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Through me you pass into the city of woe.
—Commedia, Dante

HIGH PRAISE FOR Perri O’Shaughnessy’s previous Nina Reilly novel MOTION TO SUPPRESS
"[A] GRIPPING LEGAL THRILLER ... A
DELECTABLE MYSTERY.... A HECK OF A
READ."
—San Francisco Chronicle Book Review

"A LIVELY DEBUT... THE PLOT IS A REAL
PUZZLER, WITH TWISTS DIABOLICAL
ENOUGH TO TAKE TO COURT."

— The New York Times Book Review
"MOTION TO SUPPRESS DELIVERS!
Suspense, plot twists, and legal thrills make this
a real page-turner."

—Darian North, author of Criminal Seduction
"MOTION TO SUPPRESS IS NONSTOP EXCITEMENT! O’Shaughnessy combines the mystery of a masterful whodunit with edge-of-the-seat courtroom drama, and mixes in plenty of riveting psychological intrigue. The portrayal of the glitz and the underbelly of the casino world is top-notch and the characters are finely drawn."
—Jeffrey Deaver, author of Praying for Sleep
"MOTION TO SUPPRESS DRAWS YOU IN ON PAGE ONE AND NEVER LETS YOU GO. Perri O’Shaughnessy writes about the law with authority, and in Motion to Suppress, she has created two strong, sympathetic characters and placed them in a fast-paced, compelling plot that will keep readers turning the pages into the wee hours of the morning."
—William Bernhardt, author of Double Jeopardy
"This courtroom drama maintains a swift pace ...
a Roman candle of a novel that just may rocket
O’Shaughnessy to pop-lit fame."

—Publishers Weekly
"AFTER READING THE OPENING CHAPTER OF MOTION TO SUPPRESS, I GENUINELY COULDN’T PUT IT DOWN. Perri O’Shaughnessy has done a masterful job of presenting both a battered wife and refugee lawyer. The Lake Tahoe setting rings true, and the only aspect of the book I found hard to believe was that this is a first novel."
—Jeremiah Healy, author of Rescue and Act of God
"A FAST-PACED LEGAL THRILLER.
All the ingredients for a best seller are present in this
first novel. "
—Library Journal
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BOOK ONE
Twelve Years Ago: Tamara
On the other side of Tamara’s locked bedroom door, her mother was pounding and yelling again. She yelled often, most often at Tamara, but when she was loaded she also yelled at Tam’s father, who had an unpredictable, violent streak Tamara had learned to avoid. She guessed her mother used alcohol to stand up to her bully of a father, and also, in the same way Tam did, to create a more tolerable reality, so she understood the attraction of being bombed. That didn’t make finding her mother passed out on the kitchen floor after one of her periodic binges any easier to take, though.
Lately, things seemed worse around the old burg. Two weekends in a row now her mother had gone on a bender, and her father’s response had been to tear through the house, breaking up most of the dining room one evening.
"Okay already, I’m putting it out right now." She took another long drag on her cigarette, and blew the smoke at the doorway. Her mother, temporarily placated by her words, retreated, probably to get another drink. Tam sat on her bed, trying to build her strength up for the battle to come, the one she thought of as her standard Friday night war. Her parents never wanted her to go out, but she was eighteen and had a right and they knew it. Still, she had to convince them, stormtrooping her way through a barrage of questions, arguments, sometimes tears. Oh, God, it was hard living at home. She couldn’t wait to have her own place.
Which brought up another depressing issue, her lack of money. She was flunking math and geology in school, something her parents didn’t know yet, but they would soon. Maybe then they’d let her get a job. She knew they were holding on to this old college dream for her, one she’d given up a while back, along with her dreams of staying forever with the first man she’d ever really loved. Life had taken an unexpected turn for her, and she discovered right away that she liked not knowing what came next. She liked pissing into the wind like a man, and seeing which way it blew, without caring who or what it hit.
She took a deep breath, stuffed her last bills into her pants pocket, and unlocked her door. She grabbed her rabbit coat. That was a must. A storm was coming. The windchill made the temperature feel like zero degrees all around Tahoe tonight, the radio said. She really ought to wear her down jacket; that kept her warmer. But not tonight, no, that wouldn’t do, would it? She needed her favorite coat tonight.... She put it on and smiled, ready for anything the evening had to offer, as she walked downstairs to confront her parents.
She nursed the old pickup slowly along the slick Pioneer Trail to Manny’s, pulling into a parking spot right by the front door. She was still going over the evening’s fight in her mind. No matter how nice she was, no matter how hard she tried, they hated everything about her. They wanted her chained to the old person she was a long time ago, their baby girl, forever. They hated the way she looked, the clothes she wore, that "ratty" coat. They hated her attitude. They hated everything she said, trying to talk over her, afraid to listen, afraid of what they might hear. She couldn’t go on like this!
Shake it off, she told herself. Don’t let them totally burn you out. She tried an old trick, rewriting the evening into a silent conversation with her parents that ended better, with everyone civilized and normal, and her like any other girl just going out for a few hours to have a little fun, but it didn’t work tonight. Their words stung. Their anger hurt. She sat in the car, letting her own anger flare up and burn for a few minutes, until she started to feel the deep winter of the outside creeping into her car. She walked into Manny’s without looking around and sat at the bar, ordering a gin for a quick, clean buzz. They didn’t even bother to check her fake ID. She’d left the house a little early. The fun started later; meanwhile, she intended to kill an hour or so sitting in a dark corner, just her and Mr. Alcohol for company.
"Hey, Tam!" said a voice across the room.
Oh, no. She turned to look, spotting Michael and Doreen across the room. She gave them a wave and turned back to her drink. It would be Michael. He was like a black cat crossing her path, a curse on her. Maybe if she ignored him they’d leave her alone.
They approached, Michael eager as a racehorse after the starting shot, Doreen trailing miserably behind.
"Mind if we join you?" he asked, sliding his jeans onto a stool beside her and ordering a beer. He winked at her, and sat as close as he could without touching. Doreen stood near them both, looking unsure about where to put herself. Tam ordered another drink and put it away as fast as she could.
Michael launched into a monologue about what he’d been doing lately. When he noticed she wasn’t listening, he switched gears and started pebbling her with questions. He’d heard about her troubles in school. She’d always been smarter than any of them, and was certainly the best looking of them all. What was going on? And what was the story with this new dude she was seeing, huh? Was it true this was the man to see if you had it in mind to get wasted?
She didn’t feel like getting involved in his song and dance, and she told him so. She didn’t know what it was with him, but any attention from her just made things worse. He seemed to think she was bored, so he talked faster and more vehemently, probably just trying to get her interested in what he was saying, but he made her nervous and jumpy, and she didn’t need that. He kept after her, picking and picking, jealous of the mystery boy he thought she might be meeting tonight, and unable to lose the topic, like a parakeet that knows only one word and shows it off day and night until you go bonkers.
Sick of him, she tossed her beer in his face. He closed his mouth, looking hurt, his lip trembling like a baby’s.
While Doreen mopped him up, she went to make a phone call. It was late enough.
She went to pay for her drink and had one more brief fracas with Michael while Doreen stood by, looking disgusted. He apologized. He wanted them to be friends. He insisted on paying.
Fine, let him. She was down to her last few bucks. She left without saying good-bye.
The truck balked at first, but finally started. She headed up the highway toward the turnoff, then tackled the unplowed road in four-wheel drive. A bright moon cast shadows over the road, lighting the way. She pulled off the road and checked her watch. It was time.
Glad to have her warmest boots on, she slipped and slid up the trail to their rock. Her friend would meet her there.
But he was late and there was nothing there, except the moon and the shadows that moved in the wind. Nothing there, she told herself. But as the minutes ticked by, and the darkness settled around her like a freezing shroud, she thought there might be something. She felt eyes, even though she couldn’t see them. She felt afraid. She thought about leaving, but that would wreck everything. She needed something from him to keep her going, just this once. This would be the last time.
She would give him one more minute.


1
BLUE MOUNTAIN AIR, THE CRUNCH OF BOOTS ON snow, a deep breath, and one long last look at the snow-laden evergreen forest around her—Nina Reilly walked into the court building with lips as cold and blue as the Tahoe winter, entering the Superior Court arena for the first time since she had left the hospital.
She had a nice, peaceful preliminary injunction hearing, with some interesting legal issues, a civil case, the kind that gets decided on the paperwork, on the intellectual arguments she had thought, way back in law school, that practicing law was all about.
No more criminal law, she had promised herself. No more contact with physical violence and murderous emotions. She’d had enough to last a lifetime. She had made simple resolutions in the hospital—to practice a kinder, gender law, and to leave the office at five o’clock.
Today she would keep her resolutions, if she could avoid sparring with her opposing counsel, the pugnacious Jeffrey Riesner, and keep Terry London, her headstrong client, away from the people who were suing her.
As she started up the stairs to the main Superior Court courtroom, she heard Terry’s voice behind her. "Can’t go wrong with navy blue."
"Thanks." Nina chose to hear the comment as a compliment. "You look good too. Are you ready for the fight?" She turned to let her client join her.
Terry London was a tall, slender woman. Today the icy wind outside had tangled a mass of long, curly chestnut hair. Her face had become sculpted over forty years into hard beauty with a large, full mouth and pale, flawless skin.
But darkness circled her eyes, and her mouth bore a slash of red lipstick too dramatic and citified for Tahoe. A white wool pantsuit with an ocher scarf amplified the intensity of her yellowish-brown eyes. She held a full-length fur coat, silvery and thick enough to disappear inside.
"Sure, why not. I’ve got the current champ on my side," Terry said. The two women climbed up the stairs. At the landing Terry stopped Nina and said, "I expect you to maul them."
"Our chances are good, as I told you."
"It’s not your job to take chances," Terry said as they stepped into the second-floor hallway. "Not with my business, anyway."
"I’ll do my best."
"Yeah," said Terry. "Win."
Jeffrey Riesner waited for Nina on the second floor. One glance at him and she could feel her hackles, whatever those were, begin to rise. Remember, she said to herself, a kinder, gender Nina....
"May I have a moment with you, counselor?" he said, the polite words asked with unmistakable mockery.
"See you inside, Terry," Nina said, unable to avoid noticing as Riesner’s eyes followed Terry’s gently swaying ass. He kept at it long enough to make sure she noticed. The rest of the crowd had gone inside, leaving them in the dim hall.
Nina forced herself to turn and acknowledge him, telling herself again to stay calm. Even in her high heels she had to tilt her head up sharply to make eye contact. She could smell the acrid, musky scent of his after-shave, mixed with his sour coffee breath. From a foot above her, the opaque eyes looking down from his long, mean face glittered with suppressed rage.
Her entry onto the Tahoe legal scene the year before as defense counsel in a murder case had angered him. He had made it clear from the start he didn’t like competitors, especially women, and he didn’t let manners deter the open expression of his feelings.
Worst of all was the fixed way he watched her, like a snake before it struck.... Jeffrey Riesner was an ugly guy, and he was about to get uglier, she could tell.
"Couldn’t wait to see me again, could you?" he asked, adjusting the immaculate Hermès tie he wore to accent his thousand-dollar suit and offensive grin.
"I managed to pass the time somehow." Her voice sounded good, strong and confident.
"I’ve been looking forward to a moment alone with you, Nina." Somehow he had cornered her.
She had avoided being alone with this particular lawyer ever since she first met him. Did it have to be today? Mentally she sighed, put her resolution on the shelf, climbed into her armor, unsheathed her battle sword, and held her shield over her heart.
"We’re not on a first-name basis," she said. "It’s Ms. Reilly to you—"
"What I am trying to say is," he interrupted, ignoring her, "that I have again consulted my clients, and they have again asked me to try to settle this matter. Persuade your client to can the psycho-killer stuff; and the aspersions of parental drunkenness, and we can go somewhere with this thing."
"My client isn’t willing to let them censor her film. She won’t edit it to suit their sense of propriety. I’ve presented your proposal, and she says no, absolutely not."
"You could try exerting a little control over her."
"Don’t tell me how to deal with my clients," Nina said. "This lady has her mind made up, and she’s within her rights. Now, do you have any practical suggestions about how this matter could be settled?"
Riesner shrugged. "I told them it was useless to try to talk to you. You’ve got your rent to pay, don’t you? I hear you stopped taking criminal cases. Those bad ol’ crooks are too scary. And if you settle this case, you won’t make enough of the do-re-mi. I told them all that. They understand."
"You’re going to lose this case and you know it, but you push your clients in deeper just because you’re itching for a fight with little old me." Her voice shook a little. She was so mad, she could feel her throat choking on the words.
"There, there," Riesner said, smiling widely, making a motion as if to pat her head, and withdrawing his hand without actually touching her. "Why don’t you ladies agree to the injunction? Then you can go have tea and talk about your hair and nails."
"We’ll have a nice time totting up the court costs your clients will owe my client. Meanwhile, I have work to do, even if you don’t." She turned to leave, but he blocked her way.
"Wait. I just want to show you something," he said. "See this?" Her eyes drew automatically down to his white, big-knuckled right hand. On his ring finger, embedded in thick gold, a ruby gleamed. "Stanford Law School. Class of ’72."
What was he going to do with it, slug her? She braced herself, looking past him in the empty hall for help, but she saw only Terry London peering around the door, her face avid, as if she were feeding on the encounter.
"I’ve been around a little longer than you, Nina, quite a bit longer actually. And I want you to know, your intransigent attitude in this case is exactly what I would have expected. Because all you lady lawyers, and I use both of those terms loosely, have to rely on bravado, having lost—"
"Move it," Nina said, putting all her weight into slamming against his shoulder, pushing her way past.
"—all vestiges of feminine charm," he said, regaining his balance. "My, my. Here we stand chatting, and our clients are waiting for us inside. Shall we?" He strode ahead to open the door for her.
Deputy Kimura stood just inside the main doors to the courtroom, his heavy key ring jingling as he hung it back on his belt next to the holster. He smiled at Nina as she walked inside. He had been the bailiff on duty in the main courtroom on that day three months before when Nina was shot. "Don’t worry," he said to her as she walked past, patting the holster. His words, meant to be reassuring, brought it all back. He went to the front of the court, and Nina tagged along after him, carrying her heavy briefcase up the aisle.
Sweet v. London was the only case on the eleven o’clock docket, but the room seemed jammed.
Along with the strangers in the back row, Nina recognized a news reporter for the Tahoe Mirror. She would bet some of the spectators came merely to luxuriate in the warmth of the overheated court. She wondered if they realized they probably paid more for this comfort through their taxes than they paid on monthly furnace fees.
Jessica and Jonathan Sweet, two of Riesner’s clients, sat near the middle. They turned and watched her approach. "Hello," she said pleasantly. She would not blame them for Jeffrey Riesner.
Today Jonathan Sweet wore a black sweater and baggy khakis, which with his boyish face made him look about thirty instead of fifty-two. He was a real estate investor, with several precious, undeveloped lots on the Nevada side of Lake Tahoe. He sat in his wheelchair, partially blocking the aisle, next to his wife. Mrs. Sweet, whose gray hair was cropped short, looked much older than her husband, but tanned and healthy from her work at a local ski resort. She fidgeted in her seat. They nodded at Nina’s greeting.
Next to them, Riesner’s other clients in the case, Doreen and Michael Ordway, ignored her greeting. These two looked to be in their middle thirties. Ordway wore a windbreaker and cowboy boots, as if he had just ridden in from the range. His wife wore her long, gold-streaked hair down her back, and a purple leather miniskirt that cried, hey, look at me!
Nina stopped at the gate that separated the audience’s seats from the lawyers’ area, taking it all in again. A large room lit to brutal brightness, its center formed by the counsel tables and the high judge’s bench, a little circus maximus where the gladiators fought each day. The empty jury box on the right, where a couple of lawyers lounged. The scribes toiling at their tiny desks below the judge’s bench. The bailiff at his desk on the side, behind a new transparent bulletproof shield, answering the phone. And behind her, Romans in the rows of seats, bloodthirsty, spoiling for the fight.
Really, the adversarial system was one hell of a primitive way to settle a dispute.
The clock on the wall said eleven-fifteen. Judge Milne was late. Nina had thought everything was ready, but she began feeling unsteady as she sat down at the defendant’s counsel table next to Terry and took out her files, too aware of the attentive eyes behind her.
The scene in the hall with Riesner had been business as usual, and she’d stayed cool—well, as cool as she could. As for Terry, all clients had their drawbacks. She preferred an intelligent client, and Terry was certainly intelligent, though she was also on the hostile side.
She was perfectly fine, she told herself, perfectly safe. And ...
This was the chair she had been sitting in right before ... She had been standing in front of that witness box. ... She had turned and seen the gun suddenly swing toward her, watched the finger pull the trigger from less than twenty feet away.... She should be dead....
She squared her shoulders, fighting off the emotional overload, dragging her eyes away from the spot a few feet away where she had fallen. That case was over.
Terry sat at her left at the counsel table, quietly wary. On her right, Jeffrey Riesner set his briefcase down on the plaintiff’s table and began pulling out his files.
Deputy Kimura said, "All rise. The Superior Court of the County of El Dorado is now in session, the Honorable Curtis E. Milne presiding." You could almost hear the trumpets. Judge Milne appeared on the bench, flipping open his own file. Nina couldn’t help a quick nod to the emperor who would do a thumbs-up or a thumbs-down in his ceremonial robes.
The court reporter flexed her hands and crouched over her machine, and Edith Dillon, the henna-haired clerk at the desk under the judge’s dais, began to wield her pen over a fresh pink form.
"Be seated," the bailiff said. Everyone sat down except the two lawyers. Nina stood up straight, as tall as five feet three inches plus Italian pumps allowed.
"Sweet v. London," Milne said, opening a thick file. "A hearing on a preliminary injunction, is that right, Mr. Riesner? All parties and counsel of record are present?"
"Yes, Your Honor," Riesner said.
"Welcome back, Ms. Reilly. We’ve missed you," the judge said, giving her a small smile.
"Thank you, Your Honor. I’m glad to be back," Nina said.
She watched Milne carefully, but his face was a model of judicial decorum. He gave no clue about his mood, the effects of his breakfast, or his reaction to the briefs he had read. He pooched out his lower lip and tapped it thoughtfully with a finger. "Proceed," he said.
Riesner threw his papers down on the table, leaned on it, and said, "The court has on file our complaint for invasion of privacy, declaratory relief, and breach of contract. The relief sought in the complaint is an injunction providing that the defendant, Theresa London, be permanently prohibited from showing, publishing in any manner, distributing for sale, licensing, promoting or otherwise publicizing the existence of, copying, or otherwise disseminating in any manner a film of approximately one hour in length known as Where Is Tamara Sweet?
"I will summarize the basic facts briefly.
"Tamara Sweet disappeared in 1984 at the age of eighteen from South Lake Tahoe. Because she had talked about leaving for some time, and had some problems at home, and because there was no evidence of foul play, the authorities chose not to consider her disappearance a criminal matter.
"Over the years, Mr. and Mrs. Sweet have worked with missing persons organizations and hired private investigators in an attempt to locate their daughter. To no avail—"
"Counsel," the judge interrupted, "you’ve covered all this in your Points and Authorities. Let’s move along to the film."
"Certainly, Judge." Riesner picked up his brief, flipped a few pages, and said, "Twelve years have gone by, distressing, sorrowful years for her parents. Then, on January tenth last year, the defendant, Terry London, contacted the parents and asked them if they would be interested in having a film made about their daughter’s disappearance, a film that might help them find out what happened to her. Naturally, they agreed.
"The defendant has filmed and produced several video documentaries and appeared well qualified to undertake the project. The Sweets opened their records and their hearts to Ms. London. They authorized Ms. London to review Tamara’s school records, talk to her old friends, do whatever was possible to help make the film.
"And make the film she did. But rather than a wellintentioned film that might prove helpful in ascertaining the facts about a lost young woman, Terry London exploited access to private materials to make a film that depicts Jonathan Sweet as a self-absorbed and selfish father, Jessica Sweet as an alcoholic mother, and Tamara Sweet as a promiscuous, drug-abusing woman of questionable morality." Riesner paused for effect.
"The other two plaintiffs in this lawsuit, Michael and Doreen Ordway, who were close friends of Tamara Sweet and who saw her on the night of her disappearance, have similarly been depicted as immoral, semi-alcoholic, selfish, and uncaring.
"In creating each of these depictions, the defendant has very carefully chosen only those facts that support the depiction. In other words, technically she hasn’t libeled the plaintiffs, because the facts chosen were true. But she has emphasized private facts in a way that has caused them great emotional distress.
"And there is one instance in which she has ventured into an area of wild speculation. She has attempted to link Tamara Sweet’s disappearance to several other disappearances of young women in this area over the last twelve years. Her ’theory’ that Tamara Sweet was murdered along with these other women is completely without foundation, and you can imagine how it makes the parents feel, Judge.
"They met with the defendant after she invited them to preview the film, and tried to explain their feelings about the distortions of truth they perceived, but she has repeatedly refused to discuss any kind of compromise. The defendant has already negotiated an agreement to have the film shown on a major television network. The declarations of the defendants, Your Honor, can only give the slightest indication of the mental anguish viewing the film and anticipating its national exhibition is causing the plaintiffs—"
"You have five minutes, counsel."
As Riesner sped up, his deep voice stepped up slightly in volume, giving his final words added power. "Distraught, the plaintiffs turned to me, Your Honor. Today we ask the court for a preliminary injunction that will last until such time as the court’s calendar permits a full hearing on the issue of a permanent injunction. Since that could be a year or two down the line, Your Honor, and the temporary restraining order expires today, we need this interim order to prevent the irreparable harm to these good people that would come of finishing and distributing this film."
Milne’s pen scratched over a pad. Nina turned to gauge the reactions of Riesner’s clients to his statement. He turned his head to the side. For an instant their eyes met.
Terry elbowed Nina. "How’s he doing?" she whispered, indicating Riesner.
"Fair to middling. We’re up soon," Nina muttered back as Riesner began again, his tone now soft, intimate.
"To rush on to the applicable law, Your Honor. It is the plaintiffs’ burden to show that there is a substantial likelihood they will prevail at the time of the hearing on the permanent injunction. The other legal requirements are briefed in our points and authorities. At this time I would like to discuss the tort of invasion of privacy.
"The law provides that the plaintiffs may prevent the public disclosure of private facts which are offensive and objectionable to a reasonable person. The court has declarations affirming that the plaintiffs in this case are deeply offended. They object strongly enough to have entered into this lawsuit and to have retained the best possible counsel." He cleared his throat so that the words had time to register with the judge. "It is not necessary to show these matters are false, Your Honor, only that they are private.
"Second, plaintiffs’ privacy rights are violated by publicity that places a person in a false light in the public eye. It is easy in editing hours and hours of raw film footage to twist true facts into a false picture, Your Honor, and that is what the defendant has done.
"As Justice Stanley Mosk stated in his concurring opinion in the Lugosi case, cited in our brief, quoting Prosser, ’The gist of the cause of action in a privacy case is ... a direct wrong of a personal character resulting in injury to the feelings.... The injury is mental and subjective. It impairs the mental peace and comfort of the person and may cause suffering much more acute than that caused by bodily injury.’ "
Milne heaved a restive sigh to let Riesner know his patience had worn away.
"The film in question, Where Is Tamara Sweet?, is going to have just such an effect on the plaintiffs, Your Honor. Private facts are cavalierly and callously disclosed. A false, indeed, a coarse light is cast over their lives. The facts have been twisted and will be passed on to the public so the defendant can profit from my clients’ misery....’’
Riesner’s gestures had become wide and expansive, his voice louder and louder as he upped the drama. Listeners anticipated the grand finale, and sat up straight to see better. Nina waited for him to go over the top, as he always did, usually to the delight of juries.
"The defendant’s perverted take on the story of Tamara Sweet is designed to play down to a similarly voyeuristic and prurient audience. She’s a sick opportunist with a crude goal: to make big bucks at other people’s expense.
"Do the right thing, Your Honor. Tell Peeping Terry she’s looked through the wrong window.
"Tell her it’s curtains for her and her sick little film."
Silence in the court. The only smiles came from the middle of the room where the Sweets sat, holding hands. Milne wiped his glasses on his robe, rubbing his eyes before putting them back on. Nina knew he had a criminal trial resuming at eleven-thirty. He had no time for wordplay. She felt the weight of the crushing time pressure caused by too many cases and too few judges, which made attorneys forget their best points and judges miss the ones they remembered to say.
"Ms. Reilly? Would you care to respond?" Milne was saying. She picked up her notes, gulping the dry air, as the courtroom waited for the first words to issue forth from her empty mind. Up you go....
"Just a few brief points, Your Honor. Let me first introduce my client, Theresa London." The judge gravely inclined his head. Terry also nodded, as Nina had coached her to do, and sat back down gracefully.
"Opposing counsel’s bombast aside, Your Honor, Terry London has been working on this film for over a year. She has put countless hours and a lot of her own money into it. It’s a work of art, based on truth. The world will be able to judge its merit. The plaintiffs, Tamara Sweet’s parents and friends, encouraged Ms. London to make this film because they thought it might help them to locate her. And now they want to destroy it. Why?"
Nina caught Milne’s eye, held it, and made him listen.
"Our expert, Monty Glasser, producer of the television series Real-Life Riddles, says this film has considerable artistic merit. As a documentary, it takes a point of view. The plaintiffs are offended by the filmmaker’s point of view, because the film portrays them without masks, as they are, no more and no less.
"That’s what this lawsuit is all about.
"But the film doesn’t belong to the plaintiffs. They did not finance it; they did not labor over it; it is not their artistic effort.
"The United State Supreme Court doesn’t look kindly on muzzling artistic expression in this country. Plaintiffs don’t know what the reaction of the public to this film is going to be, Your Honor, so there has been no harm to them. There may be no harm. To prevent a book or film from even being made public is prior restraint. It’s the kind of First Amendment censorship our courts are least likely to order."
Milne looked at the clock. Even the United States Constitution didn’t sing for him today. Nina decided to finish quickly, with her best ammo.
"And, of course, the plaintiffs can’t win this case on the merits," Nina said. "One of our affirmative defenses makes it a lost cause. Consent, Your Honor."
Milne stopped writing and gave her his full attention.
"This is really just a simple contract matter. Let’s assume for the sake of argument that the film does invade the privacy of the plaintiffs under the usual definitions," Nina said. That woke everybody up.
"The contracts my client made with the plaintiffs said that she was going to make a documentary about the circumstances surrounding the disappearance of Tamara Sweet based on film footage she gathered, and that she reserved the sole right to edit the footage. It’s all here in the exhibits, signed, dated, and notarized. Consent was given in the broadest possible terms.
"There’s no invasion of privacy if there was consent. It’s as simple as that. The plaintiffs had the right to say no, I don’t think I want to participate. But no one ever said that, Your Honor. These people gave their consent to be filmed, so there’s no case, and we should all go home."
Nina turned and looked at Jonathan and Jessica Sweet, as if challenging them to rise meekly and file out the door, but they just sat there, looking shaken. She quelled a stray pang of compassion. They were suing her client. They were the enemy.
"In short, Your Honor, this case meets none of the requirements for issuance of a preliminary injunction. There’s no proof the plaintiffs will be harmed by this film. There’s no tort, because there was consent to the filming and no agreement the plaintiffs could take part in editing the film. The equities are in favor of the defendant. And there’s a strong constitutional reason for not issuing the injunction—namely, that this film is protected free speech."
Milne nodded. Riesner scowled. Nina allowed herself a slight smile.
"Last of all, Mr. Riesner has called my client a voyeur, and a sick opportunist, and asks this court to tell her, quote, she’s looked through the wrong window...."
Nobody was breathing. Nina smiled.
"She only recorded what was already there, the dirt, cobwebs, and cockroaches. I suggest to the court that she was invited in, and it’s bad law to try to make her pretend the house was clean."
Nina sat down. Terry gave her a thumbs-up under the counsel table.
"Thank you," Milne said. "The Court will take this matter under submission." He went through his private door, chuckling.

[image: image]
A few minutes later, Nina and her client stood just outside the courtroom doors, alone. The first snowflakes swirled past them at a forty-five-degree angle from a steely sky. Terry’s fur coat brushed sensuously against Nina’s hand just as she was pulling on her glove.
"Lynx," Terry said. "Just the thing to wear on a freezing day like today. Women want to bury their faces in it. Men want to bury their pricks in it. So, did we win?"
"It went fine. We’ll know in a few days, when the Minute Order comes out. I’ll call you right away." Nina said. Unwritten rule of legal practice number 678: Never promise a client she’ll win, particularly Terry, who had now buried her own hard nose in her fur.
"You never know, though," Nina went on, tucking her long brown hair under her upturned coat collar. "Sometimes judges make the wrong decisions, and then you have to appeal. I still don’t understand why you won’t make a few changes to the film, Terry, delete the part about Jessica Sweet being a regular barfly, and the bit about Jonathan Sweet being unemployed for two years around then. And your theory that she was murdered by some psycho lurking around Tahoe. Even if we win today, the trial itself could be lengthy and costly."
Terry’s face, white as milk against the soft gray of the lynx, looked sly. She stepped closer to Nina, and Nina felt the lush fur brush her again. "Did you see the woman from the Tahoe Mirror in back?" Terry asked.
"Yes."
"Controversy. Lawsuits. Publicity. Worth every dime. This is my chance. No more chamber of commerce propaganda films. No more PBS shit that pays close enough to nothing. After this is shown, I’ll be able to get the backing for a full-length feature film. It’s already in the planning stages. And it’ll blow everyone away. I’ll be rich and famous. Riesner got it right. He’s an asshole, but he reads me right."
"That’s not what you told me at my office. You said you had put your heart and soul into this work of art—"
"And a hundred fifty grand, mostly borrowed."
Nina realized then that she disliked Terry. The First Amendment was America’s most shining statement of liberty. She had taken this case because it presented a constitutional issue, but Terry mocked it while she hid behind it.
Terry said, "Come on, don’t give me that high-minded crap you gave the judge. You’re not that naive. You look like one thing, but you’re really something else, hmm? Soft on the outside, doe-eyed. Curvy little female body. Inside overloaded with that big bulldoggy brain. I saw you push Riesner away. That was gutsy. He must outweigh you by a hundred pounds."
Nina said, "Well. Call you next week, as soon as we get the judge’s decision." And when I get it, I’m outta this case, she said to herself.
"Don’t you want to know how Riesner’s right?" Terry said. "I mean, between you and me, confidentially of course?"
"Okay. How’s he right?"
Terry leaned close, pushed Nina’s hair away from her ear. The snow had begun falling. The lynx coat pressed against her, deep and warm and sensual, but made after all from carnivores. "I am a pervert," she whispered. "Maybe someday you’ll find out some of the things I’ve seen and done. I gave up on conventional standards a long time ago, and I’m not just talking art here."
Nina cleared her throat, moving away, thinking that no one knew what lawyers had to put up with on a daily basis. "I see."
"Wait," Terry said, taking her by the arm to stop her. "I want to ask you something—you lived in Monterey before coming to Tahoe, right? I mean, you’ve been up here less than a year."
"That’s right, except for a few years in San Francisco. Of course, I spent almost all my summers up here."
Terry stared at her. "I’ll just bet you did," she said, nodding, her initial astonishment slowly giving way to a more calculating expression. "How is it I never made the connection before? I saw you with Riesner, and it started me thinking.... Here I am going through life congratulating myself on how damn smart I am. Well, is my face red. I thought I’d hire the new local hotshot woman lawyer, do my bit for the females of the world. And look what I got!" she said. "You, of all people."
"What are you talking about?"
Terry let go of Nina’s arm and stood a few feet away, seeming to study or memorize her features. Then, in a burst, as if she couldn’t help herself, she began to laugh, and the laugh built until tears ran down her cheeks. "Gotcha!" she said suddenly, stepping toward Nina, then back. "Gotcha!"
Nina moved far enough away to feel she had an adequate safety zone between her and her client. People passed in the hallway, some noticing Terry’s crazy laughter, some ignoring everything. Some time passed before the torrent spent itself, and Terry’s face spasmed back into focus, reorganizing into the person Nina had thought she knew.
"Are you all right?" Nina finally ventured to ask.
"Me?" Terry said, her voice miraculously restored to normal. "If I were you," she said slowly, "I’d worry more about myself." She turned, her heels clacking on the hard floor and out the door into the snow, enveloped in her dead skin, looking like a strange thing, an animal walking upright with a human head.
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AT NINA’S OFFICE, IN THE OUTER ROOM BY THE door to the hall of the Starlake Building, an elderly man in a tan parka and slacks waited for his free half-hour consultation, leafing through one of her state bar journals, his eyes uncomprehending. The only other magazines out on the rack beside the client chairs were a Native American monthly and the Greenpeace news-letter. A new basket in the corner held unidentifiable dried plants. Sandy Whitefeather, her secretary, had been at it again, trying to remake the office into a style Nina privately thought of as nouveau tribal.
Sandy was a Washoe Native American, one of the tribes of people who had lived at Tahoe for ten thousand years before the prospectors and millionaire vacationers and gamblers came, and she let no one forget it. The Oriental rug Nina had started out with, the black-and-white photographs, the ferns—all had disappeared, item by item, over the months, to be replaced by bright hangings and striped woolen rugs and baskets.
Sandy had once been Jeffrey Riesner’s file clerk and she still resented being treated as his firm’s token minority employee. Although she had been Nina’s legal secretary for only a few months, she was now the solid backbone of Nina’s solo practice. Since the beginning, when Nina opened up at Tahoe after a sudden flight from San Francisco and her five-year marriage to Jack McIntyre, Sandy had brought in clients, whipped off the paperwork, and, after the shooting, kept things going while Nina convalesced.
Today she wore a new skirt, a bold black-and-white print, with a long black overblouse and heavy silver jewelry, and black boots. She was stapling the appellate brief Nina had dictated the day before, while keeping a vigilant eye on the new client.
"Hi, I’m Nina Reilly," Nina said to him, walking over and shaking his hand. "I’ll be with you in five minutes. Sandy, would you come into my office?"
She stood by the door as Sandy walked in, her slow and dignified tread a protest against being diverted from her task. Nina went to her lakeside window and looked for her favorite sight—the goliath Mount Tallac, almost ten thousand feet of snow and ice on the western horizon, jutting into the sky, soaring above the infinite blue of Lake Tahoe, which she could glimpse through the trees. The mountain put her puny troubles with Riesner and Terry into perspective.
Sandy had chosen the more comfortable of the two orange client chairs. "Did you win?" she said, right to the point.
"Milne took it under submission. We’ll hear in a few days."
"How did it go?"
"Fine, I guess. Riesner collared me in the hallway and tried to bully me, and Terry dropped all pretense of being a suffering artist who can’t deal with these small minds attacking her. She’s in this for the money. I wrapped her in the flag, talked about the Constitution, but after talking with her afterward, I wondered why I even took the case."
"It’s how you cover my paycheck each month," Sandy said. "How did you feel, being back in that courtroom?"
"I had a couple of bad minutes. I found myself examining the floor for bloodstains. I felt eyes on my back. I was hunching my shoulders, waiting for the blast. Then Milne came in, and I forgot all about it."
"That’s good," Sandy said, nodding.
"I’m taking only civil cases, Sandy. I mean it. I don’t want that kind of fear haunting me ever again. But I’m starting to wonder if civil cases are any different. I had to fight just as hard, and we were all splashing around in a sea full of bad feeling, as usual."
"Admit it. You enjoy the fight," Sandy said.
"Yeah. I haven’t lost that."
"My nephew got shot two years ago, cleaning his gun. It left a circular scar on his foot; looks a lot like the one on your chest. Know what he did?"
"I can’t wait to hear."
"He got a tattoo on top of it. A rose."
"Why a rose?"
"He doesn’t have much imagination. What I’m sayin’ is, his foot looks like an art object instead of a—"
"I’m not going to get a tattoo, Sandy. You’re not going to decorate me too."
"I was thinking for you, maybe, a smoking gun," Sandy said.
"Which reminds me of why I asked you to come in here. I want you to put Time back in the magazine rack, and Ladies’ Home Journal, and Sports Illustrated. Nobody wants to read the stuff you have out there."
"Reactionary drivel," Sandy said. "We have an obligation to bring people politically up to speed."
"That’s not my business here. The magazines are to keep stressed-out people in a good mood until I can get to them. And reading about the evils of French nuclear testing is not going to relax them."
Sandy considered, and saw Nina wasn’t going to back down. "Could we keep Native American Life?"
"If we must."
"Okay. Here’s Mr. Powell’s Client Interview Sheet. Divorce."
"Send him in." The rest of the day began.
Matt opened the door and grabbed the grocery bag from her arms. Nina’s brother wore his baseball cap and a 49ers sweatshirt, though the living room was warm from the fireplace. "Drop everything! Plan B!" was all he said as he made for the kitchen. He was two years younger than Nina, and, she usually thought, much wiser. He had straightened out early, married, fathered two kids, built himself a home, and stayed here. He’d grown up gracefully.
When she and her son had moved to Tahoe last spring, Matt and his wife, Andrea, had invited them to stay with them. The partnership worked out well, so far. Nina had a home and backup for her son and herself, and she offered in return occasional child care along with some financial relief.
"Where’s Bobby?" she called after him. "What’s going on?"
She went to the door of the boys’ bedroom and looked in. Lying on the floor in the gloom of winter’s early darkness, her son pushed the buttons of his control unit with utter concentration, a video game on the TV, while his cousins Troy and Brianna watched, enthralled. "Hey, guys," she said. "Bobby, come say hi."
"In a minute," Bob said, never taking his eyes from the screen. She backed away and went into the big extra room Matt had built, with its pine chest and yellow spread, and hung up her blazer, changing into jeans and an old flannel shirt.
In the kitchen, Nina surprised Andrea and Matt in an embrace, their eyes closed and arms tight around each other. Andrea was the same height as Matt, and his face was buried in her curly hair. At the sight, a wave of longing washed over Nina.
They broke apart as she came in. Matt looked sorry to see her, but Andrea smiled and said, "How’d your day go?" Two big rattan baskets sat on the table covered with red-and-white gingham cloths.
"It’s improving," Nina said. "Aren’t we making dinner?" Matt put a beer in her hand, which she popped standing at the counter.
"New plan," he said mysteriously. "I’ll go rustle up the kids."
Andrea sat down at the table, pushing her red hair out of her eyes. "I’m beat. End of the week," she said. "Two new women in today." In addition to her extraordinary efforts at keeping things going at home, she managed the local women’s shelter. "To tell you the truth," she said, "I’m delighted to let Matt cope with dinner for a change. I didn’t know what he was up to until I got home, and you had already gone to the store. He made stew. And coffee, and hot chocolate."
"He’s usually on call on Friday night, isn’t he?"
"His buddy Hal is answering the pager and taking the tow truck out for him tonight. I think Matt’s sick of hauling cars out of ditches, and he wants to do something different tonight."
"But where are we going? It’s dark out there and, what, twenty degrees?"
"All he said was ’dress warm.’ Down coats, boots, the works."
At the Lakeside Park beach, Matt scraped snow off a redwood picnic table and bench, and threw first plastic, then cloths over them. He placed an oil lantern on the tablecloth, lighting and adjusting it to low. "See? Better than those ultrabright gas ones," he said. "The moon’s out. The kids can build a snowman." The three kids had started one already, over by the lake’s edge, where the snow was thinner. "And I brought wood and charcoal for the pit. I’ll get that going."
"I don’t suppose we brought any moonshine, Andrea," said Nina. "I’m in the mood." Lake Tahoe slapped a few feet away. The mountains surrounding it glowed in the dark off in the far distance. Silver light cast tree shadows across the wide beach.
"Hot toddies," Matt said, his breath making clouds in the still, cold air. "Red thermos, basket number two." He put four big mugs on the table, then walked over to the nearby pit.
"Which of the kids reached twenty-one while I wasn’t looking?" Nina asked, looking at the four mugs.
"Oh, we have a guest tonight, one who will require liberal hot libation after his long journey." She poured Nina a steaming cupful. "Your favorite private investigator."
"Paul? But how?" He lived in Monterey, over two hundred miles away.
"Well, he called and asked for you, and I said you were at the store, and he said he was in Sacramento on a job and could he stop by, pretty please. What are you going to do with a guy who asks to stop by a hundred miles and six thousand feet up the mountains from Sacramento? He’s coming to dinner."
"Here?"
"Any minute now."
A few feet away, Matt busied himself with building the largest bonfire a concrete stove could hold.
Andrea and Nina stuck to the table and the red thermos. "He keeps calling me at work, but I haven’t been calling back," said Nina.
"And why is that?"
"A good question, one well deserving of an answer."
"Which is ...?"
"I’m not sure why." Nina finished her first cup and offered it up for a refill. The hot liquid traveled in a fiery stream down into her chest. Despite the frigid air, she felt cozier by the minute. "Because he knocks things over," she added. "He’s too big and he’s unpredictable."
"He’s got a house in Carmel."
"He’s pushing too hard. And all he’s after is a fling."
"That’s right, just keep coming up with excuses to keep him away," Andrea said. Nina had more to say but Andrea’s comment squelched her.
"He has one hell of a set of shoulders on him," Andrea went on, grinning. "He’s a prime specimen of the male persuasion."
"He’s an ex-cop. He has that attitude, you know. ’Spread ’em.’ And he hates babies and children."
"He’s willing to sit down with three kids tonight, just for the honor of sharing supper with you. He’s brave enough to try to get close to you, which I suspect not too many men are."
"Why do you say that, Andrea?"
"Who are you saving yourself for?" Andrea said. "Isn’t it about time you got over being shot and let the world back in?"
"You’re really on my case tonight," Nina said. "Too many people have already been on my case today. If you don’t mind, I’d like to just sit peacefully on this bench for a few minutes, get my strength back up."
"Sorry," Andrea said, reaching across the table to give her hand a pat. "I just hate seeing you all alone. It’s in my genes. My little old grandmother was a matchmaker in a little old ghetto in Lithuania."
Bob materialized inside the golden circle of lamplight. "Would you like something?" his aunt asked him.
"I’m cold." He was holding his black No Fear baseball cap, which had fallen off and was covered with snow. Andrea took it from him and brushed the snow off.
"I’ll warm you up, kiddo." Nina held her arms out.
He came to her, letting her hold him and kiss him on the cheek. Eleven years old, in the middle of a growth spurt, his frame was still childish and narrow, his shining dark hair was getting longer by the day, and his skin remained soft and unblemished. But male hormones marshaled invisibly behind that little-boy face. His feet were already bigger than hers. At some point soon his voice would darken and lower. More and more he looked like ... but she didn’t want to follow that thought on this cold night, with Paul coming to keep her warm, in good company. Banish old ghosts to the closet, where they belonged.
Andrea handed him a mug of hot chocolate, which he drank in one gulp, wiping his hand over his mouth when he finished.
"How was school today?" Nina asked.
"Okay." And he was gone. She watched him running to his cousins, wondering why he wasn’t talking to her. "Back in a minute, Andrea," she said. "Bobby, wait up! Let’s take a little walk."
They had gone a few hundred feet from Matt’s warm fire when Bob stopped.
"Mom ..." He hesitated, standing with his hands in his pockets. The last time he wore that expression, he had accidentally dumped Sandy’s word processing files on the work computer. "I have to tell you something. You’re going to be mad."
"I figured," Nina said. "What is it?"
Silence for a long moment. Then he said, "I punched a kid out at school. Taylor Nordholm. I had to go talk to the principal. Mrs. Polk’s gonna call you."
"Are you hurt?"
"Not me. But I knocked him against the wall of the gym. He was bleeding and he had to go to the doctor."
"Bobby," Nina said. "Why were you fighting? Look at me; don’t look the other way."
"How should I know?" her son said. "Sometimes you just have to hit something. And he’s such a jerk— he was laughing at me and trying to knock my hat off...."
"He started it, then?"
"Yeah, it was him. Trust me, it was. So they can’t sue us, can they?"
"That’s not what I’m worried about. We have to call his parents, find out how he’s doing."
"Mrs. Polk said they might suspend me."
"Oh, sh—"
"Let ’em. I don’t care," Bob said. "I hate school."
She took his cold face in her hands, saying, "How long have you been feeling this way?"
"I got my reasons. You know. You almost died when you got shot."
She looked at him in the moonlight, such a beautiful, healthy kid, except now she was seeing he wasn’t all right, finally seeing what she had been trying not to see in the months since the hospital. The shooting had affected him. He wasn’t over it.
"What if you had died?" he cried. "Who would have taken care of me? Jack? He doesn’t care about me anymore. He’s not my real dad anyway."
"Uncle Matt, Grandpa in Monterey ... but I didn’t die. I’m right here, and I’m going to be fine."
"What about my real father? Would they have called him, and would he have come and got me?"
She pulled him to her, saying again, "I’m here."
But he wrenched himself out of her arms, jumped up and ran over to a pine tree and started hitting it, yelling, "I’ll kill him next time! Messing with my hat!" Snow sifted down from the branches, turning him into a comical snowman. But she did not laugh. She let him spend his fury. Finally, he came back and sat with her on an icy patch of sand right at the water’s edge.
They talked for a long time, looking out across Lake Tahoe and into a night so clear, Nina could see the lights of Incline Village and King’s Beach on the northwest shores, twenty-six miles away. A huge inland sea, deep, impersonal, full of secrets, the lake showed its personality in colors and moods, exerting invisible influences on its neighbors. Now black and impenetrable, its still surface slicked like wet tar, it called like a dangerous road to those outside on a winter’s night like this. A few foolhardy adventurers bobbed in distant boats. A few stayed safe, their yellow lights close in, beaming out of the boat harbor at the Tahoe Keys.
Paul arrived as Matt had begun unpacking his goodies. Nina got up to greet him and let herself be enveloped. Bigger than ever in his overcoat, his breath warmed her frosty cheek. He shook snowflakes off his sand-colored hair, kissed her, and held out a large shopping bag bunched at the top and tied with a red ribbon.
"For me?"
"Found it today in a store window. I thought of you," Paul said.
"Should I open it now?"
"Let’s wait until we get back to Matt’s."
They all sat down and demolished big bowls of hot stew in about five minutes. The kids ate everything, without picking out onions or carrots for a change, starved and flushed from all the running around. Later, when the red thermos was empty, Matt got up to make camper’s coffee, boiling water in a pan over the flaming stove, and tossing grounds in to steep and settle. He filled the adults’ mugs and refreshed the kids’ hot chocolates.
"So how was court today?" Paul said.
"He lunged. I parried, and attacked from the side. He stepped back, and I thought I had him, but then his henchmen poured boiling oil over my head. I released the lions, and they made short work of him," Nina said. "My head is bloody, but unbowed."
"I feel that way sometimes after a day home with the kids," Andrea said.
"What kind of case is it?"
"My client made a film about a girl who’s been missing from the Tahoe area for a long time. The parents and friends didn’t like the way she portrayed them in the film, and decided they wanted to stop her from distributing it. They couldn’t sue her for libel, because she didn’t lie about anything, so they sued her for invasion of privacy."
"That’s a quaint notion," Paul said. "As if anybody has any of that in this day and age."
"The trouble is, I think I’m on the wrong side, Paul. She couldn’t care less about the feelings of the people involved. Plus, there’s the way she looked at me today."
"How did she look at you?" he asked.
"Like ... she hates me. I’m used to looking for hidden motivations, you know, figuring people out as quickly as possible. Most people are pretty simple. But she’s buried deep. She’s an angry woman, and I definitely got the impression she’s turning some of that anger my way for some reason I can’t figure out. Suddenly, it’s not business between us. It’s personal."
"Creepy," said Andrea. "Why the sudden interest?"
Nina shrugged, and sipped from her mug.
"What happened to the missing girl?" Paul asked. "The one in her film. Does she say?"
"No. Tamara Sweet had some problems at home. The Tahoe police listed her as a missing person, because there’s never been any sign of an abduction or anything criminal."
"How long since anyone has heard from her?"
"Twelve years."
"That’s a long time," Paul said. He was an ex—homicide detective. Nina knew what he was thinking.
"I think that what really led to this lawsuit is my client’s idea that the girl was murdered. Not only that, she tries to link up her disappearance with three other disappearances of young women around the lake over the past decade."
"Does she have any hard evidence?"
"No. She insinuates, you know, Paul? And it’s hard on the parents."
"She’ll get more exposure that way," Andrea said. "She’s just sensationalizing it so she can cash in."
Nina said, "I’m afraid you’re right."
Matt had been tossing wood on the fire, listening. He turned and said, "Paul, can’t you talk some sense into my sister? She’s just out of the hospital, and she’s getting mixed up in a bunch of unsolved killings—"
"I am not, Matt! It’s just a civil case."
"Here we go again," Matt said.
"Matt, I’ve already decided I’m getting out of the case," said Nina.
"We ought to be getting back," Andrea said.
But Matt wasn’t ready to leave. "Nina, I moved up here to be left alone to raise my family," he went on. "That’s all I want out of life. Peace for my family. You and Andrea both have jobs that invite all the weirdos of the world to your doorsteps. Fine. Maybe you can’t avoid what’s out there, and maybe you shouldn’t," he said, "even if it’s a choice that makes me very uncomfortable. But I can live with it if I know that, having decided on a risky business, you use common sense. If you see trouble coming, you run."
"I do what I can to stay safe, Matt, short of stopping the world," said Nina.
"If that woman looks like she hates you, she probably does," Matt said.
"I’ll be careful," Nina said.
"When are you going to get rid of her?"
"As soon as I can," said Nina. "I promise."
Matt flipped the blackened logs with tongs, setting loose searing heat and loud crackles as the wood split into pieces.
"I guess none of us are really over the shooting, Nina," Andrea said a little apologetically, to fill the conversational void that followed Matt’s speech. She held out a stick. "So, Paul, you want the last marshmallow?"
Back at the house, the kids were tossed into hot baths, and came out flushed pink and bundled in pajamas. In the living room, by a cozy fire, Nina opened up her present from Paul, a stuffed bear with brown glassy eyes and a soft round head, a black nose and a tiny sewn-on mouth. She held it up, and Brianna made a rush for it, but Paul said, "Press on his chest."
Oh, no. A talking bear. She pressed her thumbs into the bear’s chest. In a slow, plaintive, strangely familiar-sounding voice, it said, "Waiting ... waiting ... I’m just sitting over here in the corner waiting for you...."
They all burst into laughter. The bear’s expression was so lonely yet expectant, and its tone was so lugubrious. Nina let Brianna press it a few more times, then she sat down on the couch with it.
"Do you like it?" Paul said. He was standing, looking down at her. She nodded.
"The voice is so ... unusual. They did a great job."
"It’s a recording bear," Paul said. "You get to put your own voice on it."
"You mean it’s you?" Andrea said. She headed for the kitchen, holding her hand over her mouth, her shoulders shaking with laughter.
"I’m just trying to open up a dialogue," Paul said. "Press the bear whenever you want to know what’s on my mind."
"Well. Thanks, Paul," Nina said. She walked him out to the porch.
"Let’s go skiing tomorrow," he said. "I’m staying at Caesars until tomorrow night."
"Skiing?"
"You have a clean bill of health. I’ll make sure you don’t go off any cliffs."
"Sometime soon. I have too much to do this weekend."
"And tonight?"
"I’m sorry," she said. "I can’t come tonight."
He leaned in for a long kiss, closing his eyes and holding her close. "Call me," he said.
"I will."
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