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			For K.I., whose every step contains joy.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			One

			During the summer between my second and third years of medical school, in Sacramento, I took an internship. The plan was to spend three days a week in the pediatrics ward, transitioning into the clinical work of the next year. In the spring I’d been considerably impressed with a lecture given by Bruce Fisher, M.D. He agreed to let me intern under him, and offered use of his hospital office as a home base during July and August.

			On my second day, while looking over a patient’s chart, the office door swung inward. A tall, gaunt, quite older man entered and quickly took the chair opposite the desk where I sat. His face threw off chalky light. Shaggy white hair draped his ears. The man’s posture was notable for his age, steady as a flagpole. Wearing a worn gray T-shirt, jeans, and beat-up work boots, he looked like one of those people you see in photographs from the Dust Bowl. Deep wrinkles crossed his forehead and marked his neck. Hazel eyes seemed to float in their sockets, as though they didn’t require earthly attachment. They glowed like those of a preacher about to commence speaking in tongues.

			A knobby right arm shot forward. “The safe is not safe. But the ceiling at heaven is golden.”

			I rose from my chair. He rose as well. I motioned for the old fellow to remain seated. “How can I help you?”

			Again, the knobby arm shot ahead. “My name is Clyde.”

			“Are you okay, Clyde?”

			He nodded, then shook his head. The long white hair brushed his ears. “I am fine. The safe is not safe.”

			I looked through the open doorway, expecting an attendant to arrive at any second. “I understand. How can I help?”

			His chin dropped. He slumped. As if in apology, his face squeezed together. “I am lost.”

			“Let’s see if we can get you found. Do you know where you were last?” I came around the desk. “Or maybe you have something with your name on it.”

			The man’s face brightened. “I do!”

			He stood, beaming, fished a wallet out of a back pocket and thrust it toward me. The wallet’s scarred brown leather appeared to have been stitched together in the last century. Just as I was about to open it, another man came into the office. Unshaven, his cheeks and short hair a grizzled gray, he looked to be in his sixties, a good two decades younger than Clyde. Thick everywhere but the gut, you could see he’d done hard labor for most of his life. His skin resembled the old brown leather wallet.

			The man said, “Here you are. You scared the hell out of me.”

			I said, “Can I take it you two are together?”

			“I bring him in for radiation once a week. While we’re waiting, I go get a drink of water and he vamooses on me.”

			I looked to the older of the two. “True?”

			Again, the sheepish face. “I’m not sure.”

			I handed the wallet back. Clyde took it with both hands. He wrapped fingers around my chopped, disfigured right hand. A blissful smile lighted pale cheeks. “I see you’re among the chosen.”

			Clyde plopped onto the chair. He seemed utterly content. I don’t think he had any idea of where he was.

			The other man said, “Hal Bell here. Thanks for looking after my buddy.” He didn’t offer to shake hands. I was used to it. Bell turned, touched the old guy’s shoulder. “Come on, Clyde. They’re waiting for you.”

			Hal Bell led Clyde out of the office. I returned to the patient’s chart. Eleven years old, she had been running a low fever for eight days. We did blood work. Nothing. She didn’t have the flu or a cold. Normal in every way except the persistent fever. Cases like this were more interesting to me than the cases I’d worked in my previous job, being a snoop at Sherman Investigations, a well-connected detective agency three blocks from the capitol building in downtown Sacramento.

			I studied more charts and made notes in the hospital’s computer. Due to join Dr. Fisher in making his afternoon rounds in pediatrics, I headed out. On the carpet was the scuffed wallet. Clyde must have missed the pocket when putting it back. I picked up the wallet, caught a musty smell reminiscent of old books, slipped it into the back pocket of my slacks. I headed out to drop it at Hospital Security, in another wing of the sprawling concrete and glass medical center. Running late, I decided to drop it off after rounds. I only remembered the wallet while driving home, when I felt two lumps in my back pockets.

			Once home, I opened the wallet. The nosiness I’d cultivated working at Sherman Investigations kicked in. Again, I received the musty book smell. Inside was a driver’s license, expired, showing a younger and better-groomed Clyde, whose surname was Whitney. According to the license he lived on Red Corral Road, near Pine Grove. That’s a small town in the foothills, established during the famous Gold Rush of 1849. Also in the wallet were Whitney’s Medicare card, a separate card for United Health Care, and an Amador County library card—everything dirt streaked. Ones, tens and twenties lined the billfold. Tucked in the seam behind the billfold was a small Ziploc baggy half filled with gold dust.

			Also, a square of paper. In tidy printing: If found, please call 916-537-7347. (If someone finds Grandpa and he’s lost.)

			Rather than call the number, I fired up my laptop. I searched: Clyde Whitney, Pine Grove, CA. Those glowing holy-roller preacher’s eyes, his intense sincerity, and the gold dust stirred my inquisitive impulses. I’d make the call and arrange for return of the wallet, but first I was curious if I could learn anything about old Mr. Whitney. Because of his age—the driver’s license birthdate put him at eighty-eight—I thought little of his life would be found on the internet.

			Wrong. MIT grad Clyde Tuohy Whitney was a legendary innovator in the early days of weather satellites. Some of his work had been for the government, and secret. At turning sixty-five, articles in sources as varied as Science News and the New York Times reported on the “Godfather of Weather Forecasting” walking away from the industry at its zenith. His wife had recently died of pancreatic cancer. In interviews, Whitney told reporters that after her death he was turning his life’s focus to recovering gold unearthed during the Gold Rush, but too minuscule to retrieve through the mining techniques of the time. It simply floated away when whole hillsides were blasted down to rock via crude hydraulic mining. Asked how he would achieve this, Whitney merely smiled. The articles described him as viewing gold in close to mystical terms. He sold one of his patents and bought a house seven miles from Pine Grove, and bought the nearby, long-shuttered Watters Mine. The last bit of Clyde Whitney information I found was in Gold and Treasure Hunter Magazine. A reporter tried and failed to get Whitney to discuss his plans for an island he’d purchased at the confluence of the Feather and Sacramento Rivers, roughly a triangle of flat land perched above winter flooding. That reporter also cited a mystical view of gold held by Clyde T. Whitney.

			After that fun diversion, I called the number placed inside the wallet. A woman answered with a simple hello. Her voice was as clear as the handwriting on the square of paper.

			I said, “My name is Jeff Taylor. I’m calling regarding Clyde Whitney.”

			“What? I just saw him an hour ago.”

			“Actually, I’m calling about his wallet. I found it today at the UC Med Center.”

			I heard a slight sigh. “You had me worried for a second. As you can see by the note, sometimes he gets lost.”

			I described Clyde wandering into the office. Explained I was doing a medical school internship at the hospital, thinking it might make her more comfortable. I told her about the baggy of gold dust.

			“I’m thinking I shouldn’t leave the wallet at Hospital Security, not with this much gold in it.” I looked at the Ziploc baggy and guessed it contained three ounces. “Feel free to search for Jeff Taylor on the medical center’s website.”

			This brought a chuckle.

			“Did I say something funny?”

			“It’s just that I’m already looking at your profile.”

			The more I heard the soothing rise and fall of her voice, the more I wanted to return the wallet in person. Her voice was not especially musical, yet it hummed along in an easy-going manner that triggered a warm feeling inside. “I could just drop it at the front door. That way I’d know it won’t get messed with.”

			“I’m not worried,” she said. “By the way, I’m Karen Brady. Clyde Whitney’s my grandfather.”

			“Nice to meet you, so to speak.”

			Karen said, “If Grandpa discovers he’s lost his wallet, or if I tell him about it, it might shake him up. Could you possibly bring it over? Is that asking too much? I’ll have a surprise for you.”

			Now I was the one who chuckled. “A surprise for me? We’ve never even met.”

			“Do you have a pen handy?”

		

	
		
			Two

			The address Karen Brady gave me was a few miles beyond Sacramento’s suburban sprawl, twenty miles from the little brick house I rented downtown. Crystal Meadows is high-end real estate. Parcels tend to run a full acre. Houses have abundant stonework in front yards, swimming pools in most backyards. They are almost all stucco, differentiated largely by color. The streets are squeaky clean.

			Still hot out at seven p.m., I found open wrought-iron gates at 3134 Ralston Avenue. Pavement leading to the buildings was more a private lane than a mere driveway. This parcel was huge, about three acres. I approached a series of flesh-colored stucco buildings with red tile roofs. The general feel was Hacienda California Style. The main house, three stories, displayed none of the bold vivid colors, architectural detailing, none of the charm of a true Mexican family compound. I parked my veteran blue Volkswagen Jetta, and climbed out. Walking toward a front door painted the same red as the tile roofs, muffled voices came from around the left side of the house. Two people stepped into sunlight. Hal Bell, the second Dust Bowl man of early afternoon, exchanged gruff words with a short, solid-looking blonde woman. Her blue eyes slashed the air between them. I placed her in her thirties.

			Crossing in front of the house, they noticed me. Bell took off a cowboy hat. They flashed reflexive smiles.

			“I’m here to see Karen Brady. She’s expecting me.”

			Bell murmured something to the woman I couldn’t make out, then said, “Good to make your acquaintance again.” He replaced the mushroom-colored cowboy hat. He walked toward a mammoth garage. Its four doors were open. Bell disappeared inside. Neither he nor the woman said the word goodbye. It seemed odd Bell didn’t ask how I came to be there. I decided not to mention finding gold dust in Clyde Whitney’s frayed wallet.

			The woman spoke with an Eastern European accent. “Come on the porch, for the shade. I get Miss Brady.”

			The wide front steps and porch were of spotless reddish pink Saltillo tiles. Rather than colorful ceramic pots, to both sides of the bottom step were steel tubs sprouting prickly pear cacti. I passed between them to the shade of the porch. Looking down the long driveway, the open space between houses in Crystal Meadows suggested country living without the labor of rural life. Expecting her to come through the front door, Karen Brady surprised me by appearing to my right. A bit older than my twenty-eight years, she stood with the same superb posture as her grandfather, and like Clyde was a tall wiry blade. Chestnut hair, in a ponytail, rode capable shoulders. She had soft green eyes, a calm smile. She wore a sleeveless blue top, hemmed cut-off jeans and rope sandals.

			We exchanged hellos. I kept my mangled right hand hidden in a front pocket of my work slacks. 

			Karen said, “Let’s go back to my place. I’m warming up the planet by keeping the house cool.”

			Karen seemed about five feet nine. No makeup. No earrings or jewelry of any kind. There I was, compiling mental notes about someone, like I did when making reports for Sherman Investigations. Maybe once a snoop, always a snoop.

			We proceeded along a cement path tinted a faint mauve, between the oversized garage and the oversized house. Karen didn’t move up and down as she walked; she glided. Passing a set of windows, the blonde woman I’d seen earlier stood at a sink. She quickly looked down. To the right beyond the main house were three round glass tables followed by a swimming pool. After that, a tennis court with lights for evening play. Left, well behind the garage, was a guesthouse. Then I saw another guesthouse, set in the back right corner of the property. That one had a garden of granite boulders and disciplined bushes. Over it loomed what in the Sacramento Valley is referred to as a Heritage Oak, a thick-limbed beauty at least fifty feet tall and two hundred years old. It stood out as the only tree on the ample property. Every place else had been altered. Every place else had been conquered. 

			Karen glided along. Although I’m six-three, I found myself picking up my pace to stay even.

			She said, “Any trouble finding the place?”

			“Not with Google Maps as my guide.”

			“Thanks for bringing Grandpa’s wallet.”

			The guesthouse, coated with the same flesh-colored stucco as the rest of the buildings, was larger than my brick bungalow. Karen opened the door, waved me in. Instant coolness. A maroon couch, with an oak coffee table in front of it, faced a fireplace of rosy tiles. The fireplace did not have a screen or a log rack. Its mantel was empty. At both ends of the coffee table were upholstered chairs that matched the couch. I sat in one.

			Karen said, “I made iced tea. Tell me, do you get used to the heat around here? I’ve only been here since mid-June.”

			She left the room. Her voice was, without doubt, East Coast.

			I called into the adjacent kitchen. “It took me a couple years. I grew up in the redwoods, way up the north coast. It’s usually cool but not really cold. Some of the freshest air in the country.”

			“Let me know if you bottled some. I could use it these days.”

			“I left it to come to the big city. But it’s still there. Anybody can have all they want.”

			I looked around. Other than books and binders, and notes neatly printed on index cards spread across the coffee table, nothing indicated someone lived there. The white walls were naked. I set Clyde Whitney’s wallet on the coffee table. I heard, but couldn’t locate, a softly thrumming air conditioner. I checked out what were clearly class notes. They were of a medical nature.

			Karen returned, carrying a glass pitcher and two glass tumblers. She set them on a corner of the low coffee table. She transferred books and papers to a walnut table in the adjacent dining area. She came back, and poured. She looked to the wallet.

			I said, “Aren’t you going to check inside?”

			“Of course not.” Karen grinned. “Wait—do I need to?”

			I shook my head. I had trouble relaxing around her. Karen Brady had no trouble relaxing around me. Sitting on the couch, she exuded a quiet confidence.

			I said, “I want to guess your accent. I say you’re from Connecticut. Maybe Rhode Island.”

			“Pretty close. Go west into upstate New York. Rhinebeck.”

			“What brings you to California?”

			This time her smile broadened to reveal splendid white teeth. She swung her chestnut ponytail off her shoulders. “You just ruined my surprise. I came to Sacramento for a master’s in nursing, at the UC Med Center. There’s an accelerated program that started in June.”

			“No way.”

			“Yes way. I’m studying elder care.”

			Karen reached around and re-planted her ponytail between lean shoulders. I picked up the wallet and flipped it open. No reaction from Karen regarding my half-hand. I slid out the plastic packet.

			“I checked the price of gold. I’m guessing there’s at least six thousand dollars’ worth in here.”

			Karen said, “Grandpa loves his gold all right. He has more faith in gold than in people.”

			I didn’t mention my pre-drive research. “I’d be happy to return the wallet in person. He’s—well, he is an interesting guy. Me returning it might give him a little more faith in others.”

			Karen said, “He wouldn’t remember you. He might even think you stole it. I’ll slip it into his place. He’ll find it and not remember losing it. Grandpa’s staying in the other guesthouse, while getting his treatments. Did he tell you about that?”

			“His friend Hal did.”

			At hearing the name, Karen frowned. She looked down at the wallet and baggy of gold dust. “Ask Grandpa about something that happened thirty years ago, he’s got a photographic memory. Ask him about thirty minutes ago, he just stares into space.”

			“I’m sorry to hear it.”

			“It breaks my heart.” Karen’s face grew darker. This time her frown produced a set of faint lines above the eyebrows. “He was a world class thinker. Now he doesn’t know what day of the week it is.”

			We picked up iced tea and stared into space ourselves. What could I say about her grandfather’s dementia that wouldn’t sound superficial, or condescending? We downed the iced tea in silence. Karen plainly didn’t need to punctuate the quiet with chatter, which struck me as another indication of her confidence. I told Karen it was nice to meet her and headed into summer heat that reminded me of a swamp.

			Holding onto the open door, Karen said, “Maybe we’ll bump into each other at school.” She didn’t flash a smile. She didn’t flirt.

			I said, “I hope so.”

			I put out my trashed right hand. Karen shook it devoid of the hesitation I almost always get when someone touches its strangeness. Feeling like a dumb high school kid with a crush on a classmate, I headed for my car. The woman I figured was a housekeeper did the looking-down routine when I passed the kitchen windows. I took a gander at the imposing, sterile compound. I’d been too nervous to make good conversation. I’d learned almost nothing about lovely Karen Brady. I assumed she was family to whoever owned the compound, because of the Grandpa Clyde connection. That was about all I knew, other than she was in the graduate nursing program at the University of California Medical Center.

			I opened the door to my car. Giving the place a final look, I detected movement in the shadows of the big garage.

		

	
		
			Three

			The first person to call me doctor was Jimmy McKinney. Six years old, he’d been limping after taking a fall on his bike. I was years away from being a doctor, but to a boy that young anyone tall and wearing a white lab coat seemed one. His face a fierce splattering of freckles, Jimmy looked from Dr. Fisher to me, and said, “Doctor Jeff, what happened to your hand?”

			“It was an accident. I’m fine now. Thanks for asking.”

			During the summer after graduating from Sacramento State, working the evening shift during the tomato harvest, I’d lost the two smallest fingers of my right hand to a loading machine. And my middle finger, sliced in half, no longer rose to the occasion of flipping someone the bird. Performing the same rote task thousands of times, night after night, I’d slipped into daydreaming.

			The injury hurled me into a downward spiral of self-pity and despair. I withdrew from medical school in Seattle, which I was scheduled to begin in August. How could I become a pediatrician, my life’s goal? I’d scare the hell out of the kids. Drinking nightly and arguing with college basketball teammates—who tried to help me—I was without work, money, without hope. An older alum, an ex-Sacramento State basketball player himself, Clint Sherman, threw me a lifeline. Clint’s private investigative shop was a favorite among political people, and wealthy people who wanted to stay under the radar. The job paid the bills. I drifted in it for three years. Then my life changed again. In the process of solving a murder, I nearly got killed. This served as a wake-up call. My existence was month-to-month, with nothing meaningful developing. I quit snooping and took a car trip across the country. As more than three years had passed since taking the Medical College Admissions Test, I was required to take it again. 

			Starting medical school gave me purpose. Still, I was lonely. A loner since the hand slicing six years prior, my social life was virtually non-existent. Most of the guys I’d played basketball with had gone onto graduate school elsewhere, or found jobs in other cities. I didn’t know how to make new friends. The night after meeting Karen Brady, I stretched back on the living room couch, took a slow breath, like before taking a shot from the foul line on a basketball court, and clicked the number I’d called the day before.

			That effortless voice answered. “Don’t tell me you found more gold.”

			“You’re a mind reader. This morning I found two chunks the size of golf balls.”

			“Do you want to buy them? I’ll give you a super deal.”

			“I wouldn’t want to deprive your grandfather of his prized possessions.” In my head I saw Karen’s clear face, her easy smile. I said, “I’d take a reward though.”

			“Have anything in mind?”

			“Are you up for a walk on Saturday? There are good hiking trails out your way.”

			“How about if I text you my email address? Tell me where and what time. I’ll let you know.”

			I chose a paved trail along the North Fork of the American River, shortly before its waters spread into Folsom Lake. I’d jogged that path and thought it a good place for a walking date. I emailed Karen about it, and suggested we meet on Saturday at eleven-thirty.

			She didn’t reply until the next morning: Okay Taylor. You’re on. 

			Already ninety degrees out, I found parking under the partial shade of a lime-green digger pine. I wore a blue T-shirt, khaki shorts, and running shoes. An orange San Francisco Giants baseball cap protected my head of short brown hair, which of late I’d noticed was thinning in front. Heat waves shimmered above asphalt.

			I glimpsed Karen from the side. She was looking at a sign with dotted lines, a map of local trails. She wore a marvelous straw hat with a long bill in front and a short one in back. A modest green day pack covered much of her ponytail. Her arms shined in bold midday light.

			I offered Karen my bad hand. “I hope you’re not as nervous as I am.”

			Karen said, “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

			We headed toward a procession of oak trees. Karen’s tennis shoes made pleasant skimming sounds across the paved trail. The baking air was still. It smelled of summer-bleached grass. We left the paved path and walked along a dirt one above the bluish river. We didn’t see other hikers. We talked and sneaked glances at each other. The day grew ever hotter, blanching the sky. Dark circles spread from my armpits. Considering her earlier comment about Sacramento Valley heat, Karen didn’t seem much bothered by it. Perhaps it’s more accurate to note she seemed at peace.

			We entered a passageway of branches—and came upon a coyote, its body hunched, its front legs bent. Karen and I froze. The coyote sensed us and looked our way. Its nostrils flared.

			My hand touched Karen above her day pack. I said, “Let’s stay still.”

			“Are we scared?”

			I whispered, “Don’t even think it.”

			The coyote’s snout swung back. It pounced and came up with a wriggling green snake captured between clenched teeth. The coyote trotted off. A bit unsettled, we walked on. We rejoined the main trail. Soon we reached restrooms. I said I needed to go inside. Karen tucked into the women’s.

			Giddy from the heat and whitened sky, the adrenaline rush after surprising the coyote and the scent of Karen’s warm skin, I peeled off my shirt and khaki shorts. I turned them inside-out for airing, and draped them over the metal partition of the toilet stall. We were separated by a wall of concrete blocks, open air above it for ventilation. 

			I said, “Give me a couple of minutes, okay?”

			“Take as long as you need.” 

			At the sink I filled my palms with cool water, and splashed my face. I cranked out paper towel and patted my sweating body. 

			I said, “I don’t know how to tell you this, but I’m pretty much naked over here.”

			Karen said, “You’re not.”

			“I am. I’m sweating like a pig. Whose dumb idea was it to go for a walk in this heat?”

			“The same person who takes off his clothes on a first date.”

			I churned out paper towel and patted sweat off of my body again. While doing this I experienced déjà vu. I remembered doing everything I did, as I did it, each swipe of paper towel, running a paper wad under the faucet and applying it to my face. It was as if I were living within a movie I’d seen so many times I knew the details of what came next. The strangest part was experiencing the present felt like something I’d done eons ago. The only other time I’d experienced déjà vu was when I almost got killed, battling a murderer who himself was murdered minutes thereafter. I bent over, overwhelmed by chemical latrine odors, the recurring déjà vu, and emotions I could not categorize.

			On the other side of the wall, I heard water splashing, then paper towel being cranked out. 

			Karen said, “That coyote and the snake, it was fast.”

			“Right now, everything’s fast. You make me dizzy.”

			“I bet you say that to all the girls.”

			Somewhat refreshed, we continued walking. The path took us to a bluff that ran parallel with the river. My nervousness never abated. Words flew from my mouth. I told Karen about my mom getting pregnant, nineteen years old, unmarried, rejected by her parents and moving in with a friend in Grantsville, far up the cool northern California coast. I talked about playing sports and how that shaped me. I told Karen that living under the redwoods the air was so fresh it held a distinct flavor. I told her about slicing my hand. And that other than developing a friendship with Clint Sherman, a father figure, I’d treaded water those years working for his detective agency. 

			“Am I making a fool of myself, talking so much?”

			“Better you than me.” Karen gave my arm a friendly elbow bump. “Just kidding. Your stories tell me about you.”

			We headed back. We seemed to float on heat and conversation. We returned to the parking lot. Three gauzy hours had passed since meeting. My arms were sunburned. My shirt clung to me with warm sweat. I walked Karen to her car. We extended hands, to shake, and both went in for a kiss so swiftly our teeth clacked.

			I said, “You taste familiar. Like from a long time ago.”

			Karen stepped back. She examined me. “You’re different.”

			“Yeah,” I said, “but I’m used to it.”

			The flavor of Karen’s lips stayed on mine. Halfway home, the taste began to dissipate. I ran my tongue over her taste, savoring the last of it. The moment Karen’s flavor was gone, I craved it. Images of our walk ricocheted around my brain. Getting off the freeway downtown, I was wound tight, driving hot streets fast. Huge sycamore trees, their branches making an overhead tunnel, created splotchy shadows that seemed to jump off the pavement. 

			Though I wasn’t much of a drinker anymore, once home I poured a hefty glass of red wine and tried to settle down. Everything with Karen had come naturally, with warmth and vitality. The instinctive feeling of affinity that fizzed inside during our walk bloomed into elation. 

			I thought I heard Karen call my name from across the house. I hurried that way. Of course, she wasn’t there. I regained equilibrium. 

			I spoke aloud. “That was one hell of a first date.”

			I forced myself to wait until seven o’clock before texting her. Afraid of coming across as too eager, I kept it brief. Thank you for a great day. I felt drunk every time you smiled. Shall we repeat?

			The two hours I waited for a reply seemed far longer. I tried reading. The mind continuously circled back to Karen, until my phone let me know a message had arrived. 

			Right back to you with the thanks. Maybe I
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“...sharp prose, engaging characters, frank humor and beautiful
descriptions delight in this captivating whodunit... chock-full of
tension bound to keep readers guessing from the first page to the last.”

—Marc Bojanowski, author of the New York Times Editors’ Choice, Journeyman,
on The Lost Coast, the first Jeff Taylor Mystery
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