she said.

			She replaced the plugs of bark, mussed up the litter of dead leaves, so that even if someone had looked the holes were not visible. She peeled off the gloves, replaced the sprayer and her gloves in her basket, stood up, brushed herself off, and walked out of the grove onto the dirt road. She paused to snip a few sprigs of eucalyptus from a low branch to put in her basket for the house. “Sorry, tree,” she said again.

			Barbara came from a family of women who believed in taking matters into their own hands.

			She could have called Hank and Ann Paine, the owners of the stand of eucalyptus, and told them, nicely, that their tree was blocking her view of Montecito Peak. She could offer to pay to have it cut down. If they said no, then what? Or she could hire the midnight tree trimmers. These were two surfers and a kid who was a gymnast at UCSB who could be hired to take down a tree at the dark of the moon when the owners were known to be away. Barbara knew someone who had actually hired them. The problem with the midnight tree trimmers was that, although they were discreet, they weren’t all that discreet. If they were, how come Barbara knew about them? Much better to poison the tree. There would be a dead eucalyptus tree in her view, but then she could go to the Paines and offer, magnanimously, to pay half the cost of removing it, remarking that, of course, it was a public nuisance. What if it fell on her road when someone was out for a walk?

			Obviously, there is a big difference between poisoning the neighbors’ tree and, say, burning down an unprofitable office building on Colorado Boulevard—an act of arson that Barbara and her sister strongly suspected their mother of committing. The arson investigator ultimately attributed the fire to a faulty gas pipe, and the insurance company paid.

			CHAPTER THREE

			Triumph of the Will

			When Barbara came in from injecting the stump poison into the eucalyptus tree, the phone was ringing. She answered it in the home office. The home office—originally the breakfast room—was equipped with a red IBM Selectric self-correcting typewriter and a desktop computer with a floppy disk port. The printer and copier were office quality; the fax machine had a dedicated phone line. Rawson was an early adopter of the personal computer. By 1988, he had their Christmas card list on an Excel spreadsheet, also the addresses and telephone numbers of his fraternity brothers. Fraternities were in decline when he was a student at UCSB, but, swimming against the tide, he had pledged Delta Tau Delta.

			The caller was Ted, the young man Rawson and Barbara had hired to manage the bookstore. After they got out of the exotic fruit business, they had a chance to buy the inventory of a rare book dealer in Los Angeles, and they started Bird of Paradise Books. They bought a historic adobe in downtown Santa Barbara, set back from the street in the middle of a block on Laguna Street. It took two years to get the necessary permits to transform it from a private home to a place of business. Barbara had to appear in person before the Architectural Review Board. Endless red tape. But she had persevered. Bird of Paradise Books was now a showplace. Modern firsts in one room, art books in another, another room for Californiana, a shipping room, a full kitchen, an office with the latest office equipment. They hired the garden designer Lydia Graham to design a garden around the hundred-year-old olive trees. There were graveled paths and a stone fountain.

			Barbara and Ted’s aunt had been roommates their junior year at Katherine Branson’s. Ted had gone to Vassar, then he’d been assistant manager at Heritage Books on La Cienega. He was knowledgeable about modern first editions—he put together their specialized catalogs and compiled mailing lists. He asked Barbara if Rawson was there. She said, “Not right now,” and he said, “Good. I need to talk to you.”

			“What’s up?”

			Did she know that Chas Hanson, a book dealer in Bakersfield, had offered an important hate literature collection to Bird of Paradise Books? Hate literature was a recognized category.

			“Rawson showed me the catalog,” Barbara said. The cover was red, white, and blue stripes printed on cream. The Radical Right: Anti-Semitism / Anti-Catholicism/British Israel / Depression Economics / Fascism / Anti-Evolution/Racism, Etc. There was a tastefully lettered disclaimer: This strictly for scholarly purposes. “He wants to buy the collection,” Barbara said. “What do you think?”

			“I think it’s a bad idea,” Ted said, in a diffident but firm voice. “If you break it up, you can probably make some money. There’s some interesting ephemera—there’s a Nuremberg Rally program—and some first editions of fairly important books, but most of it is garbage. A lot of Nazi pornography. KKK propaganda.”

			He wanted Barbara to use her influence.

			“I’ll do my best,” she said. “You know Rawson.”

			sss

			When Rawson and Betsy got back, Rawson went straight to the butler’s pantry and poured himself a Scotch on the rocks. Things were always better when he had a drink. Not necessarily for the people around him, but he felt better. He’d had only one beer at the Nugget. He always watched his blood alcohol level when he had Betsy with him. Betsy talked to Barbara in the kitchen while Barbara took her meatloaf sandwich out of its cardboard box and poured herself a glass of milk. A boy in Betsy’s class had done a clever thing: he kept getting demerits for forgetting to lock his assigned locker, so now he left it locked all the time and kept his books in a disused locker that none of the teachers ever looked in. Barbara
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“These are two wonderful, engaging novellas about the all-but-secret world of
Santa Barbara society of the not-so-distant past.”
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