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“The most hilariously dysfunctional family since the Royal Tenenbaums.”
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“This is one of the best comic novels I’ve ever read.”

—THE GLOBE AND MAIL
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“Lie back and enjoy this tale of intergenerational gumshoe mayhem.”
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FOR THE FIRST TIME
in Spellman history, Isabel Spellman, PI, might be the most normal member of her family. Mom has taken on an outrageous assortment of extracurricular activities—with no apparent motive. Dad has a secret. Izzy’s brother and sister are at war—for no apparent reason. And her niece keeps saying “banana” even though she hates bananas.

That’s not to say that Izzy isn’t without her own troubles. Her boyfriend, Henry Stone, keeps wanting “to talk,” a prospect Isabel evades by going out with her new drinking buddy, none other than Gertrude Stone, Henry’s mother.

Things aren’t any simpler on the business side of Spellman Investigations. First, Rae is hired to follow a girl, only to fake the surveillance reports. Then a math professor hires Izzy to watch his immaculate apartment while he unravels like a bad formula. And as the questions pile up, Izzy won’t stop hunting for the answers—even when they threaten to shatter both the business and the family.
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SURVEILLANCE REPORT: VIVIEN BLAKE

I do my job. I watch. I take notes. I snap pictures and record video. I document subjects’ activities through a filter of twenty years of disassociation. I don’t judge. I don’t manipulate the evidence. I simply report my findings to the client. The client can use the information however they see fit. At least that’s the line I feed them. But the truth is always a murkier business.

November 2
2330 hrs

Female subject, 5’5”, 125 lbs, dark brown hair, wearing blue jeans and a gray hooded sweatshirt over a dark green military jacket, exits a San Francisco apartment building at Twenty-sixth and Noe. She walks east down the street, scanning the parked cars. She presses a remote key and looks for a flash of headlights. A BMW winks in the distance. Female subject spins in a circle, checking her perimeter; approaches car; gets inside; and starts the engine. She drives east down to South Van Ness Avenue and makes a left turn, stopping on the corner of Seventeenth and South Van Ness at the establishment of Oscar’s Auto. Subject drives vehicle into covered garage. Unable to establish a visual on subject for fifteen minutes.

2345 hrs

Subject and an unknown male (midforties, heavyset, wearing blue mechanic’s jumpsuit with the Oscar’s Auto logo embroidered on the breast pocket) exit the office of establishment. They approach a tow truck with the same logo painted on the side. Subject slips an unidentifiable object into her pocket and jumps into a truck with unknown male. Investigator follows subject vehicle to a liquor store. Unknown male enters the store and leaves three minutes later with a large brown bag (about the size of a six-pack of beer).1

The tow truck returns subject to the residence on Twenty-sixth Street where she was previously seen exiting. Subject rings the buzzer. (Could not establish unit number.) Female subject then enters the building and all visual contact is lost.

The preceding events would appear innocent enough to the naked eye, but let me enlighten you as to what the naked eye missed just a few hours earlier that evening: Female Subject met the owner of the BMW in a bar; Female Subject was not of legal drinking age; Female Subject was not the owner of the vehicle taken to Oscar’s repair shop. Finally—and how could you know this?—Oscar’s Auto is a well-known chop shop, doing an arthritic limbo under the radar of the law. Subject, based on my three weeks of surveillance, was a regular menace to society, masquerading as a high-achieving coed.

My phone rang just as I was about to end the surveillance and head home. The caller ID said “The Tortoise.” Someone had been tampering with my phone.

“Hello,” I said.

“Where is everyone?”

“I don’t know, Dad.” For the record, I wasn’t withholding information. I really didn’t know.

“I’m tired of always being alone in the house.”

“You’re not alone.”

“Other than You Know Who.”

“Why doesn’t You Know Who have a nickname yet?” I asked.

“I think we’re going with ‘You Know Who’ as a nickname.”

“Kind of messes with our animal theme, don’t you think?”

“Sometimes you got to break protocol.”

“True,” I said. I couldn’t have agreed more.

“I’m lonely.”

“Sorry to hear that, Mr. Tortoise.”

“And I hate my nickname. I should be able to come up with my own.”

“Did you call for a chat?”

“Dinner did not go over very well.”

“The roast?” I asked.

“Inedible.”

“And that’s something coming from you. Did Mom blame me?”

“No, she took full responsibility.”

“Where is she?”

“Origami or pie making, I don’t remember.”

“Those are two very different things, Dad.”

“Any action tonight?”

Silence.

“Are you there?” Dad said. I could hear him tapping his finger on the phone, like it was an old transistor radio.

“I thought we were no longer sharing information.”

“Only on cases we’re working separately. So, any action?” Dad repeated.

“Not unless you consider studying or watching TV—or both—action.”

“Good. Can you drop by the house on your way back? I need the surveillance camera for tomorrow.”

“What’s tomorrow?”

“You know better than to ask questions like that.”

I waited outside the Noe Valley apartment for another five minutes, gathering my thoughts. Female subject peered out of the window, checking the empty street, and then defenestrated herself, hanging from the window frame and dropping four feet to the ground. She then sauntered down the street in the direction of her apartment, just over a mile away.

After my conversation with the Tortoise, I made a quick U-turn and watched female subject through my rearview mirror. I had to ask myself whether I was doing my job or if I was an accessory after the fact.

At home, I found my father staring at a stack of paperwork that had to be filed. Filing always made him sad, borderline depressed, and since he thought he’d seen the end of those days, to have them return only stoked his sadness. He pressed the intercom button when he saw me.

“The Gopher has landed,” he said.

“I really wish you’d stop that,” I said.

“I can’t,” he helplessly replied.

“Where’s Mom?” I asked.

“The Eagle2 is on the tarmac.”

“It’s just pathetic,” I muttered as I left the room.

The Eagle was indeed on the tarmac (or the couch, as it is commonly known), watching the evening news.

On the drive to Spellman headquarters I debated, as I have over the last three months, how much information I should divulge. I’m a spectacular liar (“magician of the truth” is the new phrase I’m working with). I’ve studied deception enough to know the universal tells, and I can embody honesty to virtually anyone, except a member of my family. With them I have to turn my behavior inside-out, assume a liarlike demeanor at all times—toss in sarcasm with the truth. A salad of honesty and deception is the only way I can get away with an untruth. My point is that I was planning on lying to my parents about the evening’s events and there is a particular way to go about it.

“Did the Sparrow flee the nest at all this evening?” my mother asked, staring at the evening news.

The Sparrow did indeed flee the nest, and another nest, and then she stole a car. With the right delivery, I could both manage a lie and have it read like the truth.

“Not unless you count a study break of grand theft auto,” I sarcastically replied.

“Write it up,” said Mom. “I think it might be time to tell the Blakes that this surveillance is merely a drain on their bank account.”3

“Maybe we wait just a little bit longer,” I replied.

“Why?” my mother asked suspiciously. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

“It’s finals week. She could be distracted.”

I fetched a beer from the fridge and sat down on the couch next to my mom.

“Don’t forget to write the report,” Mom said. “It’s always better to do it when it’s fresh in your mind.”

“‘Subject remained in her apartment for five hours studying.’” I spoke as if into a tape recorder. “It shouldn’t take very long to type that up.”

Silence finally set in.

Television is the perfect anecdote for unwanted conversation. I don’t know how humans ever survived without it.

After a few bars of the grating evening-news theme song, an earnest middle-aged man related a story about a brutal triple-murder-followed-by-suicide in Vallejo. He looked appropriately grave for two full seconds and then turned to his female counterpart.

She nodded, furrowed her brow, and said, “A tragedy . . . And now, I believe we have some breaking news about the tree sitters in Berkeley.”

The camera shifted to the image of a khaki-and-windbreaker-clad newscaster in front of the oak grove on the UC Berkeley campus. Over the hum of protesters and bullhorns, the newscaster shouted into the microphone.

“For a week now, tree sitters working in shifts have lived on the three-hundred-year-old oak tree in protest of a campus development project that would require the trees’ removal. Negotiations began last week but have stalled . . . University officials are once again at odds with the environmental activists who have proven to be worthy adversaries in the past . . .”

Just then my father entered the room and planted himself next to me on the couch. “You have to admire their dedication,” he said.

“I want to know when they use the restroom,” my mother said.

“That’s what the bucket is for,” I said.

The newscaster continued his report. “. . . The tree sitters have managed to maintain a constant vigil by working in shifts. In the middle of the night there was a changing of the guards, when the police were called away by a disturbance in the sculpture garden . . .”

The camera panned over to one of the grand old oaks and closed in on the tree sitter du jour. The reporter continued. “Currently the police are trying to find a safe and peaceful way to end the standoff. We will keep you posted on the latest developments.”

The news cut to an Ivory Soap commercial. My mother picked up her cell phone, pressed number three on her speed dial, and waited until the voice mail kicked in.

“Rae. This is your mother calling. Get the hell out of that tree right now!”


Part I

SURVEILLANCE

(September)


THE MAN IN THE LIBRARY

For reasons that will forever remain a mystery, my sister scheduled the client meeting at the main branch of the San Francisco Public Library—specifically, the government section, which is low traffic, offering privacy for a new client intake. The file was left on my desk with all the relevant details, including the time and place of the meeting and a brief description of the client: male, five feet eleven, brown hair, brown eyes, fortyish, average in every way (apparently his own description). The only other detail in the newly minted file was the client’s contact information and his name: Adam Cooper.

I arrived early, sat down at one of the glass-encased study desks, and read the same page of a chess theory book that I had been reading over and over again. When I heard footsteps approach, I immediately stuffed the book in my bag. The last thing I needed was to get ensnared in a long-winded discussion on chess strategy when I don’t know any.

Adam Cooper was indeed average in every way—the kind of guy who could confound a police lineup by virtually blending into the wall. That’s not to say that Mr. Cooper’s face was entirely void of character, but the character surfaced at unsuspected times. The only other thing worth mentioning was that he wore a navy-blue sweater vest. Any time someone under the age of sixty wears a sweater vest it’s worthy of comment.

“Are you the Gopher?” he asked me with an ironic grin.

“Excuse me?”

“The woman who confirmed the appointment said that I should ask you that question to be sure I was meeting the right individual.”

“You are meeting the right person,” I said.

I’d never been asked that specific question before—“Are you the Gopher?”—but I had a feeling where it originated from. And I can assure you that the originator was going to suffer the consequences.

“Why do they call you the Gopher?” he asked, smiling. And here, a spark of character surfaced, teeth short and crooked in a way that made him seem friendlier. Maybe it was the sweater vest he wore, or the goofy boat shoes, or the way his bangs hung a little too low on his face. If pressed at the time, the one word I would have used to describe Adam was “harmless.”

“Call me Isabel,” I replied.

“Is that your real name?”

“No. It’s ‘the Gopher.’ But I use ‘Isabel’ professionally,” I said.

“That makes sense,” Adam replied, taking a seat. “So, Mr. Cooper.”

“Call me Adam.”

“Adam, how can I help you?”

“I want you to follow my sister.”


THE WOMAN IN THE NAVY-BLUE RAINCOAT

A scrap of paper rested on the floor next to the trash bin. Sloppy script sliced between the ragged edges. I was about to toss it in the trash when I caught a glimpse of a flurry of borderline-illegible words, followed by a phone number.

Margrt S. (sounds like alligator)
Husband
Not suspicious
Maybe nothing
September 33rd—high noon
415-***-****

I found my mother and Demetrius1 in the kitchen reviewing a list of baking classes at the CIA (Culinary Institute of America; there certainly is an unusual cross-section of organizations that also use that acronym—see appendix).

“I’m thinking about taking a pastry-making class. What do you think?” Mom said.

“I’d rather you didn’t,” I replied.

“Show your mama some respect,” D said.

“Respectfully, I wish you wouldn’t. Now I am changing the subject.2

“I found this scrap of paper on the floor,” I said, tossing it on the table. “I want to make sure it’s okay to chuck it.”

Mom pushed her reading glasses down to the bridge of her nose and studied the note. “Rae phoned the client to verify. I think she left the file on your desk.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“I took a call after my root canal. Clearly I was on more drugs than I thought. It’s under the name Slayter.”

“That’s a weak rhyme with ‘alligator,’” I said. “And I can’t remember the last time September had thirty-three days.”

“Since most of the call was a blur, I can’t comment,” Mom replied.

“Maybe you shouldn’t answer calls when you’re on narcotics,” I suggested.

“Sounds like an excellent company policy,” Mom replied.

“You know what else might be an excellent company policy? Getting some work done,” I said. I had noticed in recent weeks my mother growing increasingly slack on the job.

“I’ll get to it later,” Mom said. “Now, if you could excuse me, I have to decide between taking a master class on pies and one on cupcakes.”

“Do they offer Toast-Making 101?” I asked, heading back into the office.

There was indeed a Slayter file on my desk, generated by our seasonal employee, and my sister, Rae. While her notes were more organized, they were almost as baffling as my mother’s.

 

Client: Mrs. Margaret Slayter

Contact Info: [redacted]

Meeting Time: September 3, noon.

Location: Botanical Gardens, GG Park

Description: White female, midforties, navy-blue suit

Slayter: The rhododendrons are nice this time of year.

Reply: So are the azaleas.

Notes: Client will sketch out details in person. Most likely a domestic case.

I promptly picked up the phone and dialed.

“What?”

“‘The rhododendrons are nice this time of year’?”

“That’s what she says,” Rae replied. “You say the other thing.”

I read off the sheet: “‘So are the azaleas’?”

“Bingo.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Rhododendrons and azaleas are the same flower.”

“I don’t care if they’re man-eating plants.”

“Those are a myth.”

“Does the case relate to horticulture?”

“You know that word?” Rae replied with mock enthusiasm.

I opened the middle drawer of Rae’s desk, extracted a two-pound bag of M&M’s, and poured the contents of said bag out the window.3

“Why are we taking client meetings with lunatics?”

“I spoke to her for fifteen minutes. She’s completely sane.”

“Then why are we having a summit in the botanical garden and talking about flowers?”

“I thought you could use the fresh air and the code phrase is so you know you’re meeting the correct individual.”

“How about names and a handshake?” I suggested. “Why the cloak and dagger?”

“Dad’s running an experiment.”

“What kind of experiment?”

“He thinks if we add a layer of cinematic intrigue to our client meetings—code phrases, exotic locales—we could charge more.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes. And he might be onto something; it already worked on the Bloomsfield case.”

“This is ridiculous,” I said.

“Maybe,” Rae replied. “But if it works, who cares? Plus, Dad said I can come up with the code phrases, so I’m totally in.”

“I’m totally out,” I replied.

“Take it up with Dad,” Rae said.

“You can count on it.”

“Oh, and I almost forgot. Wear a trench coat and sunglasses to the meeting. Clients go crazy for that crap,” Rae said, and then disconnected the call.

I wish I could tell you that I promptly phoned the client and rescheduled the meeting under more professional circumstances, but after consulting with my father, he insisted that we continue with the experiment. Only so much can be expected from a case that was born under a cloud of anesthesia.

“The rhododendrons are nice this time of year,” said the woman in the navy-blue suit.

“So are the azaleas,” I replied.

The woman in the navy-blue suit swept a nearby bench with a newspaper and took a seat. She was in her midforties, but the preserved kind, like she spent her spare time with her head in a freezer. It wasn’t just her face that she’d spent a small fortune on, to lock in a single expression; her clothes were all designer from top to bottom. I learned to distinguish the difference between designer and knockoffs from a case a while back—otherwise, I couldn’t give a shit. What I can tell you for certain is that her handbag cost more than my car. While I understand the desire to have the best (single-malt scotch is indeed better than most blends), I still have to wonder what deformity of character makes someone think that a bloated leather handbag that can be ripped off your shoulder by anyone with good leverage is an item to covet. Suffice it to say, I knew the client had money and I was happy to take some of it off her hands. I sat down next to her in my snug trench coat and undid a button for comfort.

Since her face bore no scrutable expression, I stared straight ahead. If the point was for us to blend into the scenery of the botanical gardens, we failed. Other than being Caucasian, we shared no resemblance and looked positively silly next to each other, I’m sure. I even noted that my slouch was in direct contrast to her rigid upright posture, no doubt the result of a personal trainer.

The client’s name was Mrs. Margaret Slayter. That’s exactly how she’d referred to herself when my sister took the call.

“Thank you for meeting me,” she said, fidgeting nervously with the buckle on her purse.

“How can I help you?” I asked.

“I want you to follow my husband.”


THE GIRL WITH THE RAP SHEET

Generally when charged with a surveillance assignment, I have some historical ammunition for the job. But with the Cooper and Slayter jobs, I was provided very little information. Adam Cooper simply said that he wanted his sister followed because he was concerned about her well-being. When I asked him to be more specific, he said that he didn’t want to create an investigative bias. (An interesting concept, but a first in my career.) As for Mrs. Margaret Slayter, I asked her if she thought her husband was having an affair and she replied, “I simply want to know how he spends his time. It’s not important for you to know why.”

The thing is, usually we do know why.

A week after we took on the Cooper and Slayter cases, I found the Vivien Blake file. Her name was scrawled on the tab of a file folder sitting open on my mother’s desk. A high school photo with the requisite cloudy blue backdrop mingled with an unusual assortment of other documentation. The girl in the picture was wearing cap and gown and smiling the way you smile when it has just been demanded of you. Other than the reluctant toothy grin, the young brunette had the appeal of a young woman with a bright future ahead of her. Adolescents are not our typical investigative fare. Since we usually discuss active cases in our office, it was unusual that I hadn’t even heard the name on a file that was already two inches thick.

“Tell me about the Blake case,” I said when my father eventually entered the office.

“We took the meeting last week,” my dad replied defensively. “Okay.”

“You were busy.”

“Okay.”

“I think you were at Walter’s.”1

“I’m sure I was. Tell me about Ms. Blake.”

“Her parents hired us.”

“To find her?” I asked.

“No. She’s not missing.”

“Then why did her parents hire us?”

“The Blakes want us to follow their daughter.”

My father settled into his chair and made an effort to appear extraordinarily busy. Before I continued interrogating him, I decided to familiarize myself with the Blake file. It began with an e-mail she wrote after her first month as a freshman at Berkeley.

To: Ma and Pa Blake
From: Vivien Blake (vblake99@gmail.com)
Re: greetings

Mom and Dad,

I hope this e-mail finds you well. Despite your concerns before I left home, I have not become a drug addict, a cult member, or a hippie. Sadly San Francisco isn’t what it used to be. I’ll own up to eating too much pizza and soda, but you must allow me a few vices. I can honestly report that I’m attending all of my classes except the eight A.M. world history seminar. I tried to get into the noon one, but it was overenrolled. I just buy the notes later. You can do that, you know. I think it’s also worth pointing out that I got an A on the first world history exam.

As for church, I haven’t made it there yet, but it’s on my to-do list. I would go if it started at noon. I don’t know why they haven’t implemented late-riser services yet. It’s a niche most religions have failed to tap into.

I do have a favor to ask, aside from more pizza money, if you think of it: If you’re concerned about me, call me. Not my roommates. Sonia found that last phone call a bit . . . how do I put it? Awkward. Most parents don’t do that sort of thing. Just so you know.

Not much else to report: I’m alive, my clothes are relatively clean, I’m getting enough sleep, and all the golf carts of the world are where they should be. And if they’re not, it was not my doing.

Give Prof. Fuzzy a kiss for me. Remember, that’s a two-person job. If I were you, I’d wear gloves.

Love, your law-abiding daughter,
Vivien

It took me about an hour to scrutinize the Blake file. The story is simple enough. Vivien’s parents were concerned about their daughter, a straight-A student and class president who’d been accepted at a number of Ivy League schools but decided on the equally impressive and yet less expensive Berkeley. She was also a bit of a rebel, with a bent for getting into the kind of trouble that occasionally resulted in mild police intervention. Her parents wanted her tailed to make sure that the trouble she was currently getting into would not interfere with her education or future prospects.

To put it bluntly, they were scared of and for their daughter. They collected her e-mails as evidence rather than keepsakes. She was a different sort than they were. Harvey Blake was a life insurance salesman, always calculating risk. His wife was a homemaker of the old-school variety, the kind that ironed her husband’s shirts and had dinner on the table at six forty-five on the dot. But their daughter was someone else. For years they had shared their house with a polite, friendly, free-spirited alien.2

Still, as far as I was concerned, Vivien Blake was simply a strong-willed young woman figuring out her place in the world. Since I had spent decades stirring up trouble, why would I investigate someone who was no worse than I at her age and yet managing to excel at the same time?

After I’d reviewed the file and the “evidence” within it, which included letters from sleepaway camp, text-message transcripts, a month of e-mails, and a photo of Vivien wearing a homemade prom dress constructed out of tinfoil and duct tape, I took a stand. I waited until my mom and Demetrius returned from their client meeting, so I had a full audience.

I dropped the file back on my mom’s desk. “I vote no.”

“I wasn’t aware of any vote taking place,” Mom replied. “I’ll need some more time to campaign.”

“Mom, it’s a clear invasion of privacy.”

“Sweetie, if you haven’t noticed, invading privacy is our business.”

“This crosses a line,” I said. “I thought the whole point of college was to get away from your parents.”

“Then how come you never went?” Dad said, consulting the ceiling as if it were a grand philosophical question.

“We’re talking about Vivien now.”

“They’re concerned parents,” Mom said.

“They’re paranoid parents.”

“She’s been in trouble in the past.”

“Who hasn’t?”

“In one night, she stole half a dozen golf carts from Sharp Park,” Mom said.

“She relocated them,” I replied. “They were discovered the next day.”

“In a cow pasture!” Mom replied.

“Still, they were returned, unscathed, to the golf course and no one could prove that she did it. She’s a genius, if you ask me.”

“Technically she has a genius IQ,” Dad piped in, and quickly turned back to his work.

“Isabel, she has a rather extensive juvenile rap sheet,” my mother said.

“Fifty percent of the people in this room have a juvie record,” I replied, speaking for myself and Demetrius.

I looked to D for some support, but he refused to meet my gaze, sifting through papers on his desk for the sole purpose of avoiding the debate being waged around him.

“D, do you have anything to say?” I asked.

“I think the muffins are ready,” he said, taking a brisk walk into the kitchen.

Dad, too, remained mum, not wanting any part of this conflict.

“Al, what’s your opinion?” my mother said.

“Who cares?” I replied. “You guys only get one combined vote anyway.”3

“That’s my opinion,” Dad said.

“Coward,” I said.

“I have to live with her,” he said.

“You tried to slip this case by me,” I said. “We agreed to vote whenever there was a dissenting opinion.”

And so we voted. The outcome was one-one, as expected. We needed a tiebreaker. I entered the kitchen as Demetrius was plating the muffins. He set three aside on a separate platter.

“I think he’s catching on,” D said.

“Then we ride this wave as long as we can.”

“I don’t feel good about the deception,” Demetrius replied.

“Let it go. We have other matters to discuss.”

“I don’t want to be the tiebreaker,” D said.

“Too bad,” I replied. “It’s part of your job.”

The deciding vote used to be Rae’s until we discovered she could be bought and ousted her from any interoffice conflict resolution.

“Don’t try to sway his vote,” Mom said, entering the kitchen. She took one muffin off the main tray and another from the trio of outcasts. “Al’s?” she asked.

Demetrius nodded his head and reentered the office. Mom and I followed on his heels, each adding a layer to our own dissenting opinion. Mom briefly switched her attention to the muffins, trying to remember which one was the contraband and which the whole-grain doorstop. She weighed them in her hands and figured it out. She passed Dad the muffin from her left hand and dug into the one in her right.

“A freshman in college should not be under surveillance,” I said.

“They’re concerned for her future, Isabel.”

Demetrius sat behind his desk and, like my dad, tried to pretend we weren’t talking to him.

“Demetrius,” I said, demanding a reply. “Remember who freed you.”

“Stop playing the ‘I got you out of jail’ card,” Mom said.

“I’m Switzerland,” Demetrius said, as usual.

“There’s no Switzerland in Spellman Investigations. Everybody picks a side,” I intoned.

Dad took a bite of his muffin and made a face. Not a good one. Then he said, sounding as dry as the muffin most likely was, “Once again, D, you’ve outdone yourself.”

“Thanks, Al,” D replied, knowing that the compliment was a bald-faced lie.

“Just break the tie so I don’t have to listen to them arguing for the rest of the day,” Dad said.

Demetrius was clearly in conflict over this decision. Having had no privacy of his own for fifteen years, he wanted to respect it in others, but he couldn’t help but feel concern for the young coed. But one might suppose that there is a rather profound distinction between not being able to use a toilet in private and being watched from afar by a pack of harmless PIs.

“Take the case,” Demetrius said. “She’s legal now. If she crosses the line, she could have a record for the rest of her life.”

And that is how we caught the case of Vivien Blake.

Even I’ll admit that there was something bizarrely symmetrical about our recent caseload—surveilling a husband, a sister, and a daughter all at one time. I know what you’re thinking. Surely all three cases will become ensnared and converge at the end. But don’t get ahead of yourself. That kind of shit only happens in detective novels. How about you quit guessing and let the story unfold as it may? Even I don’t know how all the pieces will fall.


FILLING IN THE BLANKS

I suppose it’s time to take a crayon to this primitive drawing and color between, on, and outside the lines. If you are in the mood for a more complex portrait, you can read the previous four documents. It’s up to you. Remember, I can’t make you do anything. So don’t get peeved at me because I’ve merely made a suggestion. To simplify matters, however, I will refer you to the appendix, where you’ll find a detailed summary of all the key players in the saga. As it turns out, I am the most key player.

My name, if I haven’t mentioned it already, is Isabel Spellman. I am the thirty-four-year-old middle child of Albert and Olivia Spellman. I have a history of delinquency and minor arrests, but I like to think most of that is behind me. Unfortunately, others do not concur. I have a much younger sister, Rae, who is currently a sophomore at UC Berkeley and carrying on my torch of rebellion, although her take on it is far less aimless and booze soaked. Rae lives in our brother’s basement apartment and remains a part-time Spellman Investigations employee. PI work is in our blood. Rae began working for the family business at age six, trying desperately to follow in my footsteps. I started at twelve, not being quite so eager to follow the footsteps in front of me. The family business eventually became my profession because I had knack for it and I didn’t have a knack for too many other things—especially legal activities. I used to think that one day I would find my real talent and move on. Turns out, this is my real talent. It might sound as if I’ve reluctantly accepted my fate, but that’s not it. I’m fine with my fate, but with it comes responsibility and sometimes the self-doubt eats away at me. The problem with being a private investigator is that you end up making ethical decisions every single day, and I’ve come to accept that I’m not always right and when I’m wrong, I can’t always see it. That said, I’m right most of the time.

The only other Spellman spawn is David Spellman, my older brother. David was at once the raven-haired golden boy and the black sheep of the family—a freakishly handsome, high-achieving lawyer with a closet full of fancy suits and a jaw-dropping collection of male skin-care products. I am, however, referring to Old David. New David is now a stay-at-home dad to eighteen-month-old Sydney. The contrast between the two Davids is not quite Jekyll and Hyde, but close. Old David was a shark, the kind of handsomely perfect man whom some people find unsettling. Being his sister, I found him more obnoxious. He had an enormous capacity for vanity but managed to come off as down-to-earth. People were drawn to him because he made them feel special. He remembered their names, asked questions, recalled insignificant details of their lives like a politician. I don’t tend to remember data unless I can use it against you at a later date. But I suppose there’s no point in talking about Old David anymore. He’s gone and I don’t think he’s coming back. I can’t say that I miss him. He always made me feel less than, even though that rarely was his agenda. But New David has taken some getting used to. New David has lost all concern for personal vanity or ambition. All of the energy previously expended on himself is now devoted to his daughter, Sydney. He’s kind of like Old David’s sloppy doppelgänger, with an eighteen-month-old girl permanently attached to his hip. While my family has had trouble adjusting to this new incarnation, I can’t imagine what it’s been like for David’s wife.

David is married to Maggie Mason, a defense attorney who once dated Henry Stone, my Ex-boyfriend #13, although we’re still together.1 That might sound confusing. (I’ve always referred to boyfriends, current and former, in the past tense. It just seems easier to anticipate the worst up front.) I’m pretty good at finding fault in people, but I haven’t had much success with Maggie. I suppose since she refuses to hide her flaws, you stop looking for them.

Now let me tell you about the newest member of the Spellman clan. At least the newest member who doesn’t use a sippy cup. Demetrius Merriweather, employee of the month for six months running, has a history that could fill a book in itself.2 Eighteen years ago Demetrius was wrongly convicted for the murder of his neighbor Elsie Collins. D, as I like to call him because I’m prone to laziness, spent fifteen years in jail for a crime he did not commit. Maggie3 and I worked his case pro bono until his release six months ago. Demetrius’s remaining family resides in Detroit. He was welcome home any time he wanted, but after a Christmas visit, D decided he’d grown too accustomed to the California climate, despite the fact that he experienced most of that climate for a mere one hour a day. Immediately upon his release, my parents offered him the attic apartment (where I lived for many years) and a job. D is a God-fearing man capable of profound forgiveness. His integration back into the outside world appears seamless. But nothing is as it seems. Like everyone I know, he’s hiding something.

Almost two years have passed since I’ve found the need to document my family’s activities. A lot can happen in two years, as you’ll see. As much as one might like to believe that I’ve eased into adulthood without a fight, let there be no mistake. I’m still fighting.


THE DEMETRIUS EFFECT

While there have been many unwelcome changes to my work life, the presence of Demetrius Merriweather cannot be added to that list. He works harder, more efficiently, and less erratically than any other employee on the Spellman Investigations payroll—including myself. He’s also a talented cook, an excellent conversationalist, and at times the only voice of reason in the household. That said, every silver lining has its cloud.

Sometime after Demetrius Merriweather moved into the Spellman household, my mother began putting on airs. I suspect the trouble began shortly after she attended church with D and found there were more than a few people in this crazy town of ours who believe in respect, forgiveness, and waking up early on a Sunday morning wearing bright colors in freshly pressed ensembles unmistakable for sleepwear. My mother also noticed that many of Demetrius’s new church friends were well mannered and managed to speak in complete sentences without using four-letter words as emphatic adjectives. It was only then that my mother picked up on the fact that Demetrius himself was well mannered. This had slipped her notice even after three months of working in the same office.

Even though he lived under the same roof as my parents, D always said good morning and good-bye (only when he was leaving, of course) instead of my usual form of greeting1 and adieu.2 When asked a ridiculous question, Demetrius would reply diplomatically: “I’m afraid I don’t know” or “I’ll Google it later,” or “That’s certainly something to ponder.”

“You know, D has never, in the entire time I’ve known him, asked me if I’ve smoked crack,” my mother said to me one early morning, during the footnoted coffee, making a point that I still can’t ascertain. What I can tell you is this: After thirty-some years of living with the manners equivalent of franks and beans, my mother developed a taste for champagne and caviar.

It was sometime after the Church Incident, as I would come to call it, although I know that it was no incident, that my mother changed. She quit swearing cold turkey. However, like a lifelong smoker, there was the occasional relapse, which would result in either the first syllable being halted abruptly, or a complete word or phrase followed by “pardon me.” Pre-Demetrius Mom thought nothing of peppering even the most mundane phrase with an F-word. “Pass the fucking casserole,” for example, was a phrase for which I’d need at least all twenty digits to count how many times I’ve heard it.

But those days were over now. “Please” and “thank you” replaced my mother’s most colorful language. It was like watching an unnaturally polite game of Mad Libs, as my mother cut out her instinctual language and glued in a more civil version. Live and let live, I say.3 However my mom wants to talk is her own business, but I take issue when she tries to foist her wishes on the rest of us.

My mom’s first etiquette lesson went something like this:

“Mom, pass me the stapler,” I said.

She replied by clearing her throat.

“You need a cough drop?”

“No.”

“Can I have the stapler?”

“Can I have the stapler . . . what ?”

“Huh?”

“What do we say?”

“I don’t know. What do we say?”

“‘Please.’ ‘Can I have the stapler please.’”

“We don’t say that.”

“Yes, we do.”

“Fuck it. I’ll get it myself.”

Of course in the time it took to have that conversation, I could have amassed every stapler in the household. I made a mental note not to ask for anything within shot-putting distance in the future.

I saw my mother checking Demetrius out of the corner of her eye. He was speed-typing a surveillance report with his index fingers and not paying us any mind.

“Please watch your language in this household,” Mom said to me, her volume raised to be certain that Demetrius could hear, or Mr. Snodgrass next door.

“Mom, D was in prison for fifteen years; he’s heard worse. I bet he could teach you a few words.”

“This is a business establishment. We should maintain professional standards.”

“Since when?”

“Since a civilized human being started working here.”

“D, do you care if I swear?”

“Not unless you’re meeting my mama.”

“See?” I said, looking at my mama. “I promise when Mrs. Merriweather visits we’ll treat her like the queen of England.”

One would think that a man who just got out of prison would be rough around the edges, or worse, sharpened like a blade. But none of the ex-con stereotypes suit D. Except one. He could never have his back to the door. (We had to do a lot of furniture rearranging during his first few weeks with us.) My point is, things changed when Merriweather moved into the Spellman household. He was now a member of the family, and he would come to recognize that came at a price.

Case in point: When I was in the process of investigating Demetrius’s wrongful conviction, I wore a T-shirt that read:

Justice 4
Merri-Weather.

I wore it fairly often—maybe a couple times a week—so I had extras made to avoid any laundry hassles. When D was sprung, I stopped wearing the shirts and they disappeared. Then they reappeared. On Rae, who has taken to wearing them whenever she comes to visit. This D finds particularly irksome since he is currently free and believes that justice eventually won out. Rae, however, made one minor adjustment to the shirt. She added dollar signs, framing the message. Her “message” to Merriweather being that justice will only be served after he files a colossal lawsuit and has a couple million bucks stashed away for a rainy day, or a mansion in Pacific Heights.

Their conversations usually follow a similar pattern.

 

D: Rae, can you please stop wearing that shirt? It is a reminder of a time I wish to forget.

RAE: I would like to respect your wishes, but I can’t.

D: Why not?

RAE: There is a statute of limitations on police misconduct lawsuits. I would hate to see you squander a chance to be a millionaire.

D: I don’t want to be a millionaire.

RAE: That’s just silly. Everyone does.

D: I don’t want to have this discussion anymore.

RAE: We’ll talk again next week.

While Rae is in school, her work schedule has been capped at ten hours a week; the parental unit wanted to make sure that her studies took priority. On the clock, her duties could range anywhere from client billing to surveillance. Since she has access to the main server from her laptop, sometimes I only see her on Friday afternoons for the weekly Spellman Investigations board meeting. This is when we discuss new cases, handle any in-house disputes, and allow Rae the floor for her myriad business improvement plans—Rae has always liked money, but a college business course took their relationship to the next level. In fact, my sister, once the most dedicated investigator in the family, now seems at times to be no more than a consultant. Although, an enthusiastic consultant to say the least. We used to have her stick her relentless business plans into a suggestion box, but when Rae discovered that I had been shredding its contents, my parents appeased her by giving her the floor for fifteen minutes every session. Once she’s said her piece, she loses interest in the meeting and kills the rest of the time texting and staring at her watch, punctuating each remaining minute with a loud, tired sigh.
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