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This mystery is mostly based on real events
and places. Orange County California had grown at a rapid pace
after the veterans returned home from WWII and built their own
houses in this once-rural community best known for its fruit
packing houses and orange, avocado, and walnut groves. As time went
by, everyone wanted to come for the mild weather, job
opportunities, and relatively cheap housing. Soon, anti-development
factions arose, protesting further expansion onto areas of rapidly
shrinking undeveloped land, especially in Silverado Canyon.
Pro-development companies jumped into the fight to build more homes
in the area. Finally, a small Norbertine Abbey moved forward with
its plans for relocation to a piece of prized canyon property. The
stage was set for a battle over land, money, and a small group of
holy men. This melting pot of different races and religious beliefs
led to religious prejudice that was especially apparent when the
Catholic Church bought the Crystal Cathedral and removed memorial
stones that the former pastor had promised would be permanent.
Tempers were running high by the time this story opened and it
seemed like several people had a grudge—but was it enough to
kill?


Chapter One

 


 


Vespers. To think that it all started with
wanting to see vespers at the abbey. Al and Esther Evans had been
feeling very nostalgic about their trip to Belgium ten years
earlier. Esther’s cousin, Hans, had taken them to a beautiful
monastery outside of Antwerp where they listened to the monks sing
Gregorian chants. It was one of their favorite vacation
memories.

So, on a cool winter day, Al and Esther were
making a pilgrimage to the abbey in Silverado Canyon. As Al was
driving up Chapman Avenue on the way to the abbey, Esther said, “I
was so surprised when Tricia told me that there was a monastery out
here in the foothills. Why didn’t I know this? I’ve lived here all
my life.”

Esther had seen many changes in Orange County
since the days when she made her First Holy Communion at a Sunkist
packing house in Tustin. She prided herself on being one of “Father
Sammon’s kids”; one of the first wave of children who were pupils
at the newly built St. Cecilia’s School where the famous Priest and
Chaplin of the Fire Department was the school principal.

They drove past the mini-malls and urgent
care centers of suburbia and watched as the landscape began to get
more rural. They were entering horse country in Orange Park. On the
right sat the Orange County Mining Company, a restaurant designed
to look like a relic from the old West. Straight ahead was the
entrance to the ritzy Orange Hills Restaurant looking down
haughtily at the whole county. It represented “old money” while the
Mining Company was more for “plain folks”. Class consciousness was
alive and well in “The O.C.”

Looking out the car window on the corner of
Newport and Chapman, Esther showed Al where the hamburger joint Bob
and Jean’s used to be. It was now a modern strip mall full of cars.
She could almost see the dusty parking lot and hear the
restaurant’s thwacking screen door. “My Dad used to take us there
once a year, and everybody always had a good time. It was a rare
treat to go out to eat since Dad and Mom struggled to make ends
meet. They always ordered Coors. After the waitress brought the
glasses of beer to the table, Mom and Dad would shake salt into
their glasses, and then spread it around the rims with their
fingers, as if it was a margarita glass. They only did that at the
restaurant; not at home, where they just drank it out of a bottle.
Isn’t that funny?”

“Maybe putting in the salt and mixing it
around the rim made it seem more special.”

“Yeah. Life’s little pleasures. Bob and
Jean’s had a bowling/shuffleboard game that kids liked to
play.”

“Didn’t your parents go to an archery range
somewhere in Silverado Canyon? I remember seeing pictures of it in
your Dad’s slides.”

“I wish I knew where it was. Somewhere around
here. Wherever it was, it’s probably long gone. This is prime real
estate in Orange County right now.”

Al said, “I’m really surprised there aren’t
more housing tracts up here. Maybe the Irvine Company is slowly
parceling their property out. That is, if the Irvine Company even
owns this land.”

Esther pointed to a yellow caution sign with
an outline of a deer on it. “You don’t see that very often in
Orange County.”

“Remember when my band played out here in
1973 at the Ancient Oak Ranch?”

“How could I ever forget your gig at the
Ancient Oak Ranch? In our minds, it was the biggest rock festival
since Woodstock.”

“It was the biggest audience my band ever
played in front of.”

“I didn’t like it when those girls got up on
the stage, took off their clothes, and danced while your band
played. I was kind of glad when the Hell’s Angels came and took
them away. But I hoped they weren’t raped by them or anything.”

“Remember when your cousin came up to say hi
and her boyfriend completely blacked out?”

“Yes. I’m glad he was okay. Just really
loaded, I guess. Right at that moment, my cousin should have told
herself, Red flag. Do not marry this man. But she did
anyway.”

“I saw a kid there carrying around a tank of
laughing gas and getting high off it. I’d never seen anything like
that before.”

“Those were some wild times, weren’t
they?”

On their left, they passed by the road
leading to Silverado Canyon. In the early 1970s, there was a
coffeehouse where the hippies liked to hang out. Esther said, “I
can’t believe I ever hitchhiked by myself up here when I was 16. It
seems so dangerous a thing to do now.”

“You were very lucky.”

“I had a few close calls though.”

“I’m glad we both made it in one piece after
all the crazy things we did when we were teenagers.”

Lost in thought, they silently relived
memories from their teenage years. Esther rolled down her window
and inhaled deeply. “What’s that smell?”

“I think it’s eucalyptus trees. The ranchers
planted them as windbreaks to keep their orange groves from being
damaged.”

Lost in their conversations, they missed the
turn-off to the abbey and had to make a U-turn. Off to the right,
Esther caught a brief glimpse of The Megachurch. It was the most
popular church in the county and had a famous pastor who wrote an
inspirational book that most Orange County homes had in their
libraries. She told her husband, “I had no idea that it was located
here. Wow!! I wonder how they get along with the abbey folks.”

“They probably don’t like the idea of the
abbey wanting to expand. The Register made it sound like
everybody in the vicinity of the abbey had a bone to pick. I don’t
understand what’s so wrong with their plans to build a nunnery and
grow grapes to make wine. Sounds like the kind of neighbors I’d
love to have.”

“Me, too,” Esther said. “I read that a lot of
environmentalists think that if their building plans go through, it
might destroy endangered frog habitat.”

“There are people here who want to freeze
time and not allow any more development. It’s just like it was in
Laguna Canyon when they wanted that toll road built.”

“Look! There’s the sign to the abbey. Turn
here,” she shouted.

He barely made the turn into the entrance and
their car began a slow, steep climb through a tunnel of trees that
seemed to go on forever.

Esther said, “I hope we’re not trespassing.
Should we even be here?”

“Well, their website said that the public is
welcome.”

They finally emerged from the uphill climb
where they found a place to park next to the small chapel. Just
outside the chapel was a statue of St. Michael brandishing a
sword.

“Phew!” Esther said. “We’re in the right
place. I was beginning to wonder if we missed a turn again.” She
looked around. “It’s beautiful here. And so peaceful.”

“Where’s the church?” Al asked, as he noticed
several buildings and pulled into a parking lot.

“Let’s get out and take a walk around.”

“I hope we’re not parked in the wrong
place.”

“I think they’ll forgive us if we are,”
Esther said, as they exited their car. “Look--the church is right
over here.”

“I was expecting something a little fancier,
like the churches in Europe, I guess. The Register
article said that the church was built by a French architect.”

“I think that was the planned church they are
hoping to build up the canyon. Not this one.”

“Oh, right. That makes sense.”

Strolling the grounds, they heard a band in
the distance playing “American Girl.” Esther laughed. “I wasn’t
expecting to hear rock music up here. The band is good though,
isn’t it?”

“Where is that coming from?”

As Al asked, a Norbertine Father dressed in a
white tunic came over and said, “I couldn’t help overhearing you
say that you didn’t know where the music is coming from. It’s
coming from Cook’s Corner. It’s just down the hill over there.”

“Wow! The sound really travels.”

“Cook’s Corner has its hospitality mission,
and we have ours.”

Esther told him, “That’s a tolerant way of
looking at it.”

“Well, there are times when we have had to go
there and tell them to turn down the music. They’re usually nice
about it. We try to keep good relations with them. Once a year, we
even have a ‘Blessing of the Motorcycles’ Day’.”

“No kidding?” Al said.

“My name is Father John Patrick, by the way,”
the priest told them and shook their hands. “What brings you here
today?”

“We came to hear vespers,” Esther
answered.

“I’m so sorry to tell you that we won’t be
having them today. Normally they are at 5:00, but there’s a special
meeting tonight with some neighbors and businesses about the
expansion of the abbey.”

He could tell that Esther was disappointed
and said, “Please come back again. I wish I could spend more time
taking you on a tour but I’m getting ready to go to the meeting.
Take a look around and spend some time in the church, if you’d like
to pray.”

“Thank you, Father.”

Esther and Al told John Patrick goodbye as he
headed off towards some back buildings. Noticing the swallows’
nests up under the eaves of the chapel, Al said, “They must be
living here instead of at Mission San Juan Capistrano.”

“Yeah, I read that the swallows haven’t been
coming back to Capistrano like they once did.”

After they spent some time lighting a candle
and praying in the chapel, they walked the grounds again, not
wanting to leave this restful place quite yet.

“I’m going to bring my camera next time we
come here,” Al told her.

“It really is beautiful.”

They noticed a clearing up ahead just on the
edge of a bluff. Esther said, “Let’s go over there. The view looks
amazing.”

“I still can’t believe how undeveloped it is
around here. You’d think there’d be housing tracts all around this
area. It’s like being in another county.”

“Or even another state.”

As they walked down a path toward the
lookout, Esther saw the back of a priest in white sitting on a
bench, facing the distant hillside. “Someone’s beaten us to
it.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t disturb him. He might be
praying.”

“Let’s just go down for a quick peek of the
amazing view.”

As they approached the bench, they saw that
his white tunic looked stained. At first, they thought it might be
communion wine, but as they got closer, they became alarmed.

“Oh my God!” Al shouted as they neared the
priest. “I think somebody stabbed him! Oh my God!!”


Chapter Two

 


 


Detective Clarissa Santy was pacing back and
forth in her front room, trying to get used to some new high heel
shoes that her friend, Brenda, had forced her to buy during an
ambush makeover. Why I let her talk me into getting these heels
I have no idea! she told herself as she tried one more time to
balance on what felt like stilts. Clarissa’s friends had been
worried about her ever since she told them that it was the 19th
anniversary of her marriage to Detective Dick Santy. When she and
Dick got married, Clarissa was 18 and they only lived together as
man and wife for two years before he died of a heart attack.

Her cousin had warned her against marrying a
man in his sixties. “You’re throwing your life away on an old man.
Are you crazy?”

Clarissa knew that chances were, he would die
way before she did, but she loved him and needed him and that was
all that mattered. He was her mentor, father figure, and dear
friend who was and would always be the number one person in her
life.

“You have to get out and get back into the
world again,” her cousin and friends told her. “You’re still young.
Men would love to go out with you.”

What they didn’t seem to realize was that
Dick was irreplaceable to her. He was the love of her life. They
liked the same music, the same movies, and TV shows, and just
basically enjoyed being in each other’s company. Dick had an
amazing dry sense of humor and could crack a joke about whatever
life threw his way.

She met Dick at a very vulnerable time in her
life. She’d just turned 18 and had started digging into some court
transcripts from her father’s murder trial. She contacted Dick when
she found out he was the detective in charge of the original
investigation that he still had doubts about. He reluctantly agreed
to talk to her, even though he was retired and enjoying life as a
civilian in his motor home next to the ocean in Huntington Beach.
The more they uncovered in their mutual search for the truth behind
who killed her father, the more devastating the news was to
Clarissa. In the process, she learned that her biological father
was a convicted murderer, and her mother had a hand in killing her
adopted father. Clarissa was parentless and lonely, and Santy took
her under his wing. She needed a father figure in her life, and he
was in the right place at the right time. She was lucky to have
him. Her friends insisted, “He’s the lucky one to have a hot young
trophy wife like you.”

“Oh, please,” she’d tell them. “Trophy wife.
Sure. I look really impressive in my oversized sweatshirts with
ketchup stains all over them.”

Her friends just didn’t get it. Dick had
added so much richness to her life. After her grandmother passed
away, Clarissa inherited the house she grew up in. She asked Dick
if they could move out of his trailer and into her family’s house
in Tustin. He wanted to keep his motor home in Huntington Beach. He
was a loner, and it was very hard for him to let anyone else in,
but she was special. Part of the time, he lived in her Tustin
house, and the other part he spent alone in his motor home back in
Huntington Beach. She respected his need for privacy and didn’t
give him a hard time about it. It was an unconventional marriage,
to say the least. But it worked for both of them.

Why did I let Brenda talk me into this
blind date? she asked herself as she went to the bathroom
mirror to check her make-up one more time. In her reflection, she
saw a 37-year-old woman, who looked every bit her age. She had
crow’s feet around her eyes, a stress wrinkle between her eyebrows,
and blonde hair that looked over-processed. Her friends told her
that she was beautiful, but she just didn’t see it. Who’d want
to go on a date with me anyway? The only guys who ever notice me
are homeless men or teenage boys with raging hormones who’d be
happy to have any female. Looking at herself in disgust, she
left the bathroom, turned off the lights, and sat on the sofa in
her front room pouting.

Her house was so lonely without Dick.
Everywhere she looked she saw reminders of him. The paint on the
walls reminded her of when they went to Home Depot together to pick
up paint strips, trying to decide the right colors for each room.
After watching HGTV shows together, they decided on “Tuscan Red”
for the walls, and white paint for the ceilings and trim.

Her Jack Russell Terrier interrupted her fond
memories and started barking at the front door when the doorbell
rang.

Showtime, she told herself with dread.
She anchored both feet firmly in place in her new high heels, and
slowly stood up, trying not to twist her ankles. Okay. Here we
go.

When she opened the door, she found a short,
middle-aged man with horn-rimmed glasses looking sheepishly at her.
She felt like someone had just socked her in the gut.

“Come in,” she told him, forcing herself to
smile. She thought I’m not ready! I’ll never be ready! Please
get out of here.

He introduced himself as John Springer, as
she yelled at her dog to stop jumping up at him.

“Sorry about him. I don’t have a lot of
people over, so he’s not used to company. I guess I should’ve
socialized him more.”

“He looks like Wishbone.”

“I know. And he’s just as smart as Wishbone.
Have a seat on the couch. Brenda has told me all about you.”

“I hope she’s said good things.”

Duh! Clarissa thought. “Oh yes; she
thinks very highly of you.”

“Really? I never knew that,” he said.

She felt like saying, “Maybe you should be
dating her tonight instead of me.”

She cleared her throat and said, “Can I offer
you something to drink?”

“Do you have any beer?”

“No. I’m sorry. What about wine? Soda?
Coffee?”

“How about a Diet Coke?”

“Sure,” she said and attempted to walk in her
new shoes to the kitchen. She got out two glasses, put ice cubes in
each, and filled them both with caffeine-free Diet Pepsi. She
placed the glasses on top of some coasters on the coffee table and
sat down.

“I like your shoes,” he told her.

Oh my God, she thought. Brenda is
going to be so happy when I tell her that he likes the shoes she
forced me to buy.

“So, Brenda tells me that you are an
accountant.”

“Yes. I work for H. and R. Block.”

“That’s nice steady work,” she said to him,
thinking nice boring work.

“Your dog sure is hyper.”

“He usually sleeps all the time, believe it
or not.”

“What’s his name?”

“Gumbo.”

Hearing his name, Gumbo came over to her but
didn’t take his eyes off the stranger in the house. He stood right
next to her legs and stared at the accountant, thinking why did
I let him in?

“Come here, Gumbo,” Mr. Springer said,
picking up a dog
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