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Chapter 1

 


For twenty-two
minutes, my mother deliberately omitted the fact that the police
were waiting for me in the den with some questions regarding a
murder.

 


After a long
drive from L.A. down to San Diego, in Thanksgiving traffic hell, I
parked my little red Mazda Miata in front of the House of the Moon.
I angled the rear mirror and gave my face a quick check. Arranging
my shoulder length blonde hair to look suitably timid, I smacked my
lips several times to give them more blood and applied a gentle
finger massage to the overnight pouches under my sapphire blue
eyes.

My parent’s
house was a wooden conglomerate of assorted architectural styles
with one thing in common: asymmetry. The rainbow colored street
facade sported one door, that’s all, no windows. From the front
door, you stepped directly into the kitchen. There were two and a
half stories on the left and two on the right. A mock porch was on
the left of the building and a row of marble pillars and arches was
on the right. Dad had made a clear statement with this house: ‘We.
Are. Different.’ The neighbors with the perpetual worries about
property values and zoning called it the ‘Moon-Shed’; the bitter
neighbors spoke about the ‘Moon-Dump.’ My sister Sunny and I just
called it ‘home.’

Dad had bought
the property twenty years ago, when our parents decided to leave
their hippie commune to give Sunny and me some home and social
grounding. The house started as a simple Victorian, like many other
homes in the Sunset Cliffs neighborhood of San Diego. Then Dad
started remodeling. A little Hacienda and Adobe influence for the
western part of the building. A restyling renovation with high
windows on the second floor on the northern side and raw wooden
logs for part of the roof produced an obscure construction that was
somewhere between comfort and sore eyes. I always wondered why the
zoning laws of the neighborhood never applied to our estate. One of
life’s mysteries.

Before I was
able to knock, Mom opened the door and gave me a hug.

“Honey, you
look terrible,” she said, pulling me in. “Let me pour you a tea,
Calendar girl.”

I threw my
stuff on the big bench that in a former life had been part of a
jury bench in a courtroom and leaned against the big interior live
oak tree that was living partly inside the kitchen, partly
outside.

“You must be
exhausted. Your dad is not around; he had to help out at the soup
kitchen and later he has to act as referee for the match of the
Wheelchair Basketball team.” My parents were do-gooders to the
extreme, I always felt awkward in my considerably lesser social
engagements.

Mom busied
herself in the kitchen, her usual self.

“Traffic! I sat
for so long I forgot what my legs are for,” I moaned.

“For walking,
my dear.” One of Mom’s virtues was that she never understood jokes,
any of them. According to some unfathomable logic, she picked up
one of the one-hundred types of tea she had stored on the shelf and
prepared it with hot water in an old China teapot. Mom was close to
sixty now and still hyperactive—the living proof that a vegetarian
diet, daily red wine and a regular joint was the healthiest way to
live. Mom was the ‘Stone,’ Dad was the ‘Moon,’ and that’s what had
given us the family name ‘Moonstone.’

“How is the
store going, honey?” Mom asked, handing over the steaming mug of
oriental smelling tea. Sipping it made you feel teleported to a
North African bazaar. Spooning in the milk meant carefully stirring
in childhood memories, good and bad. The good ones in this house,
the bad ones from the last months in the commune. I sipped the tea
while it was hot. And I enjoyed it, as always.

Pushing back
one strand of hair, I answered. “Fine, I presented at an upscale
fair in Chicago last month. Found some new fans for my low-end
collection. Closed the shop over the long weekend.”

Mom stirred in
her own tea. “Any current companionship, my dear?” Change of
subject, how subtle.

“Not really.
There was this Santa Monica art dealer. He was nice but I found out
I wasn’t his only art-girl.”

Mom gave that
typical ‘What-can-a-mom-do’ shrug, summarizing the two points of
friction in our relationship: 1) the style of jewelry craftsmanship
I was following: what I called style, my Mom called decadent and 2)
the lack of a permanent male attachment. Although the missing male
attachment wasn’t her main subject, I had the lingering suspicion
that the delayed output of grandchildren on my part was the real
issue. Sunny and her children lived too far away in their
redneck-Texan city to keep in constant touch—I was the only one
nearby to grab-n-hug. As I gave Mom a hug from behind, she patted
my hand and delivered her masterpiece.

“By the way,
honey, there are two detectives waiting for you in the den. It’s
about a murder.”


Chapter 2

 


The goal of an
unspoken pact between my parents and me was to prevent embarrassing
situations for all of us—all of the time. Mom didn’t inquire about
the possibilities and I didn’t offer any explanations. Eat that,
Mr. Freud.

I shook my
head, a little embarrassed to bring the police into the sacred
house of my parents, gave my face a wash over the kitchen sink and
went into the den. On my way, I quickly checked myself in an
Indonesian antique mirror, black teak wood and little Asian dragon
figurines framing my face. My hair could use a cut one of these
days, definitely a wash after last night’s events. On a good day,
my big blue eyes dominated my face but today they looked dull and
puffy. Well, it had to do for the cops. Clothes check: black slacks
and figure-hugging black shirt made up my Thanksgiving wardrobe and
always made a good impression. My flat Prada shoes pushed me up
half an inch to five nine. No make-up. I stood straighter to appear
reassured and a little larger than life.

The den was a
huge reading room in the back of the house overlooking the wild
garden. It had glass bay windows down to the floor and hosted about
ten thousand books in all formats, colors, languages and subjects.
The books climbed the walls all the way up to the eleven-foot
ceilings. Comfortable sofas were arranged in a semi-circle around
the bay window and a small coffee table offered two steaming mugs
on little tea lights to the cops. I hoped that Mom hadn’t served
them poison ivy tea.

The two
plain-clothes detectives looked up, put the books they were looking
at down and rose when I entered the room. We shook hands and they
introduced themselves.

The male
detective was a handsome guy, in his early thirties, probably near
my own age. He had dark blond hair with a tendency to curl—some
other adjectives that applied were big and strong, a body to rest
your head on. Or whatever else. I immediately wished for a closer
acquaintance. As I squinted at his left hand, wondering if he was
attached, he flashed his shield, ID and professional smile, and
announced, “My name is Ron Closeky, detective second grade, San
Diego PD homicide.”

His partner was
Hispanic. She was small, compact, with coal black penetrating eyes
and short black hair. She looked as if she could handle her share
of a barroom fight without a problem. “Juanita Garcia, pleased to
meet you,” she recited, obviously without meaning it, “from B and E
SDPD.” She threw out the acronym as if I should know it by
heart.

“Excuse me, B
and E?” I inquired innocently enough.

“Breaking and
Entering Unit,” she explained, “San Diego Police Department.
Burglary, thieving, car-jacking, you know?”

“No, I don’t,”
I said.

Detective
McCloseky sat down beside me and Detective Garcia stood over at the
bookshelf, almost out of my line of vision, pretending to study
some titles while she listened in. Good cop, bad cop, here they
come. I thought.

Detective
McCloseky explained the reason for their visit. “Miss Moonstone,
there is an issue that we have to clarify… ”

At that
instant, Mom popped her head in the door. “Can I bring you anything
more? Coffee, lemonade, soda?” Good timing, Mom! I bet she had been
eavesdropping the whole time.

If Detective
McCloseky was annoyed, he did not show it. Instead, he gave her a
charming smile that offered her all of his perfect teeth. “Thank
you, Mrs. Stone, we are fine.”

“Oh, all right
then,” Mom’s head disappeared but I wondered if she continued
listening in.

“Miss
Moonstone, do you know why we are here?” He began again. So Mom had
already ousted me as not-married and had qualified him as a
suitor.

“A parking
ticket too much? Or did someone feel ripped off with the price they
had to pay for one of my pieces?” I offered, trying the dumb
Californian version first.

He gave a quick
glance toward Detective Garcia. “No, Miss Moonstone, we are here
because of a murder.”

I turned
serious. “Then I have nothing to do with it, of course.” Sometimes
people try to read irony into my words but they always fail to do
so. Same here.

“Of course,” He
gave me an insecure smile. “Could you tell us your whereabouts last
night?”

“In bed in
Redondo Beach.”

“Redondo, of
course.” Another smile, more mechanical.

“Anyone to
support the fact?” Detective Garcia piped from her corner.

I didn’t give
her the pleasure of turning my head; I looked at Detective
McCloseky instead, which was easy. “The bed thing you mean?” I
noticed that it was his turn to squint at my ring fingers. No luck
there, buddy, I was sitting on my hands. “Yes, there is someone to
support my bedtime story. My boyfriend, Mundy.” Mom, are you
listening in?

“Would Mr.
Mundy… ”

“Millar—Mundy
Millar.” I spelled the name for him.

McCloseky was
scribbling on his pad. “So you were home, in bed, with Mr. Mundy
Millar.”

“The home part
is your deduction.”

“So, whose bed
was it?”

“Mr. Mundy’s,
he also lives in Redondo.” I gave them Mundy’s address and
number.

“Would Mr.
Millar mind if we called him up?”

“Do you mean
whether he is my legitimate boyfriend or a married man or he has
another steady?”

“Yes, you know,
sometimes not all relationships are easy.”

I curled some
hair around my finger. “No, Mundy is all mine.” I felt my chances
with Detective McCloseky vanishing. Next time, I would arrange for
a Monopoly all-nighter with an overweight gay guy.

Detective
Garcia gave a small chuckle from her corner and walked out to find
a phone.

Showtime for
Mundy.

 


For a minute,
Detective McCloseky and I sat looking at each other and the
garden.

“You know, this
is a special house,” he offered to start a conversation.

“I know,” I
stated the obvious. Cops and their urges to talk.

“Pretty
wild.”

“Wild. That
describes Mom and Dad,” I nodded.

He rolled his
nice eyes, very nice eyes. “I see I can’t land here with small
talk.”

“Nope.”

“You know what
makes you suspicious in my opinion?” He tried the direct
approach.

“Yes.”

“Is that an
answer?”

“Semantically
it is. But probably not the one you were expecting.”

He studied me
for a moment. “You do it intentionally, I mean, playing it cool,
not asking why we are here.”

“I already know
why you’re here,” I offered.

“You do?” He
raised an eyebrow.

“In your eyes,
I am suspicious because I am not asking questions. Why are you
here? Why are you suspecting me?”

He nodded.

“But, I already
know. You are here about a murder; you said so in the
beginning.”

“What a gift of
deduction!” he exclaimed, clapping his hands once.

“Your partner
is from ‘B and E,’” I imitated Detective Garcia, “so that makes it
a murder in conjunction with another crime. A burglary?” I dazzled
him.

“I am
impressed.”

“It’s all over
the news on the radio. There was a break-in at a Downtown San Diego
art gallery. The night watchman died.” I gave him my dumb puppy
look once more.

He bowed his
head in mock-admiration. “Very good.”

“But I am cool
because last night I was in bed with my boyfriend.”

Detective
Garcia came back in, closing the door behind her. She looked at
McCloseky and gave a small shake of the head. He looked at me and
shrugged.

I looked back
and forth between them. “Hey, what’s going on? I told you, I was
home with my boyfriend. What did he tell you?”

She raised an
eyebrow; I think she was pleased that she had me in a corner. “He
told me nothing, he wasn’t in. I asked his answering machine to
call me back.”

I slumped back
in my sofa. “Ouch! Will you arrest me now?”

“We have to
wait a little longer to scratch you off our list, that’s all.”
Detective McCloseky offered helpfully, not meaning it.

“I know, you
know,” I mocked his matter of speech.

“We know you
know now.” He even played along. Such a cutie.

Detective
Garcia played with her jacket pocket where you could make out a
pack of cigarettes. Or a tape recorder.

“Why did you
come to me in the first place? There must be a million better
suspects in San Diego and L.A. both?”

Garcia gave me
a hard stare. “Wonderful computer age. We have our own criminal
Google search system—enter jewels, crime, San Diego—and the
database doesn’t show too many names. And yours was among
them.”

“I have never
had anything to do with the police before, you must be mistaken.” I
lifted my voice.

“No Ma’am, you
are mistaken.” Detective Garcia's voice was like a razor blade, the
switch between bad cop and bitch cop was effortless. I bet she
scared the shit out of other suspects. “There was an incident
report three years. An insurance company accused you of reworking
some stolen gems.”

“That was not
even an accusation, it was simply reported to the police,
anonymously, or so I was told at the time. The police investigated
and found nothing.”

McCloseky
shrugged apologetically, “But it left your name in the
database.”

“This is
ridiculous. Had I not had my boyfriend over, I would have been
booked for murder? Civil rights here we go.”

“Let us say, we
would have looked a little harder. But if your friend supports your
story, you have nothing to fear.” Garcia smoothed her notebook on
the table.

Where the hell
was Mundy? I sighed, “Don’t tell me that I am not allowed to leave
town.”

Detective
McCloseky stood up and gave me a professional smile. “Don’t leave
town, be available, Miss Moonstone.”

Garcia didn’t
give a smile, she just handed me her card. I showed them to the
front door, through the kitchen, where Mom made a little fuss about
them leaving already.

Detective
McCloseky opened the front door and with perfect stage timing, fake
boyfriend Mundy was standing in the doorframe, hand balled to a
fist in midair, ready to knock.

So he had been
on the road following his ‘girlfriend.’ Mundy was my age. We
studied for our master’s together at Berkeley University. And
although it frequently came up for discussion from Mundy’s end—to
state it clearly—once and for all—we never had been an item and we
never would be.

Mundy and I
lost contact after I went to New York to begin my jewelry
apprenticeship with Uncle Mortimer. But after the move to Redondo
to open my own shop, it turned out that Mundy was living nearby,
working as a reporter for the local paper after he had worked some
jobs on the East Coast as well. Mundy wasn’t much of a man. Well,
he was a man—of course, just not my type of man. Come to think of
it, he wasn’t anyone’s type of man. He was lanky and he always wore
thin flannel shirts, Levis and sneakers. Depending on his state of
absenteeism, he sported beard stubbles and a brown uncombed mop of
hair, Rubber Soul Beatles style 1965.

Mundy looked at
the detectives, his reporter mind had probably just told him,
‘Cops! Get nervous’ and he stammered the obvious, “I… I was about
to knock.”

Detective
McCloseky looked at him skeptically. On the verge of amusement, he
was obviously close to offering a spontaneous repartee, but instead
kept it neutral, “We were just leaving.” He said.

Time to step
in; otherwise, I would never leave this town again. “Stop! No one
leaves!” I shouted. “Time to clear things up.” My voice echoed from
the pots and pans on the walls.

With all eyes
on me, I pointed at the detectives. “Mundy, tell them where we were
last night and what we did!”

Mundy’s mouth
opened. Torn between truth, lies, embarrassment and loyalty, he
looked desperately between the detectives, my mom and me.

I pointed at
Mundy. “Please meet Mr. Mundy Millar. He can confirm… ”

Garcia gave a
sharp cat-like growl and McCloseky lifted his hand to stop me.

“Mr. Millar?”
Detective Closeky’s tone made it clear that he meant business. I
love it when men talk that way. Does that make me a bad person?

Mundy swallowed
and only managed a nod. I gave a small prayer to the god of the
trees that he didn’t mess up our plan.

McCloseky asked
Mundy for his credentials and then he studied them.

Garcia asked,
“Where were you last night, Mr. Mundy?”

Again, Mundy’s
haunted look between Mom and me. “I was home,” he squeaked, cleared
his throat to make it sound more truthful and repeated, “I was
home.” Fail!

“Your own
home?”

“I mean home in
Redondo.”

“In your
apartment or house or whatever?”

“No, I was with
Calendar, Miss Moonstone here.” Growing beet-red in the face. Good,
his earnest embarrassment covered his bad lying.

“You were at
Miss Moonstone’s home, with her?”

“Yes, I mean
no. I was with Calendar at my home.”

“The whole
night?”

“Sure, we… eh…
we spent the night… ”

“All evening,
all night?” Caging him.

“Yeah, I think
Calendar left early.”

“You
think?”

“I know… I
mean… I think she did.” Again that helpless, very believable look.
Atta boy. “I mean, I was asleep when she left.”

“You slept.
Soundly?”

“All right. I
slept all right. We were up until late, two or so.”

“You can vouch
for her until two.”

“Yeah, then we
slept and I got up around eight. Cal was already gone.”

The detectives
simultaneously gave me a quick look, as if to corroborate the story
with me—or it could have been pity that I had such a fried brain
ball for a lover. I felt all chances dwindling with Detective
Ron.

“You agree with
his story, Miss Moonstone?”

“Yup. Up until
about two, went to bed, I left around 7:30, took the laundry with
me and drove here. To spend the holidays with the police.”

As Detective
Garcia picked up her notepad, she prompted, “You didn’t mention the
laundry part before. You got a name and number for the laundry
service?”

“The place,”
Mundy prompted, “on Pacific Coast Highway, PCH, near Torrance
Boulevard.”

Garcia nodded
and closed her notepad. “You are in the clear if this checks out.
Are there any other people who would have called last night?
Friends, family, customers?”

“No,” I shook
my head.

Mundy followed
my lead. “Just us two,” he piped, suddenly turning red again.

The detectives
exchanged glances to see if the other one still had some question
for Mundy or me.

“Consider
yourself off the hook, Ma’am,” Garcia stated in my direction. I was
under the distinct impression that they both knew more about me
than they pretended. With that, the detectives said ‘Good-bye’
again—and they left, finally.

 


Mundy closed
the door behind them. I went over and gave him a welcome kiss—I bet
he had waited years for that one. I managed to touch his lips
without exchanging too many body fluids.

“Hi, Mum-bun.
What brings you here?”

Mundy needed a
second to recover from the unexpected treat. “I had heard… ” He
noticed that my mom was still around, trying to make herself as
invisible as possible in order to eavesdrop as much as
possible.

“Oh, hi, Mrs.
Stone, how are you?” Beet-red, he could light the kitchen.

Mom buzzed
forward, glad to be back in the game again. “Mundy, long time no
see. Last time we met was at Berkeley U’s graduation, wasn’t
it?”

“Yes, it was.
You look great. Your kitchen does, too.” As was every other new
visitor to the House of the Moon, he was impressed by what he saw,
the eclectic mixture of designer kitchen, witchcraft accessories
and the big tree growing in the wall.

“Why, thank
you, Mundy.” Then going for the kill, “Calendar never mentioned
that you two are an item.”

Looking at me
and mouthing a silent ‘… like thirty minutes ago.’ Mundy looked
back at her and winked. Don’t overdo it. “You know, Mrs. S., she is
a grown woman and she lives her own life. It is not that we live
together. Though I brought it up just recently, didn’t I,
Callie?”

I forced a
smile. Bet you would. “I invited Mundy for the weekend, if that is
all right with you?” Get this, Mundy, for changing the plan.

Mom was
delighted and intrigued. This was a first. “Of course it is…. A
pleasure. We will have a full house, Calendar’s sister Sunny will
get here anytime, with her kids. It will be wonderful to have so
much life under our roof again. Where will you be staying,
Mundy?”

Obviously, good
old Mundy hadn’t thought of this trivial little detail when he
hatched his ill-fated plan to join me in San Diego. He stalled and
Mom offered, “What I mean is, will you stay in Calendar’s room or
do you want a separate room?” Mundy’s head played traffic light
again. I rolled my eyes and couldn’t suppress a smile at Mom’s
wickedness. She had us made, of course.

We bathed in
Mundy’s dilemma for a few seconds, then Mom turned the wicked witch
thing on me and said, “Oh, Mundy, don’t be embarrassed, I took part
in so many hippie orgies when I was your age. Of course, you can
sleep together in one room. We are quite liberal here. Is that all
right with you?”

For a good
American kid like Mundy, even though a Berkley graduate, this was
clearly too much. He stammered a weak agreement while I put on my
sweetest smile and placed another kiss on his cheek.

Mom picked up
her knife again, made a dangerous swirl with it to remind us who
the peace-loving boss was in the house and she continued cutting
vegetables.

I grabbed
Mundy’s arm and we went out of the kitchen into the back-hall and
from there into the den. The second I closed the door of the den, I
rubbed my sleeve over my mouth to get rid of any Mundy-germs that
remained on my lips and then I pushed Mundy violently onto the same
sofa that had been occupied by a very kissable police officer just
moments earlier.

“What, in God’s
name, brings you here, you moron? Can’t you do one thing right?
What were my instructions? Stay. At. Home. Do nothing. Collaborate
with the police.”

Mundy looked
scared, but I didn’t know whether it was me or the situation in
which I was in that scared him. He stammered, “Wh… when… I heard on
the morning news that there had been a murder in an art gallery
involving jewelry in San Diego, I knew that day ‘X’ had come.”

“That’s what
alibis are for! So why not ride it out in Redondo as planned?”

“I would have,
I swear, Callie.”

“You know, the
last person who ever called me Callie was a football jock in
high school? He was able to play without a crotch guard fort the
rest of the season after I was through with him.”

Predictably,
Mundy started to stutter, “I… I… I made it up on the fly, I swear.
It sounded cute.”

“Is that what
you call me in your fantasies? You dirty fink!”

Mundy looked
trapped. Suddenly, the fun was gone out of Mundy-bashing and I sat
down beside him on the sofa and sighed, “Well, so what?”

“I swear to
you, I planned to stick to the arrangement. But then, maybe half an
hour after you left, around 8 o’clock there was a knock on the door
and this guy wanted to see you.”

“Police, in
Redondo?” That’s what I needed, the local police on constant
vigilance around my shop.

“No, not
police. It was a guy from a big insurance agency, Limes and Limes,
London.” Mundy fished a business card out of his shirt pocket.

“Fowler Wynn!”
Slumping back, I was holding my head before he could even produce
the card.

Mundy gave me a
surprised look. “Exactly. A skilled guy, I couldn’t make up the
story as fast as he was asking for details. Fortunately, I could
block the more intimate parts but I bet he goes sniffing around. He
made a very determined impression on me. He’s out to get you, you
know.”

I scratched a
worn patch on the old sofa fabric. “You bet,” I said, “he will
never let go until he has found all the angles.”

“You know him?
Ever met him before?”

“Did I ever? He
is a pest. He is convinced that I am Jane Ruby, the cat thief, and
that I am responsible for half of the jewel heists in this
country.”

Mundy gave me
an ‘As if you weren’t’ look. I threw my hands up. “Even if, it
doesn’t matter. He has never been able to find a shred of proof,
not even leads. What is disturbing though, is the fact that
he knows that you are playing my boyfriend and that you are my
standard alibi.”

Mundy looked
stunned, he hadn’t thought of that yet. “So he knows everything
about you?” I held up my hand, heard a familiar rumble from the
front side of the house. “What is that, an earthquake?” Mundy
looked into the garden and onto the shelves.

“No, my
father,” I said.

 


Harry Moon was
a big man and he came from a big family. When I was a small girl, I
used to pray that I would grow up to be as strong and big as my
dad, so I would be equipped against all the evil dangers of the
world. However, after I discovered boys, around sixteen or so, I
prayed that I would inherit Mom’s slender feline bones and that I
would not develop into ‘Hilde, the Norwegian troll girl.’ A good
mixture of them both had won.

With Mundy on
my trail, I walked back to the kitchen to greet Dad. He still held
his motorcycle helmet in one hand and had just finished kissing
Mom, “Hello Calendar, my surfer girl.” He gave me a bear hug,
lifting me off the floor and forcing all the air out of me. We held
on to each other for a few seconds, and then he put me down again,
the gentle giant.

“Dad, do you
remember Mundy? I invited him over for Thanksgiving; otherwise he
would have stuffed himself full of McDonald’s chicken burgers.”

Dad shook
Mundy’s hand, a bear paw crushing the slender fingers of a boy.
“Welcome to the House of the Moon, Mundy. Of course, I remember
you. You turned to journalism, I heard.”

Mundy and Dad
started a chat about working conditions at the Washington
Post, one of Mundy’s former employers, while Dad took off his
leather jacket and stored the helmet in the cupboard. He rode an
old Harley from the 50s, meticulously restored during countless
mornings in the garage. Although he was pretty wild in the old
days, and he belonged to the hippie generation of Monterey and
Berkeley, it was only a few years ago that he started restoring the
bike. Before that, he was more into gardening and surfing.

Mom and Dad
were very well off, an unusual thing for the hardcore hippie
generation where many had taken the road to the American way of
life quite late. Of all things, Dad had made some clever
investments that turned out extremely well. He had only invested in
outcast stocks as he called them—the likes of AOL, Apple and Yahoo
had turned Dolores Stone and Harry Moon into rich people, who now
held various social functions in San Diego.

 


The rest of the
morning and early midday was rather unspectacular; we helped Mom
prepare Thanksgiving dinner, even Mundy managed to peel his share
of potatoes without jeopardizing his typing career. Later, I saw
Mom and Dad in the garden. In low tones, she updated him on the
detectives’ visit—while they pretended to pick fresh herbs. No
further remarks were made about the visit or any possible
predicaments of their daughter. The pact of silence and ignorance
was intact. But it lingered between us all, unspoken.


Chapter 3

 


Shortly after
noon, peace came to a sudden end. My sister and her two kids
arrived spilling out of their taxi with an endless stream of bags
and cases. Hugs and kisses all around, little useless presents for
most of us. Oohing and ahhhing at last year’s improvements on
wardrobe, architecture and hairdos. After eight hours on the plane,
my niece and nephew, Jennifer and Keith, were soon playing football
with Mundy in the garden. They were screaming and shouting for the
best throws and catches. The kids loved Mundy instantly; he was
very natural around them. Something they had probably never
experienced with their father or mother, since Sunny and Tom were
both stiff and over caring parents, projecting a lot of their own
fears and life ambitions into their kids. Jen was the older of the
two, eight years old, she was a typical commerce driven child of
this generation—iPhone, PlayStation and Barbie were her most
uttered words. With her straight honey-blonde hair and coquettish
looks, she took after my sister Sunny. In comparison, Keith, at
seven years old, was a serious dark haired kid with glasses and a
thoughtful hesitant manner. He had taken after his father, Tom
Highler, an accountant with a Dallas oil company. Sunny and he had
gone separate ways for five years now. Sunny looked a lot like me
but she was the more mature one, sturdier frame and bones, a little
more of the ‘Hilda’ genes. Where I had taken refuge in my diamonds,
crafts and not-to-be-named adventures, she had rebelled against the
hippie fraction by embracing capitalistic America to the fullest.
She had become a corporate lawyer. Specializing in mergers and
acquisitions, she prepared billion dollar deals that destroyed
numerous jobs and economic microstructures. ‘Synergy’ was her
favorite word and to the dismay of Mom and Dad, she was proud of
her achievements. Define ‘dysfunctional’ in the new Millennium.

 


Mom finally
announced, “We will eat in the garden under the trees,” and clapped
her hands.

And so we
did.

 


Thanksgiving
dinner turned out to be pleasant with the occasional strained
overtones that uniquely marked this family as my own. Mom had
outdone herself with the cooking; the dishes she had prepared
deflected any joke about non-tasty veggie food. Dad told story
after story of San Diego’s social elite and their ways of ignoring
the poor and underprivileged. Mundy behaved, not embarrassing me
any further. Conversation circled around family affairs, catching
up with neighborhood gossip and the ethical conflicts of corporate
America.

Nearly two and
half hours later, we finished eating, absolutely stuffed. Mundy was
giving me a light neck massage; had he attempted such a stunt 24
hours ago, I would have slugged him. I bet he enjoyed the whole
thing immensely. Well, my price for a good alibi. When this was
over, it was my turn to let him suffer.

Sunny sat with
Mom, sipping ice tea and chatting away. The kids played with the
cats and helped their granddad fix something on the motorcycle.
Later, Mom brought out her guitar and we sang Joni Mitchell and
Joan Baez songs, the three Stone-girls in a strange sad
harmony.

 


Mundy and I
hadn’t finished our little chat from before noon so after we were
able to move again and had done the dishes, we headed down to the
waterfront to walk the vegetable lasagna into the ground. The sun
was already gone and we wandered under yellow light, skaters and
joggers buzzing by.

“Your folks are
nice,” Mundy stated. His parents had been gone for many years, both
taken by the Big C.

“No complaints.
But you caught the gang in a good mood,” I nodded. “These family
gatherings often end with loud quarrels, tears and inhabitations
that last until the next time around. Your presence helped to keep
us civilized.”

We were silent
for a moment. Then I gave him a quick kiss.

“What was that
for?” Mundy asked, rubbing his cheek.

“For being
there,” I said, meaning it. He was my best friend after all.

“Did you have
anything to do with the death of the watchman?” Mundy blurted
out.

“Jesus, you
must have been a pressure cooker all through the afternoon.”

“Come on, you
can tell me, I have a right to know. I am your alibi but I won’t
cover for murder.”

“Mundy, dear, I
swear to you, I had nothing to do with the murder and the theft
they are investigating. When I stumbled on the guy, I even checked
his pulse… ”

Mundy gave a
sharp breather; I could feel a hyperventilation coming up with him.
“Touch! You touched the body, probably left hair and sweat, a
million DNA cells and everything for the police to find.”

“I always wear
gloves while I’m working, plus I am hooded up. He was already dead,
though not for long, he was still warm to the touch. I finished
what I was doing and left quickly,” I explained. “I’ve been in this
game for a while now.”

“Game! You
found him and you checked on him. Curiosity killed the cat
burglar.”

“When I
started, he was alive and doing his rounds. I was doing my
business. I was preparing to get away when I stumbled on him dead.
Did a check to see if I could help and then left. I didn’t see
anyone else.”

“You know, it
could have been you,” Mundy said and after I understood what he
meant, realized that he was probably right. It could have been me
left dead. A little scary. Actually, quite scary.

We walked a
little further along the beach. Mundy stopped and sat down in the
sand. “A close shave.”

“Yup, what a
mess.”

“Think our
alibi worked?”

I nodded. “For
the police, yes, it is as good as it gets for now. The initial
danger is over because a trustworthy person accounts for me and
they will focus on other leads. Plus, since I was using my cash
rental, they won’t find any record of my car being in this area the
night before.” I hoped that they had other suspects on their list
besides me.

“But this
insurance guy, Flower?” We started skipping stones into the low
evening surf.

“Fowler. Fowler
Wynn. An old friend of mine.”

“Ironically
spoken, I presume.”

“He is more
like an arch enemy. Like one of those relentless detectives on TV,
a fanatic when it comes to hunting down his prey. And somehow along
the way, he set his sights on me as public enemy number one.”

“Sounds like a
nutcase to me,” Mundy said.

“Oh no, not
mad. He is sharp and thorough. Brilliant art knowledge, combined
with a very suspicious mind. Ideal traits for an insurance
detective. His company uses him for all of its tricky customers and
major art and jewelry thefts worldwide. They probably have a file
this thick on me,” I indicated with outstretched arms, “listing all
the insane suspicions he’d collected over the years. But without
proof, there is nothing Wynn can do to me.”

Mundy gave me a
skeptical look. “Except to wait for you to make a mistake.
Fingerprints, a DNA trace or an onsite arrest. A murder at the
break-in perhaps?”

I looked out
over the ocean. “Most likely, he will turn up tomorrow and conduct
a short fused interview that ends in a shouting match between us. I
hope they find the guy quickly who killed the night watchman. That
will take the focus off me, again. Until the next time.”

Mundy and I
kept skipping stones.

How wrong could
I get?


Chapter 4

 


Surprisingly,
Mundy went out with Sunny and the kids to watch a movie. The new
one with the Scientology actor. Mom and Dad went to a fundraiser.
That left me home alone to make it an early night. I was dragging
myself upstairs when the doorbell rang.

“Did you guys
forget anyth… ”

My heart gave a
little skip when I found Detective Ron McCloseky standing at the
front door. Trick or treat?

“Detective, did
you lose your gun in the upholstery?” I asked, looking over his
shoulder. “Or your partner?”

“Miss
Moonstone, can I come in for a second?” He asked, “I need to ask
you for a favor.” Then he stood there as if he were asking me out
on a date.

“What can I do
for you? Coffee first?”

The detective
nodded and muttered something about a long night and day.

I busied myself
with the wonder of Italian engineering.

He started. “I
discussed this with my partner, Detective Garcia. She does not
share my opinion but she agreed to give it a shot.”

“Shot?”

“Don’t feel
threatened. Anymore, that is.” Detective McCloseky downed the
espresso and shook his head in bewilderment. “I thought no one
could surpass the guys from Seattle but this is marvelous.”

I nodded in
agreement. “That machine over there probably costs more than you
earn in two months.”

“Wow, you put
me in line,” he laughed and turned serious again. “We have a
problem with the break-in and murder at the Altward Gallery in
Downtown San Diego. The day is over and the initial forensics
haven’t found anything at all that could even possibly lead us in
the right direction. The usual suspects such as the local art
pushers and gem traders all turned out to have alibis, same for the
usual burglars.”

“I don’t know
what you mean by that,” I said coolly.

He didn’t dare
laugh because he could see that I was dead serious. “Sorry, that
British insurance guy got to me,” Detective McCloseky
explained.

I gave him a
raised eyebrow, indicating that I had no clue what he was talking
about. Why were the wrong people always murdered?

“Anyway,” he
continued, “what I want to say is that the trail is cold. The first
24 to 48 hours after the crime are the most important. If you don’t
have a serious suspect or lead within that time, chances are slim
that you will solve the crime at all. And the first 24 hours are
already over.”

“What does that
have to do with me, Detective?” I inquired.

“Juanita has
burglary experience. I handle the homicides. But there is a total
lack of experience when it comes to jewelry and art crime in the
department. The last serious crime regarding gem art was years ago
and the detective working the case retired a while back.”

“There is no
ongoing criminal activity regarding diamonds, gems and jewelry in
San Diego? I can’t believe that.” I mused.

He nodded. “Of
course, you have your average Joe Burglar who steals and pushes hot
jewelry from Miss Socialite’s bedroom safe. But that is
off-the-shelf stuff. Expensive, but not rare.”

“You think that
the crime is connected with the art scene,” I stated, dropping my
act, “jewelry art?”

“That’s right,”
Detective McCloseky continued. “The gallery owner is preparing the
list of stolen items for us, photos and all.”

I wondered what
on earth that could be. “And why do you need me again, exactly?” I
asked once more.

“I want your
opinion on the stolen gems, not taken for a sucker by the gallery
owner, stating the value too high. Another thing is the insurance
detective, Mr. Wynn. You’ve met him before, I presume?” Keeping a
straight face and deliberately holding my fingers still, I gave a
small neutral nod to not to give anything away. “He claims that on
the West Coast there are not many true specialists in rare jewelry
art. There’s one older guy up in San Francisco, another one in
Seattle. And you as one of the few professional craftsmen, sorry,
craftswomen, producing art based on gemstones.”

I gave him a
modest blush. “When Mr. Wynn supports that opinion, it is high
praise from him.”

“So it is true,
you are a recognized expert?”

This was not
the time to give him the truth about gemstone art or to go into
detail, so I nodded. “You want my expertise, you got it.”

I stopped
myself for one second. Was I mad? I had just agreed to work with
the detective on a case in which I was a suspect. A case that I had
partly witnessed myself? Any wrong word could land me in jail.

“Miss
Moonstone?” Detective McCloseky asked. “Earth to Moon. Do you
copy?”

I offered my
hand. “Call me Cal. Where do we start?”

“By calling me
Ron.”

That settled
that.


Chapter 5

 


Ron and I drove
downtown in his unmarked Ford Crown Victoria; the type that you
always mark as a ‘police car.’ The first minutes we rode in
silence, the police radio sporadically crackling incomprehensibly
and the computer console between us beeping intermittently. He knew
the way. I did, too.

“Want to use
siren and lights?” He asked suddenly.

I sat up
startled. “Excuse me? Isn’t that at your discretion? Is it that
urgent?”

Ron gave a
laugh; he had a nice laugh indeed. “No, it is just that sometimes
civilians riding in a police car have the strangest wishes. Like
touching the gun. Or driving through the traffic with sirens and
flashing lights.”

“What a pickup
line!” I had to laugh. Calendar, do be careful of Freudian slips.
“No, sorry, no such wish. I never wanted to become a policeman or a
fireman. My parents raised me with a solid ounce of doubt against
all types of authorities. Not that I don’t trust you, but my
parents used to shower in your tear gas.”

“That rubs off.
But you are different. We are talking expensive stuff, jewels,
diamonds, gold… ”

“Yes, I became
something of an artist. Some may say an artisan. But the money
isn’t what drove me. For me, it is the fascination with the
material itself. Rare, beautiful and passionate. I want to
translate that longing into something special.”

“You create it
just for museums or for John Doe, too?”

I gave him a
laugh. “It is for the rich John Does of this world, the ones who
are willing to pay the price. The museums will display me when I am
dead and famous, no Sir, no money there. Museums are more for the
ego and a certain degree of fame, like my stuff is on display in
the Amsterdam Museum of Royal Art.”

“They are?”
Then, slightly confused, “since when is Amsterdam in England?”

Now he had me
confused. “Amsterdam is the capital of the Netherlands. Not
England.”

“Amsterdam is
neither the capital of England nor the Netherlands,” he
answered.

“I thought that
a Royal Museum must be where the royals live. And don’t they always
live in the capital city of a state?”

“Ahh, so the
Netherlands is a kingdom, too.” Brilliantly delivered.

This guy was
too good to be true. I had a laughing fit, pounding the
dashboard.

“So you are
really a museum piece?”

“Yup. There was
a competition for a royal set for the inauguration. Not the crown,
which was handed down from King Mom, but a ring and a scepter. I
participated and won. Some years back.”

Ron was
impressed. “You must be good then.”

“I am.” We were
almost at the gallery but I looked straight ahead not giving
anything away.

As we passed
the gallery, he gave me a look-over from the corner of his eyes. I
didn’t even change breathing; we all have our tricks up the
sleeves. After a minute, he realized his ‘error,’ gave a small
phony curse, did an illegal U-turn at the next light and headed
back.

 


The Altward
Gallery resided in one of the poshest locations in San Diego’s
Downtown district, the Gaslamp Quarter. On that particular stretch,
all of the high-price boutiques and high-class galleries competed
for the swipe of the customer’s platinum AMEX. If I had opened my
shop in San Diego instead of Redondo Beach, this would have been my
location, too.

The gallery
offered about sixty feet of prime retail window front on the first
floor, topped by a second floor of equal grandeur. The shop sign
offered only an understated but absolute tag line “Altward Fine
Arts.” The heavy and polished ground floor blinds were closed. The
second floor windows were unshielded, featuring extra thick glass
for the displays that held larger showpieces such as gold statues,
helmets, jewelry-covered boxes and one large gold chain that would
have fit on any gangster rapper’s thick neck. Quality stuff that
impresses rich collectors. Exactly the point the gallery owner
tried to make.

The pavement in
front was cordoned off with police tape, forcing the pedestrians to
step on the street to pass the store. Two officers directed the
thick traffic of onlookers and Thanksgiving strollers. At the
gallery front door, a lone policeman appeared relaxed as he watched
the passing crowd.

“No TV around?”
I asked.

“Too late for
the fifteen minutes of fame,” he answered. “They were here in the
morning
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