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On the face of it, you wouldnt think there was any 
connection between the murder of a dead man and the 
events that changed my perceptions about my life. In 
truth, the facts about Wendell Jaffe had nothing to do 
with my family history, but murder is seldom tidy and 
no one ever said revelations operate in a straight line. 
It was my investigation into the dead mans past that 
triggered the inquiry into my own, and in the end the 
two stories became difficult to separate. The hard thing 
about death is that nothing ever changes. The hard 
thing about life is that nothing stays the same. It began 
with a phone call, not to me, but to Mac Voorhies, one 
of the vice-presidents at California Fidelity Insurance 
for whom I once worked.

My name is Kinsey Millhone. Im a licensed California 
private investigator, working out of Santa Teresa, 
which is ninety-five miles north of Los Angeles. My 
association with CF Insurance had been terminated the previous December, and I hadnt had much occasion to 
return to 903 State. For the past seven months Id been 
leasing office space from the law firm of Kingman and 
Ives. Lonnie Kingmans practice is largely criminal, but 
he also enjoys the complexities of trials involving accidental 
injury or wrongful death. Hes been my attorney 
of record for a number of years, stepping in with legal 
counsel when the occasion arises. Lonnie is short and 
beefy, a body-builder and a scrapper. John Ives is the 
quiet one who prefers the intellectual challenges of 
appellate work. Im the only person I know who 
doesnt express routine contempt for all the lawyers in 
the world. Just for the record, I like cops, too: anyone 
who stands between me and anarchy.

Kingman and Ives occupies the entire upper floor of 
a small building downtown. Lonnies firm consists 
of himself; his law partner, John Ives; and an attorney 
named Martin Cheltenham, Lonnies best friend, who 
leases offices from him. The bulk of the day-to-day 
work is attended to by two legal secretaries, Ida Ruth 
and Jill. We also have a receptionist named Alison and 
a paralegal named Jim Thicket.

The space I moved into used to be a conference 
room with a makeshift kitchenette. After Lonnie 
annexed the last available office on the third floor, 
he had a new kitchen built, along with a room for the 
copying equipment. My office is large enough to accommodate a desk, my swivel chair, some file cabinets, a 
minirefrigerator and coffee maker, plus a big storage 
closet stacked with packing boxes untouched since 
the move. I have my own separate phone line in addition 
to the two lines I share with the firm. I still have 
my answering machine, but in a pinch Ida Ruth covers 
incoming calls for me. For a while I made a pass at 
finding another office to rent. I had sufficient money to 
make the move. A sidebar to a case I was working 
before Christmas resulted in my picking up a twenty-five-thousand-dollar check. I put the money in some 
CDsthe bank kind, not the musicwhere it was 
happily collecting interest. In the meantime I discovered 
how much I liked my current circumstances. The location 
was good, and it was nice to have people around 
me at work. One of the few disadvantages of living 
alone is not having anyone to tell when youre going 
someplace. At least now at work I had people who 
were aware of my whereabouts, and I could check in 
with them if I needed any mothering.

For the past hour and a half, on that Monday 
morning in mid-July, Id sat and made phone calls on 
a skip trace I was working. A Nashville private investigator 
had written me a letter, asking if Id check local 
sources for his clients ex-husband, who was six thousand 
dollars in arrears on his child support. Rumor 
had it that the fellow had left Tennessee and headed for California with the intention of settling somewhere 
in Perdido or Santa Teresa counties. Id been given the 
subjects name, his previous address, his birth date, and 
his Social Security number with instructions to develop 
any lead I could. I also had the make and model of the 
vehicle he was last seen driving, as well as his Tennessee 
license plate number. Id already written two letters 
to Sacramento: one to request drivers license information 
on the subject, another to see if hed registered 
his 1983 Ford pickup. Now I was calling the various 
public utility companies in the area, trying to see if 
there were any recent hook-ups in the guys name. So 
far I hadnt hit pay dirt, but it was fun anyway. For 
fifty bucks an hour, Ill do just about anything.

When Alison buzzed me on the intercom, I leaned 
over automatically and depressed the lever. Yes?

You have a visitor, she said. Shes twenty-four 
years old, bubbly and energetic. She has blond hair 
to her waist, buys all her clothes in a size 4 petite, 
and dots the i in her name with a heart or a daisy, 
depending on her mood, which is always good. Somehow 
she sounded as if she were calling on one of those 
telephones kids make with two Dixie cups and a 
length of string. A Mr. Voorhies with California 
Fidelity Insurance.

Like a comic strip character, I could feel a question mark form above my head. I squinted, leaning closer. 
Mac Voorhies is out there?

You want me to send him back?

Ill come out, I said.

I couldnt believe it. Mac was the man who supervised 
most of the cases Id worked for CF. It was his 
boss, Gordon Titus, whod fired my sorry ass, and 
while Id made my peace with the change in my 
employment, I could still feel a flush of adrenaline at 
the thought of the man. Briefly I entertained a little 
fantasy that Gordon Titus had sent Mac to offer his 
abject apologies. Fat chance, I thought. I did a hasty 
survey of the office, hoping it didnt look like Id fallen 
on hard times. The room wasnt large, but I had my 
own window, lots of clean white wall space, and burnt 
orange carpeting in an expensive wool shag. With three 
framed watercolors and a leafy four-foot ficus plant, I 
thought the place looked very tasteful. Well, okay, the 
ficus was a fake (some sort of laminated fabric tinted 
with accumulated dust), but you really couldnt tell 
unless you got up real close.

I would have checked my reflection (Macs arrival 
was already having that effect), but I dont carry a 
compact and I already knew what Id seedark hair, 
hazel eyes, not a smidge of makeup. As usual, I was 
wearing jeans, my boots, and a turtleneck. I licked my palm and ran a hand across my shaggy head, hoping 
to smooth down any stick-up parts. The week before, 
in a fit of exasperation, Id picked up a pair of nail 
scissors and whacked all my hair off. The results were 
just about what youd expect.

I hung a left in the corridor, passing several offices 
on my way to the front. Mac was standing by Alisons 
desk out in the reception area. Macs in his early 
sixties, tall and scowling, with a fly-away halo of wispy 
gray hair. His brooding black eyes are set slightly 
askew in a long bony face. In lieu of his usual cigar, 
he was smoking a cigarette, ash tumbling down the 
front of his three-piece suit. Mac has never been one to 
plague himself with attempts at fitness, and his body, 
at this point, resembles a drawing from a childs perspective: 
long arms and legs, foreshortened trunk with 
a little head stuck on top.

I said, Mac?

He said, Hello, Kinsey, in a wonderful wry tone.

I was so happy to see him that I started laughing 
out loud. Like some great galumphing pup, I loped 
over to the man and flung myself into his arms. This 
behavior was greeted by one of Macs rare smiles, 
revealing teeth that were tarnished from all the cigarettes 
he smoked. Its been a long time, he said.

I cant believe youre here. Come on back to my office and we can visit, I said. You want some 
coffee?

No, thanks. I just had some. Mac turned to stub 
out his cigarette, realizing belatedly that there werent 
any ashtrays in the area. He looked around with 
puzzlement, his gaze resting briefly on the potted plant 
on Alisons desk. She leaned forward.

Here, why dont you let me take that? She 
removed the cigarette from his fingers and took the 
burning butt directly to the open window, where 
she gave it a toss, peering out afterward to make sure 
it didnt land in someones open convertible in the 
parking lot.

Mac followed me down the hall, making polite 
responses as I filled him in on my current circumstances. 
When we reached my office, he was properly 
complimentary. We caught up on gossip, exchanging 
news about mutual friends. The pleasantries gave me 
time to study the man at close range. The years seemed 
to be speeding right along for him. Hed lost color. 
Hed lost about ten pounds by the look of him. He 
seemed tired and uncertain, which was completely 
uncharacteristic. The Mac Voorhies of old had been 
brusque and impatient, fair-minded, decisive, humorless, 
and conservative. He was a decent man to work 
for, and I admired his testiness, which was born of a passion for getting the job done right. Now the spark
was missing and I was alerted by the loss.

Are you okay? You dont seem like your old self 
somehow.

He gestured peevishly, in an unexpected flash of 
energy. Theyre taking all the fun out of the job, I 
swear to God. Damn executives with all their talk 
about the bottom line. I know the insurance business 
. . . hell, Ive been at it long enough. CF used to be 
family. We had a company to run, but we did it with 
compassion and we respected each others turf. We 
didnt stab each other in the back and we didnt shortchange 
any claimants. Now, I dont know, Kinsey. The 
turnovers ridiculous. Agents are run through so fast, 
they hardly have a chance to unpack their briefcases. 
All this talk about profit margins, and cost containment. 
Lately I find myself not wanting to go to work. 
He paused, looking sheepish, color coming up in his 
face. God, would you listen? Im beginning to sound 
like a garrulous old fart, which is what I am. They 
offered me an early retirement package, whatever the 
hell that means. You know, theyre maneuvering to get 
some of us old birds off the payroll as soon as possible. 
We earn way too much and were too set in our ways.

You going to do it?

I havent decided yet, but I might. I just might. 
Im sixty-one and Im tired. Id like to spend time with my grandkids before I drop in my tracks. Marie and 
I could sell the house and get an RV, see some of the 
country and visit the clan. Keep making the rounds so 
we dont wear out our welcome. Mac and his wife 
had eight grown kids, all of them married with countless 
children of their own. He waved the subject aside, 
his mind apparently focused on something else. 
Enough of that stuff. I got another month to decide. 
Meantime, somethings come up and I thought about 
you.

I waited, letting him get around to the subject in his 
own good time. Mac always did better when he set the 
stage for himself. He took out a pack of Marlboros 
and shook a cigarette into view. He dried his lips with 
one knuckle before he put the cigarette between his 
teeth. He took out a pack of matches and lit up, 
extinguishing the match flame with a mouthful of 
smoke. He crossed his legs and used his pants cuff as 
an ashtray, leaving me to worry hed set his nylon 
socks ablaze. Remember Wendell Jaffes disappearance 
about five years back?

Vaguely, I said. As nearly as I remembered, Jaffes 
sailboat had been found, abandoned and adrift, off the 
coast of Baja. Run it by me again. Hes the guy who 
vanished out at sea, right?

So it appeared. Mac seemed to wag his head, 
casting about for a quick narrative summary. Wendell Jaffe and his partner, Carl Eckert, put together limited 
partnership for real estate deals to develop raw land, 
build condominiums, office buildings, shopping centers, 
that kind of thing. They were promising investors 
a fifteen percent return, plus the return of their original 
investment within four years before the two partners 
would take a profit. Of course, they got in way over 
their heads, taking off big fees, paying huge overhead 
expenses, rewarding themselves handsomely. When 
profits failed to materialize, they ended up paying old 
investors with the new investors money, shifting cash 
from one shell company to the next, constantly soliciting 
new business to keep the game afloat.

In other words, a Ponzi scheme, I inserted.

Right. I think they started with good intentions, 
but thats how it ended up. Anyway, Wendell began 
to see that it couldnt go on forever, and thats when 
he went off the side of that boat. His body never 
surfaced.

He left a suicide note, as I recall, I said.

That he did. From all reports, the man was exhibiting 
all the classic symptoms of depression: low spirits, 
poor appetite, anxiety, insomnia. He finally goes off on 
his fishing boat and jumps overboard, leaving a letter 
to his wife. In it, he says hes borrowed every cent he 
can, pouring it into what he now realizes is a hopelessly 
failing business. He owes everybody. He knows hes let everybody down and he just cant face the consequences. 
Meantime, she and his two sons were in a hell 
of a situation.

What ages were his kids?

I believe the older boy, Michael, was seventeen 
and Brian was about twelve. Jesus, what a mess. The 
scandal left his family reeling and forced some of his 
investors into bankruptcy. His business partner, Carl 
Eckert, ended up in jail. It looked like Jaffe jumped just 
before his house of cards collapsed. The problem was, 
there really wasnt any concrete proof of death. His 
wife petitioned for a court-appointed administrator to 
manage his assets, or the few he had left. The bank 
accounts had been stripped and the house was mortgaged 
to the hilt. She ended up losing that. I felt sorry 
for the woman. She hadnt worked in years, since the 
day she married him. Suddenly she had these two kids 
to support, not a cent in the bank, and no marketable 
skills. Nice lady, too, and it was rough on her. Since 
then, weve had five years of dead silence. Not a 
whisper of the man. Not a trace.

But he wasnt dead? I said, anticipating the punch 
line.

Well, now Im getting to that, Mac said with a 
touch of irritation. I tried to silence my questions so 
he could tell it his way. The question did come up. 
Insurance company wasnt anxious to pay off without a death certificate. Especially after Wendells partner 
was charged with fraud and grand theft. For all we 
knew, he was a skip, taking off with the bucks to avoid 
prosecution. We never said as much, but we were 
dragging our feet. Dana Jaffe hired a private investigator 
who initiated a search, but never turned up a shred 
of evidence pro or con, Mac went on. Couldnt 
prove he was dead, but you couldnt prove he wasnt, 
either. A year after the incident, she petitioned the 
court to have the man declared dead, citing the suicide 
note and his depressed mental state. Presented affidavits 
and whatnot, testimony from his partner and 
various friends. At that point, she notified CF she 
was filing a claim as his sole beneficiary. We launched 
our own investigation, which was fairly intense. Bill 
Bargerman handled it. You remember him?

Name sounds familiar, but I dont think we ever 
met.

He was probably working out of the Pasadena 
office back then. Good man. Hes retired now. Anyway, 
he did what he could, but there was no way we 
could prove Wendell Jaffe was alive. We did manage 
to overcome the presumption of deathtemporarily. 
In light of his financial problems, we argued successfully 
that it was unlikely, if Jaffe was living, that hed 
voluntarily appear. Judge ruled in our favor, but we knew it was only a matter of time before he reversed 
himself. Mrs. Jaffe was plenty mad, but all she had to 
do was wait. She kept the premiums on his policy paid 
and went back into court when the five years were up.

I thought it was seven.

The statute was changed about a year ago. The 
Law Revision Commission modernized the procedure 
for probate in the estate of a missing person. Two 
months ago, she finally got a finding and order from 
the superior court and had Wendell declared dead. 
At that point, the company really had no choice. We 
paid.

Ah, the thick plottens, I said. How much are we 
talking?

Five hundred thousand dollars.

Not bad, I said, though maybe she deserved it. 
She sure had to wait long enough to collect.

Macs smile was brief. She should have waited a 
little longer. I had a call from Dick Millsanother 
retired CF employee. He claims he spotted Jaffe down 
in Mexico. Town called Viento Negro.

Really. When was this?

Yesterday, Mac said. Dick was the agent who 
sold Jaffe the original life insurance policy, and he went 
on to do a lot of business with him afterward. Anyway, 
he was down in Mexico, dinky little place, midway between Cabo and La Paz on the Gulf of California. 
He says he saw Wendell in the hotel bar, having drinks 
with some woman.

Just like that?

Just like that, he echoed. Dick was waiting for 
the shuttle on his way out to the airport and he stopped 
off in the bar to have a quick one before the driver 
showed. Wendell was sitting on the patio, maybe three 
feet away, a little trellis arrangement between the two 
of them. Dick said it was the voice he recognized first. 
Kind of gravelly and low with a south Texas accent. 
Guy was speaking English at first, but he switched to 
Spanish when the waiter came over.

Did Wendell see Dick?

Apparently not. Dick said he never was so surprised 
in his life. Said he sat there so long he nearly 
missed his ride to the airport. The minute he got home, 
he picked up the phone and called me.

I could feel my heart begin to thump. Put me 
anywhere close to an interesting proposition and my 
pulse accelerates. So what happens next?

Mac tapped a length of ash into his pants cuff. I 
want you to go down there as soon as possible. Im 
assuming you have a valid passport in your possession.

Well, sure, but what about Gordon Titus? Does he 
know about this?

You let me worry about Titus. This thing with 
Wendell has been sticking in my craw ever since it 
happened. I want to see it settled before I leave CF. 
Half a million dollars is nothing to sniff at. Seems like 
itd be a nice way to close out my career.

If its true, I said.

Ive never known Dick Mills to make a mistake. 
Will you do it?

Id have to make sure I can clear my schedule here. 
Can I call you in an hour and give you an answer 
then?

Well, sure. Thats no problem. Mac checked his 
watch and stood up, placing a thick packet on the 
corner of my desk. I wouldnt take much more time if 
I were you. Youre on a flight leaves at one for Los 
Angeles. Connecting flights at five. Tickets and itinerary 
are in there, he said.

I started laughing. California Fidelity and I were 
back in business.
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Once my commuter flight landed at LAX, I had a 
three-hour delay before the Mexicana flight took off 
for Cabo San Lucas. Mac had given me a folder full 
of newspaper articles about Jaffes disappearance and 
its aftermath. I settled myself in one of the airport cocktail 
lounges, sorting through the clippings to educate 
myself while I sipped a margarita. Might as well get 
into the spirit of the thing. At my feet I had a hastily 
packed duffel bag, including my 35-millimeter camera, 
my binoculars, and the video recorder Id given myself 
as a thirty-fourth birthday present. I loved the 
impromptu nature of this trip, and I was already feeling 
that heightened sense of self-awareness that traveling 
engenders. My friend Vera and I were currently 
enrolled in a beginning Spanish class through Santa 
Teresas adult education program. So far, we were 
confined to the present tense, short, mostly declarative 
statements of little known useunless, of course, there were some black cats in the trees, in which case Vera 
and I were prepared to point and make remarks. 
Muchos gatos negros estn en los rboles, s? S, 
muchos gatos. I saw the trip as an opportunity to test 
my language skills, if nothing else.

Along with the clippings, Mac had included several 
eight-by-eleven black-and-white shots of Jaffe at various 
public functions: art openings, political fund-raisers, 
charity auctions. Judging by the events he attended, he 
was certainly one of the select: handsome, well dressed, 
a central part of any group. Often, his was the one 
blurred face, as if hed pulled back or turned a just 
as the camera shutter clicked. I wondered if even then 
he was consciously avoiding being photographed. He 
was in his mid-fifties and big. Silver hair, high cheekbones, 
jutting chin, his nose prominent. He seemed 
calm and self-possessed, a man who didnt care much 
what other people thought.

In a curious way, I felt a fleeting bond with the man 
as I tried on the idea of changing identities. Being a liar 
by nature, Ive always been attracted to the possibility. 
Theres a certain romance in the notion of walking out 
of one life and into another, like an actor passing from 
one character role to the next. Not that long ago Id 
handled a case in which a fellow, convicted of murder, 
had walked away from a prison work crew and had 
managed to create a whole new persona for himself. In the process, hed shed not only his past, but the taint
of the homicide conviction. Hed acquired a new family
and a good job. He was respected in his new community.
He might have continued pulling off the deception
except for an error in a bench warrant that
resulted in a fluke arrest some seventeen years later.
The past has a way of catching up with all of us.

I checked my watch and saw that it was time to go. 
I packed away the clippings and grabbed my duffel 
bag. I moved through the main terminal, cleared security, 
and began the long trek down the concourse to my 
posted gate. One immutable law of travel is that ones 
arrival or departure gate is always at the extreme outer 
limit of the terminal, especially if your bag is heavy or 
your shoes have just begun to pinch. I sat in the 
boarding area and rubbed one foot while my fellow 
passengers assembled, waiting for the gate agent to call 
our flight.

Once I was seated on the plane with my duffel 
stowed in the bin above, I pulled out the glossy hotel 
brochure Mac had enclosed with the tickets. In 
addition to my flights, hed booked accommodations 
for me at the same resort where Wendell Jaffe had been 
seen. I wasnt convinced the guy would still be in 
residence, but who was I to turn down a free vacation?

The picture of the Hacienda Grande de Viento 
Negro showed a three-storied structure with a stretch of dark beach faintly visible in the foreground. The 
blurb under the photograph boasted of a restaurant, 
two bars, and a heated swimming pool, with recreational 
activities that included tennis, snorkeling, deep-sea 
fishing, a bus tour of the town, and complimentary 
margaritas.

The woman in the next seat was reading over my 
shoulder. I nearly shielded my paper as if she were 
cheating on a test. She was in her forties, very thin, 
very tanned, and sleek. She wore her black hair in a 
French braid and was dressed in a black pants suit with 
a tan shell underneath. There was not a hint of color 
on her any place. Are you headed for VN?

Yes. Do you know the area?

Yes, I do, and I hope youre not planning to stay 
there, she said. She was pointing at the brochure with 
a little moue of distaste.

Whats the matter with the place? It looks fine to 
me.

She pushed her tongue along the inside of her cheek 
as though she were checking her gums. Her brow lifted 
slightly. Its your money, I guess.

Actually, its someone elses money. This is business, 
I said.

She nodded, clearly unconvinced. She occupied herself 
with her magazine, a look on her face like she was 
trying not to butt in. After a moment I saw her murmur a comment to the man on her right. Her traveling 
companion, in the window seat, had a wad of Kleenex 
hanging out of one nostril, stanching a nose bleed that 
had apparently been induced by increasing cabin pressure 
as the plane prepared for takeoff. The twist of 
tissue looked like a fat hand-rolled cigarette. He leaned 
forward slightly to get a better look at me.

I turned my attention to the woman again. Really. 
Is there a problem?

Im sure its fine, she said faintly.

Depending on how you feel about dust, humidity, 
and bugs, the man interjected.

I laughed . . . heh, heh, heh . . . on the assumption 
that he was kidding. Neither one of them cracked a 
smile.



Belatedly, I learned that viento negro means black 
wind, a fair description of the blizzard of dark lava 
soot that swirled up from the beach late every afternoon. 
The hotel was modest, an upside down U-shape 
painted apricot yellow with little balconies across the 
front. Alternate patios had planters affixed to the railings, 
with bougainvillea tumbling down in a waterfall 
of magenta. The room was clean but faintly shabby, 
looking out across the Gulf of California to the east.

For two days I cruised both the Hacienda Grande and the town of Viento Negro, looking for anyone 
who even halfway resembled the five-year-old photographs 
of Wendell Jaffe. If all else failed, I could try to 
quiz the staff in my amateur Spanish, but I worried 
that one of them might tip him off to the inquiry. If he 
was there, that is. I hung out by the pool, loitered in 
the hotel lobby, took the shuttle into town. I tried all 
the tourist attractions: the sunset cruise, a snorkeling 
expedition, a bumpy, ass-agonizing jaunt on a rented 
all-terrain vehicle, roaring up and down dusty mountain 
trails. I tried the two other hotels in the area, local 
restaurants, and bars. I sampled the nightly entertainment 
at the hotel where I was staying, all the discos, 
all title shops. There was no sign of him.

I finally managed to get a call through to Mac at 
home and filled him in on my efforts to date. This is 
costing a lot of money if hes already blown out of here 
. . . assuming your friend actually saw Wendell Jaffe in 
the first place.

Dick swore it was him.

After five long years?

Look, just keep at it for another couple of days. 
If he doesnt turn up by the end of the week, you can 
head on home.

Happy to oblige. I just like to warn you when I 
dont get results.

I understand that. Keep trying.

Youre the boss, I said.

I learned to like the town, which was a ten-minute 
taxi ride from the hotel down a dusty two-lane road. 
Most construction I passed was in a state of incompletion, 
raw cinder block and rebar abandoned to 
the weeds. A once stunning view of the harbor was 
obscured now by condominiums, and the streets were 
filled with tots selling Chiclets for a hundred pesos 
apiece. Dogs napped in the sunshine, sprawling on the 
sidewalks wherever it suited them, apparently trusting 
the local citizens to leave them unmolested. The storefronts 
that lined the main street were painted harsh 
blues and yellows, bright reds and parrot greens, as 
gaudy as jungle flowers. Billboards proclaimed far-flung commercial influences from Fuji color film to 
Century 21 real estate. Most cars were parked with 
two wheels on the sidewalk, and the license plates 
suggested an influx of tourists from as far away as 
Oklahoma. The merchants were polite and responded 
with patience to my halting Spanish. There was no 
evidence of crime or civil rowdiness. Everyone was too 
dependent on the visiting Americans to risk offense. 
Even so, the goods in the market stalls were shoddy 
and overpriced, and the fare in the restaurants was 
strictly second-rate. Restlessly, I wandered from one 
location to the next, scanning the crowds for Wendell 
Jaffe or his look-alike. On Wednesday afternoonday two and a half of my stayI finally gave up the search 
and retired to the pool, where I lathered myself with 
a glistening coat of sunscreen that made me smell like a 
freshly baked coconut macaroon. I had donned a faded 
black bikini, boldly exposing a body riddled with old 
bullet holes and crisscrossed with pale scars from the 
assorted injuries that had been inflicted on me over 
the years. Many people seem to worry about the state 
of my health. At the moment I was faintly orange, 
having recently applied a primer coat of Tan in a Can 
to disguise my winter pallor. Of course, Id missed in 
places, and my ankles were oddly splotched with what 
looked like tawny hepatitis. I tipped my wide-brimmed 
straw hat down across my face, trying not to think 
about the sweat collecting on the underside of my 
burnt umber knees. Sunbathing has to be the most 
boring pastime on the planet. On the plus side, I was 
disconnected from telephones and TV. I hadnt any 
notion what was happening in the world.

I must have dozed because the next thing I became 
aware of was the rattle of newspaper and a conversation 
in Spanish taking place between two people on 
the chaises to my right. Heres how a conversation in 
Spanish sounds to someone with my limited vocabulary: 
blah, blah, blah . . . but . . . blah, blah, blah, 
blah, . . . because . . . blah, blah, blah . . . here. A 
woman, whose accent was clearly American, was saying something about Perdido, California, the small town 
thirty miles south of Santa Teresa. I perked right up. 
I was in the process of lifting the brim of my hat 
so I could see who she was when her male companion 
responded in a rift of Spanish. I adjusted my hat, turning 
by degrees until he came into view. Shit, it had to 
be Jaffe. If I made allowances for aging and cosmetic 
surgery, this guy was certainly a distinct possibility. I 
cant say he was a dead ringer for the Wendell Jaffe in 
the pictures, but he was close enough: the age, the build, 
something about the mans posture and the way he held 
his head, characteristics he probably wasnt aware were 
part of the image he projected. He was scanning the 
newspaper, his eye moving restlessly from one column 
to the next. He sensed my scrutiny and flashed a cautious 
look in my direction. His gaze held mine briefly 
while the woman rattled on. Emotions shifted in his 
face, and he touched her arm with a warning look at 
me. The flow of talk was halted temporarily. I liked the 
paranoia. It spoke volumes about his mental state.

Smoothly I reached down and retrieved my straw 
tote, fussing in its depths until his attention was 
focused elsewhere. And me without my camera. I was 
kicking myself. I pulled out my paperback, which I 
opened to the middle. I flicked an imaginary bug from 
my calf and then inspected the site, conveying (I hoped) 
a complete lack of interest. They took up their conversation in lowered tones. Meanwhile I was running a 
set of mental flashcards, comparing the guys face to 
one in my folder. It was the eyes that betrayed him: 
dark and deep-set under platinum brows. I studied the 
woman with him, feeling reasonably certain Id never 
seen her before. She was in her forties, very small and 
dark, tanned to the color of polished pecanwood. She 
had breasts like paper weights in a halter made of 
hemp, and the arc of her bikini bottom indicated shed 
been waxed where it hurt.

I settled down on my chaise with my hat across my 
face, eavesdropping shamelessly on the escalating conflict. The two chattered on in Spanish, and the nature 
of the dialogue seemed to shift from simple upset to 
intense debate. She broke it off abruptly, withdrawing 
into one of those injured silences men never seem to 
know how to penetrate. They lay on adjacent chaises 
for much of the afternoon, hardly speaking, interaction 
at a minimum. I would have loved to snap some 
pictures. Twice I considered a quick run up to the 
room, but I thought it would look weird if I came back 
moments later loaded down with photographic equipment. 
It seemed better to wait and bide my time. The 
two were clearly guests of the hotel, and I couldnt 
imagine them checking out this late in the day. 
Tomorrow I could take some pictures. Today Id let 
them get used to the sight of me.

At 5:00, the wind began to rattle through the palms 
and a haze of black dust spiraled up from the beach. I 
could feel the sand blow against my skin like talcum 
powder. I tasted grit and my eyes were soon watering 
in response. The few hotel guests within range of me 
started packing up in haste. I knew from experience 
that the gusts of soot would abate automatically once 
the sun began to set. In the meantime, even the towel 
boy working the concession stand closed his booth and 
fled for cover.

The man Id been watching pulled himself to his feet 
then. His companion waved a hand in front of her 
face, as if to fan away a cloud of gnats. She gathered 
up their belongings, ducking her head to avoid getting 
dust in her eyes. She said something to him in Spanish 
and then moved off toward the hotel at a rapid pace. 
He took his sweet time, apparently undismayed by the 
sudden shift in weather. He folded the towels. He 
screwed the lid on a tube of sunscreen, tucked odds 
and ends in a beach bag, and ambled toward the hotel 
as she had only moments before. He seemed in no 
hurry to catch up with her. Maybe he was a man who 
liked to bypass confrontation. I gave him some leeway 
and then stuffed my belongings in my beach tote and 
followed.

I entered the lower lobby, which was usually left 
open to the elements. Bright canvas sofas faced a television set. Chairs were arranged in small conversational 
groupings for the smattering of guests. The 
ceiling rose two floors to a railing above that marked 
the upper lobby with its registration desk. There was 
no sign of the couple. The bartender was bolting tall 
wooden shutters into place, barricading the room 
against the hot, stinging wind. The bar was immediately 
bathed in an artificial gloom. I went up the wide, 
polished stairs to the left, checking the main lobby 
which was located on the floor above. I headed for the 
hotel entrance on the off chance that the two were 
staying somewhere else, perhaps retrieving their vehicle 
from the hotel parking lot. The grounds were deserted, 
people driven indoors by the mounting fury of the 
winds. I moved back to the elevators and went up to 
my room.

By the time I secured the sliding doors to the balcony, 
the sand was being blown against the glass 
like a sudden summer rainstorm. Outside, the day was 
shrouded in a synthetic twilight. Wendell and the 
woman were somewhere in the hotel, probably holing 
up in their room just as I was in mine. I pulled out my 
book, tucked myself under the faded cotton coverlet, 
and read until my eyes closed in sleep. At 6:00, I woke 
with a start. The wind was down and the overworked 
air-conditioning had made the room too cold for 
comfort. The sunlight was fading to the mellow gold of late day, brushing my walls with a pale wash of 
maize. Outside, I could hear the maintenance crew 
begin its daily sweeping. All the walks and patios 
would be cleared and the piles of black sand would be 
returned to the beach.

I showered and dressed. I made a beeline for the 
lobby and began my circle of the premises, hoping to 
catch sight of the couple again. I scanned the hotel 
restaurant, the two bars, the patio, the courtyard. 
Maybe they were napping or having dinner in their 
room. Maybe theyd taxied into town for a bite to 
eat. I snagged a taxi myself and headed into Viento 
Negro. The town, at that hour, was just coming to 
life. The sinking sun briefly gilded all the telephone 
wires. The air was thick with heat and laced with the 
dry scent of the chaparral. The only contribution from 
the gulf was the faint, sulfurous smell of wharf pilings 
and gutted marlin.

I found an empty table for two in an open-air cafe 
overlooking a half-completed construction site. All the 
weedy cinder block and rusted fencing didnt dull my 
appetite in the least. I sat on a rickety metal folding 
chair with a paper plate of boiled shrimp, which I 
peeled and dipped in salsa, forking the accompanying 
black beans and rice into a soft corn tortilla. Canned 
music played, jittery and tuneless, brass harmonies 
blasting out of the speakers overhead. The beer was ice cold and the food, while mediocre, was at least cheap
and filling.

I went back to the hotel at 8:35. Again, I scanned 
the lobby and then toured the hotel restaurant and 
both bars. There was no sign of Wendell or the woman 
Id seen with him. I couldnt believe hed be traveling 
under the name Jaffe, so there wasnt much point in 
asking for him at the desk. I hoped they hadnt 
decamped. I roamed the place for an hour and finally 
settled on the sofa in the lobby near the entrance. I 
rummaged in my handbag for my paperback novel and 
read inattentively until well after midnight.

Finally I gave it up and returned to my room. Surely 
the two would resurface by morning. Maybe I could 
find out the name he was currently using. I wasnt sure 
what Id do with the information, but I was certain 
Mac would take an interest.
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The next morning I got up at 6:00 for a run on the 
beach. The morning after I arrived Id timed out a mile 
and a half in each direction. Now I reduced that to 
quarter-mile loops so I could keep the hotel in view. 
I kept hoping I would spot them . . . on the terrace 
above the pool, taking an early morning walk on the 
sand. Unlikely as it seemed, I was still worried they 
might have checked out in the night.

After my run I went up to my room, took a quick 
shower, and dressed. I loaded film in my camera and 
hung it around my neck by its strap, returning to the 
sunroom off the upper lobby, where breakfast was 
being served. I chose a seat near the open door, placing 
my camera on the seat of the chair next to mine. I kept 
a restless eye on the elevator doors while I ordered 
coffee, juice, and cereal. I stretched out the meal as far 
as I could, but neither Wendell nor the woman made 
an appearance. I signed the check, grabbed my camera, and went downstairs to the pool. Other guests had 
appeared. A pride of prepubescent males pushed and 
shoved each other in the water while a pair of newlyweds 
played Ping-Pong in the courtyard. I circled the 
hotel and headed back inside passing through the bar 
in the lower lobby as I went up the stairs. My anxiety 
was rising.

Then I spotted her.

She was standing near the elevator doors, with a 
couple of different editions of the newspapers in hand. 
Apparently no one had told her how seldom the elevators 
worked. She hadnt yet applied makeup, and her 
dark hair was still tousled and asymmetrical from 
sleep. She wore rubber thongs and a terry-cloth beach 
coat loosely belted at the waist. Through her gaping 
lapels, I caught sight of a dark blue bathing suit. If the 
two were scheduled to depart that day, I didnt think 
shed be dressed for the pool. She glanced at my camera 
but avoided my eyes.

I took my place beside her, looking up with blank 
attention as the indicator light moved haltingly from 
the third floor to the lobby. The elevator doors opened 
and two people emerged. I hung back discreetly, allowing 
her to get on the elevator first. The woman pressed 
3 and then flashed an inquiring look at me.

Thats fine, I murmured.

She smiled at me vaguely, with no real intention of being friendly. Her narrow face looked pinched, and 
dark shadows under her eyes suggested she hadnt slept 
well. The musky scent of her perfume filled the air 
between us. We rode up in silence, and when the doors 
slid open I gestured politely, allowing her to get off 
first.

She turned to the right and headed for a room at the 
far end of the corridor, her flip-flops slapping against 
the tiles as she walked away. I paused, pretending to 
search my pockets for my key. My room was one floor 
down, but she didnt have to know that. I neednt 
have bothered with my wee attempt at deception. She 
unlocked the door to room 312 and went in without a 
backward glance. It was then almost ten, and the 
maids cart was parked two doors away from the room 
the woman had entered. The door to room 316 was 
standing open, the room empty, stripped of occupants.

I headed back to the elevator and went straight 
to the front desk, where I asked to have my room 
changed. The clerk was most accommodating, possibly 
because the hotel was nearly vacant. The room 
wouldnt be ready for an hour, he said, but I was 
gracious about the wait. I crossed the lobby to the gift 
shop and bought myself a copy of the San Diego paper, 
which I tucked under my arm.

I went up to my room and packed my clothes and 
my camera in the duffel bag, gathering up toilet articles, shoes, and dirty underwear. I took the duffel with 
me to the lobby while I waited for the room change, 
unwilling to give Wendell the opportunity to skip. By 
the time I went up to claim 316, it was almost eleven. 
Outside 312, someone had set a room service tray 
stacked with dirty breakfast dishes. I scanned the toast 
crusts and coffee cups. These people needed to include 
a fruit exchange in their overall meal plan.

I left my door ajar while I unpacked. I had now 
placed myself between Wendell Jaffe and the exits, as 
both the stairs and the elevators were several doors to 
my right. I didnt think he could pass without my being 
aware of it. Sure enough, at 12:35 I caught a glimpse 
of him and his lady friend as they went downstairs, 
both now dressed for a swim. I moved to the balcony 
with my camera and watched them emerge on the 
walkway three floors down.

I lifted my camera, following their progress in the 
viewfinder, hoping theyd alight within zoom range of 
me. They passed behind a splashy screen of yellow 
hibiscus. I caught a glimpse of them arranging their 
belongings on a nearby table, seating themselves with 
some attention to comfort. By the time they got settled, 
stretching out on their chaises in preparation for sunning, 
the flowering shrubs obscured all but Wendells 
feet.

After a decent interval, I followed and spent the bulk of the day within a few yards of them. Various pale 
new arrivals were establishing their minikingdoms, 
staking out their turf between the bar and the pool. 
Ive noticed that resort guests tend to be territorial, 
returning to the same recliners day after day, reclaiming 
bar stools and restaurant tables in hastily improvised 
routines that would rival all their old, boring 
habits at home. After one days observation, I could 
probably predict how most of them would structure 
their entire vacations. My guess was they went home 
feeling ever so faintly puzzled that the trip hadnt 
generated the kind of rest they were looking forward 
to.

Wendell and the woman had parked themselves two 
loungers down from the spot theyd occupied the day 
before. The presence of another couple suggested they 
hadnt been quite quick enough for the location they 
really wanted. Again, Wendell occupied himself with 
two issues of the news: one in English from San Diego 
and one in Spanish. My proximity attracted little 
notice, and I made a point of making no eye contact 
with Wendell or the woman. Casually I took pictures, 
feigning interest in architectural details, arty angles, 
ocean views. If I focused on anything in range of them, 
they seemed to sense it, retreating like exotic forms of 
sea life recoiling in self-protection.

They ordered lunch by the pool. I munched on some wholesome chips and salsa at the bar, nose buried in a 
magazine but keeping them in view. I sunbathed and 
read. Occasionally I went over to the shallow end of 
the pool and got my feet wet. Even with the oppressive 
July temperatures, the water seemed nippy, and 
if I lowered myself into the depths by as much as 
six inches, I suffered shortness of breath and a nearly 
overwhelming desire to shriek. I didnt really relax my 
vigilance until I heard Wendell make arrangements to 
do deep-sea fishing the following afternoon. Had I 
been truly paranoid, I might have pictured the outing 
as a cover for his next big getaway, but at that point 
what did he have to get away from? He didnt know 
me from Adam, and I hadnt given him any reason to 
suspect that I knew him.

To pass the time, I wrote a postcard to Henry Pitts, 
my Santa Teresa landlord. Henrys eighty-four years 
old and adorable: tall and lean, with a great set of 
legs. Hes smart and good-natured, sharper than a lot 
of guys I know who are half his age. Lately hed been 
on a tear because his older brother William, who was 
now eighty-six, was having a geriatric fling with 
Rosie, the Hungarian woman who owned the tavern 
down the street from us. William had come out from 
Michigan early the previous December, fighting off a 
bout of depression that descended on him in the wake 
of a heart attack. William was a trial under the best of circumstances, but his brush with death (as he 
referred to it) had exacerbated all his worst qualities. 
I gathered that Henrys other siblingsLewis, who 
was eighty-seven, Charlie, age ninety-one, and Nell, 
who turned ninety-four in Decemberhad taken a 
completely democratic family vote and, in Henrys 
absence, had awarded him custody.

Williams original two-week visit had now expanded 
to seven months, and the personal proximity was 
taking its toll. William, a self-absorbed hypochondriac, 
prissy, temperamental, and pious, had fallen in 
love with my friend Rosie, who was herself bossy, 
neurotic, flirtatious, opinionated, penny-pinching, and 
outspoken. It was a match made in heaven. Love had 
turned them both rather kittenish, and it was nearly 
more than Henry could bear. I thought it was cute, but 
what did I know?

I finished the card to Henry and wrote one to Vera, 
employing a few carefully chosen Spanish phrases. The 
day seemed interminable, all heat and bugs, kids 
shrieking in the pool with ear-splitting regularity. Wendell 
and the woman seemed perfectly content to lie in 
the sunshine and brown themselves. Hadnt anyone 
ever warned them about wrinkles, skin cancer, and sun 
poisoning? I retreated into the shade at intervals, too 
restless to concentrate on the book I was reading. He 
certainly didnt behave like a man on the run. He acted like a man with all the time in the world. Maybe after
five years he no longer thought of himself as a fugitive.
Little did he know that officially he was dead.

Around five, the viento negro began to blow. On a 
nearby side table, Wendells newspapers gave a rattle, 
pages riffled into snapping attention like a set of canvas 
sails. I saw the woman snatch at them with annoyance, 
gathering them together with her towel and her beach 
hat. She slid her feet into her flip-flops and waited 
impatiently for Wendell to collect himself. He took a 
final plunge in the pool, apparently washing off the 
sunscreen before he joined her. I collected my belongings 
and left in advance, conscious that the two of 
them were not far behind. As anxious as I was to 
maintain a connection, I thought it unwise to be any 
more direct than Id been. I might have introduced 
myself, striking up a conversation in which I might 
gradually bring the subject around to their current 
circumstances. Id noticed, however, their scrupulous 
avoidance of any show of friendliness, and I had 
to guess theyd have shunned any overtures. Better to 
feign a similar disinterest than excite their suspicion.

I went up to my room and shut the door behind me, 
watching through the fish-eye until I saw them pass. I 
had to assume theyd hole up the way the rest of us 
did until the winds had died. I took a shower and 
changed into a pair of dark cotton slacks and the dark cotton blouse that Id worn on the plane. I stretched 
out on the bed and pretended to read, dozing intermittently 
until the corridors were quiet and no noises at 
all filtered up from the pool. I could still hear blowing 
sand slant against my sliding glass door in gusts. 
The hotels air-conditioning, which was fitful at best, 
seemed to drone off and on in a fruitless attempt to cut 
into the heat. Sometimes the room would be refrigerator 
chilly. The rest of the time the air was merely 
tepid and stale. This was the kind of hotel that generates 
worries about exotic new strains of Legionnaires 
disease.

When I woke it was dark. I was disorientated at 
first, unsure where I was. I reached out and turned the 
light on, checking my watch: 7:12. Oh, yeah. I remembered 
Wendell and the fact that I was dogging his trail. 
Had the pair left the premises? I got up from the bed 
and padded to the door in my bare feet, peering out. 
The hall was brightly illuminated, empty in both directions. 
I slipped my key in my pocket and left the room. 
I moved down the hall, passing 312, hoping a crack of 
light beneath the door might indicate that their room 
was occupied. I couldnt tell one way or the other, and 
I didnt dare risk plastering my ear to the door.

I went back to my room and slipped my shoes on. 
Then I went into the bathroom, where I brushed my 
teeth and ran a comb through my hair. I snagged a shabby hotel towel and took it out on the balcony, 
placing it on the railing near the right-hand side. I 
left my room lights on, locked the door behind me, 
and went downstairs with my binoculars in hand. I 
checked the coffee shop, the newsstand off the lobby, 
and the bar downstairs. There was no sign of Wendell or 
the woman who accompanied him. Once outside on the 
walkway, I turned and lifted my binoculars, skimming 
my sights across the hotels facade. On the top floor, I 
spotted the towel on my balcony magnified now to the 
size of a blanket. I counted two balconies to the left. 
There was no sign of activity, but Wendells room 
lights were dimly visible and the sliding glass door 
seemed to be halfway open. Were they gone or asleep? 
I found the house phone in the lobby and dialed 312. 
No one answered my ring. I returned to my room, 
tucked my room key, pen, paper, and my soft-sided 
flashlight in my pants pocket. I doused the lights.

I went out onto my balcony and leaned my elbows 
on the railing, staring out at the night. I kept my 
expression contemplative, as though I were communing 
with nature when I was really trying to figure out how 
to break into the room two doors over. Not that 
anyone was watching. Across the face of the hotel, less 
than half the rooms were lighted, bougainvillea trailing 
like dark Spanish moss. I could see an occasional guest 
sitting out on the balcony, sometimes a cigarette ember glowing in the shadows. By now it was fully dark and 
the grounds were plunged in gloom. The exterior 
walkways were lined with little low-voltage lamps. 
The swimming pool glowed like a semiprecious stone, 
though the filtering system was probably still laboring 
to remove all the soot. On the far side of the pool, 
some sort of social event was just getting under waymusic, the buzz of conversation, the smoky scent of 
grilled meat. I didnt think anyone would notice if, 
chimplike, I swung from one balcony to the next.

I leaned forward as far as I could and peered right. 
The adjacent patio was dark. The sliding glass door 
was closed and the drapes were drawn. I had no way 
of knowing if the room was occupied, but it didnt 
seem to be. I was going to have to risk it in any event. 
I swung my left leg over the railing and tucked my foot 
between the pales, adjusting my position before I 
swung my right leg into place. The distance to the next 
balcony was a bit of a stretch. I grabbed the railing 
and gave it a preliminary yank, testing it against my 
weight. I was aware of the yawning three-story drop, 
and I could feel my basic dislike of heights kick in. If I 
slipped, the bushes wouldnt do much to cushion my 
fall. I pictured myself impaled on an ornamental shrub. 
Not a pretty sight, that onea hard-assed private eye, 
punctured by a sticker bush. I wiped my palm on my pants and reached across again. I extended my left foot 
and inserted it between the pales on the next balcony. 
Its never smart to give a lot of thought to these things.

I made my mind a blank and hauled myself clumsily 
from my balcony to the next. In silence I crossed my 
neighbors patio and went through an identical procedure 
on the other side, only this time I paused long 
enough to peer around the corner and satisfy myself 
that Wendells room was empty. The drapes were 
pulled back, and though the room itself was dark, I 
could see a rectangle of light slanting out of the bathroom. 
I reached across to his railing, again testing my 
weight before I ventured the distance.

Once on Wendells balcony, I took a little time to 
catch my breath. A breeze touched my face, the chill 
making me aware that I was sweating from tension. I 
stood near the sliding glass door and peered in. The 
bed was a king-size, the cotton spread pulled down. 
The sheets were a tangle, showing the tousled imprint 
of a little predinner sex. I could smell the lingering 
musk of the womans perfume, the damp smell of soap 
where theyd washed up afterward. I used my little 
pocket flash to amplify the light seeping in from outside. 
I crossed to the door and secured the chain, 
peering through the fish-eye at the empty corridor 
beyond. I checked the time. It was 7:45. With luck theyd taxied into town for dinner as I had the night 
before. I flipped on the overhead light, trusting 
providence.

I did a visual survey of the bathroom first, since it 
was closest to the door. She had covered the counter on 
either side of the sink with a profusion of toiletries: 
shampoo, conditioner, deodorant, cologne, cold cream, 
moisturizer, skin toner, foundation, blusher, loose powder, 
eye shadow, eyeliner, mascara, hairdryer, hairspray, 
mouthwash, toothbrush, toothpaste, floss, hairbrush, 
eyelash curler. How did the woman ever manage to 
leave the room? After doing her toilette every morning, 
itd be time for bed again. She had washed out two 
pairs of nylon underpants, which shed hung over the 
shower rod. I had pictured her in black lacy bikini 
briefs, but these were that serviceable, high-waisted style 
favored by lingerie conservatives. She probably wore 
bras that looked like corrective appliances after back 
surgery.

Wendell had been accorded the lid to the toilet tank, 
where his Dopp kit sat, black leather with a monogram 
in gold that read DDH. That was interesting. All he 
carried with him was a toothbrush, toothpaste, shaving 
gear, and contact lens case. He probably borrowed her 
shampoo and deodorant. I checked my watch again. 
The time was 7:52. I peered through the fish-eye with 
caution. So far the coast was clear. My tension had passed, and I suddenly realized I was enjoying myself. 
I suppressed a quick laugh, doing a little dance step in 
my tennis shoes. I love this stuff. I was born to snoop. 
Nothings as exhilarating as a night of breaking and 
entering. I turned back to the task, fairly humming 
with happiness. If I didnt work in behalf of law 
enforcement, Id be in jail, Im sure.
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The woman turned out to be the sort who unpacked 
all her suitcases, probably within minutes of checking 
into a room. Shed taken the right side of the double 
dresser, and shed filled the space neatly: jewelry and 
underwear in the top drawer, along with her passport. 
I scribbled down her name, which was Renata Huff, 
passport number, birth date, place of birth, the passport 
agency that had issued the document, and the date 
of expiration. Without searching further among her 
personal effects, I checked the top drawer on Wendells 
side of the dresser, hitting pay dirt again. His passport 
indicated that he was using the name Dean DeWitt 
Huff. I made a note of the data and checked the fish-eye 
again. The corridor was empty. It was now 8:02, 
probably time to scram. With every additional minute, 
there was an accelerating risk, especially since I had no 
idea what time theyd left. Still, as long as I was there, 
I thought Id see if anything else turned up.

I went back and opened the remaining drawers 
systematically, sliding my hand under and between the 
neatly stacked articles of clothing. All of Wendells 
clothes and his personal effects were still in his suitcase, 
which was propped open on a stand. I worked in haste, 
with as much care as I could muster, not wanting them 
to discern my presence after the fact. I lifted my head. 
Had I heard a noise or not? I checked the fish-eye 
again.

Wendell and the woman had just emerged from the 
elevator and were heading in my direction. She was 
visibly upset, voice shrill, her gestures theatrical. He 
was looking grim, his face stony and his mouth set, 
slapping a newspaper against his leg as he walked.

One of the things Ive learned about panic is that it 
inspires gross errors of judgment. Events take place 
in a blur in which the instinct for survivalwinged 
flight, in this caseoverrules all else. Suddenly you 
find yourself on the far side of a crisis in worse shape 
than you were to start. The instant I spotted them, 
I tucked all my personal items in my pants pocket 
and slid the security chain off the slide track. I reached 
for the bathroom light and flipped it out, flipped out 
the overhead light in the bedroom, and then moved 
speedily to the sliding glass door to the balcony. 
Once outside, I glanced back to assure myself that Id 
left the room just as Id found it. Shit! Theyd left the bathroom light on. Id flipped it out. As though with 
X-ray vision, I could picture Wendell approaching on 
the far side of the door, room key at the ready. In my 
imagination he was moving faster than I was. I calculated 
rapidly. It was too late to correct. Maybe theyd 
forget or imagine that the bulb had burned out.

I crossed to the edge of the balcony, swung my right 
leg over, secured my foot between the pales, swung 
the other leg over. I reached for the railing on the 
next balcony, crossing the distance just as the light in 
Wendells room came on. I was acutely aware of 
the adrenaline that had juiced my pulse rate up into 
training range, but at least I was safe on the adjacent 
balcony.

Except for the guy standing out there smoking a 
cigarette.

I dont know which of us was more surprised. He 
was, no doubt, because I knew what I was doing there 
and he did not. I had an additional advantage in that 
fear had accelerated all my senses, giving me an exaggerated 
awareness of his persona. The truth about 
this man began to flash through the air at me like the 
subliminal messages suddenly made visible in a sports 
training film.

The man was white.

The man was in his sixties and balding. What hair he had was silver and combed straight back from his 
face.


He wore glasses with the kind of dark frames that 
looked like theyd house hearing aids in the stems.

The man smelled of alcohol, fumes pouring from his 
body in nearly radiant waves.

He had blood pressure high enough to make his 
flushed face glow, and his pug nose had a ruby cast 
that gave him the kindly look of a K mart Santa Claus.

He was shorter than I and therefore didnt seem that 
threatening. In fact, he had a puzzled air about him 
that made me want to reach out and pat him on the 
head.

I realized Id seen the guy twice in my constant 
cruising of the hotel in search of Wendell and his lady 
friend. Both times Id spotted him in the baronce 
alone, his elbow propped up, his cigarette ember weaving 
as he orchestrated his own lengthy monologue, 
once in a party of bawdy guys his age, overweight, out 
of shape, smoking cigars, and telling the kinds of jokes 
that inspired sudden martini-generated guffaws.

I had a decision to make.

I slowed myself to a leisurely pace. I reached over 
and lifted his glasses gingerly from his face, folding the 
stems so I could tuck them into my shirt pocket. Hey, 
stud. How are you? Youre lookin good tonight.

His hands came up in a helpless gesture of protest. I 
unbuttoned my right sleeve, while I gave him a look of 
lingering assessment.

Who are you? he asked.

I smiled, blinking lazily as I unbuttoned my left 
sleeve. Surprise, surprise. Where have you been all 
this time? I been lookin for you since six oclock 
tonight.

Do I know you?

Well, Im sure you will, Jack. Were going to have 
us a good old time tonight.

He shook his head. I think youve made a mistake. 
My names not Jack.

I call everybody Jack, I said as I unbuttoned my 
blouse. I let the flaps hang open, revealing tantalizing 
glimpses of my maidenly flesh. Happily, I was wearing 
the one bra not held together with safety pins. In that 
light, how could he tell if it was faintly gray from the 
wash?

Can I have my glasses? I dont see very well 
without them.

You dont? Well, now thats too bad. Whats the 
deal here . . . you nearsighted, farsighted, astigmatism, 
what?

Stigmatism, he said apologetically. Im kind of 
nearsighted, too, and this one eye is lazy. As if to demonstrate, the gaze in his one eye drifted outward, 
following the flight path of an unseen bug.


Well, dont you worry none. Ill stay real close so 
you can see me good. You ready to party?

Party? The one eye drifted back.

The boys sent me up. Those fellows you hang out 
with. Said todays your birthday and everybody pitched 
in to buy you a present. Im it. Youre a Cancer, is that 
right?

His frown was slow and his smile flickered on and 
off. He couldnt quite comprehend what was happening, 
but he didnt want to be unkind. He also didnt 
want to make a fool of himself, just in case this was a 
joke. Its not my birthday today.

Lights were being flipped on in the room next door, 
and I could hear the womans voice rise in anger and 
distress.

Now it is, I said. I pulled out my shirttail and 
peeled my blouse off like a stripper. He hadnt taken a 
puff of his cigarette since I arrived. I took the lighted 
cigarette from his hand and tossed it over the railing, 
and then I moved closer, squeezing his mouth into a 
pout like I intended to kiss him. You got something 
better to do?

He laughed uneasily. I guess not, he said in a little 
puff of cigarette breath. Yum yum.


I kissed him right on the puss, using some slurpy lip-and-tongue stuff Id seen in the movies. It didnt seem 
any sexier when other people did it.

I took his hand and drew him into his hotel room, 
trailing my blouse along the floor like a feather boa. 
As Wendell came out onto his balcony, I was in the 
process of closing the sliding glass door behind us. 
Why dont you relax while I clean myself up. Then 
I can bring a little soap and warm water and well 
clean you up, too. Would you like that?

You mean just lie down like this?

You always make whoopee with your shoes on, 
honeybun? Why dont you take them old Bermuda 
shorts off while youre at it. I have to take care of a 
little something in the other room, and then Ill be right 
out. I want you ready now, you hear? Then Ill blow 
out that big old candle of yours.

The guy was unlacing one sturdy black business 
shoe, which he pulled off and tossed, peeling off a 
black nylon sock in haste. He looked like somebodys 
nice, short, fat granddaddy. Also like a five-year-old, 
prepared to cooperate if there was a cookie in the 
offing. I could hear Renata, in the next room, begin to 
shriek. Then Wendells voice thundered, his words 
indistinguishable.

I gave my friend a little finger wave. Be right back, 
I sang. I sashayed toward the bathroom, where I set his eyeglasses by the basin, then leaned over and turned 
on the faucet. Cold water gushed out with a vigorous 
splashing that masked all other sounds. I shrugged into 
my blouse, eased over to the door, and went out into 
the hall, closing the door behind me with care. My 
heart was thudding, and I felt the cold air in the 
corridor wash across my bare skin. I moved swiftly to 
my room, pulled my key out of my pants pocket and 
jammed it in the keyhole, turned it, opened the door, 
and shut it behind me. I slid the burglar chain into 
place and stood there for a moment, my back to the 
door, pulse racing while I rebuttoned my blouse as 
quickly as I could. I felt an involuntary shiver run 
down my frame from head to toe. I dont know how 
hookers do it. Yuck.


I crossed to the balcony and closed my sliding glass 
door, which I locked with a snap. I pulled the drapes 
and then I moved back to the door and looked out 
through the spyhole. The old drunk was now standing 
halfway out in the hallway. Mr. Magoo-like, he peered 
right, squinting without his glasses. He was still in his 
shorts, one sock off and one sock on. Hed begun to 
eye my door with interest. Suddenly I wondered if the 
man was as drunk as hed first appeared. He glanced 
around casually, making sure he couldnt be observed, 
and then he moved over to my fish-eye and tried to 
peer in. I pulled back instinctively and held my breath. I knew he couldnt see me. From his side it must have 
been like looking down the wrong end of a telescope.


He gave a shy little knock. Miss? You in there?

He placed his eye against the spyhole again, blocking 
the little circle of light from the hallway. I swear I 
could smell his breath through the wood. I saw light in 
the fish-eye again, and I approached with care, pressing 
my eye to the tiny circle so I could peer out at him. He 
had backed up and was looking down the hall again 
with uncertainty. He moved to my left, and after a 
moment I heard his door close with a thunk.

I tiptoed over to the sliding glass and took a position 
just to the left, my back against the wall as I peered 
out. Suddenly . . . slyly . . . the top portion of the old 
guys head appeared as he craned around the wall 
between his balcony and mine, trying to get a glimpse 
into my darkened room. Ooo-whooo, he whispered 
hoarsely. Its me. Is it time to party yet?

This guys blood was up. It wouldnt be long before 
hed paw the ground and snort.

I held myself motionless and waited him out. After 
a moment he withdrew. Ten seconds later my telephone 
rang, room-to-room call, if you really want my 
guess. I let it ring endlessly while I felt my way into 
the bathroom and brushed my teeth in the dark. I 
fumbled back toward the bed, peeled my clothes off, 
and laid them on the chair. I didnt dare leave my room. I couldnt read because I didnt want to risk turning 
on the light. In the meantime, I was so wired I thought 
my hair might be standing straight up on end. I finally 
tiptoed to the minibar and extracted two small bottles 
of gin and some orange juice. I sat up in bed and sipped 
screwdrivers until I felt myself getting sleepy.

When I emerged in the morning, the drunks door 
was shut with a DO NOT DISTURB tag hung over the 
knob. Wendells door was standing open and the room 
was empty. The same cart was parked in the corridor 
between rooms. I peered in and caught sight of the 
same maid patiently damp-mopping the tile floor. 
She set the mop aside, leaning it against the wall near 
the bathroom while she picked up the wastebasket and 
carried it into the hall.

Dnde estn? I said, hoping that I was saying 
Where are they?

She must have known better than to pepper her 
response with lots of past participles and pluperfects. 
I wasnt going to get it unless she kept the meaning 
down to a minimum.

What I believe she said was, Gone . . . they leave 
. . . not here.

Permanente? Completely vamos?

S, s. She nodded vigorously and repeated her 
original statement.

Mind if I take a look? I didnt really wait for her permission. I pushed my way into room 312, where 
I checked the dresser drawers, the night table, the 
desk, the minibar. Goddamn it. They hadnt left me 
anything. Meanwhile, the maid was watching me with 
interest. She shrugged to herself and moved back into 
the bathroom, where she tucked the wastebasket under 
the sink again.

Gracias, I said to her, and backed out of the 
room.

As I passed the cleaning cart, I caught sight of the 
plastic bag attached to one end, filled with newly 
accumulated trash. I snagged it off the hook and 
carried it back to my room, closing the door behind 
me. I moved over to the bed and dumped the contents 
on the spread. There was nothing of interest: yesterdays 
papers, Q-Tips, used tissues, an empty can of 
hairspray. I picked through with distaste, hoping my 
tetanus shots were up to date. As I gathered the detritus 
and stuffed it all back in the bag, I caught sight of the 
front page, which was splashed with news of a crime 
spree. I unfolded the section, flattened the newsprint, 
and studied the Spanish.

Living in Santa Teresa, Ive learned its almost impossible 
not to pick up a smattering of the language 
whether you take a Spanish class or not. Many words 
have been borrowed, and many simply mirror their 
counterparts in English. Sentence construction is fairly straightforward and pronunciation is consistent. The 
story that was spread across page one of La Gaceta had 
something to do with a homicide (homicidio) in the 
Estados Unidos. I read aloud to myself in the halting 
style of a kindergartner, which helped me decipher some 
of the meaning of the text. A woman had been murdered, 
her body found on a deserted stretch of highway 
just north of Los Angeles. Four male inmates had 
escaped from the juvenile facility in Perdido County, 
California, fleeing south along the coast. Apparently, 
theyd flagged down the victim and commandeered her 
car, shooting her in the process. By the time her body 
was discovered, the escapees had reached the Mexican 
border, crossing into Mexicali, where theyd killed again. 
The federales had caught up with them, and in a wild 
exchange of gunfire, two youths were killed and another 
was severely wounded. Even in black and white, the 
photograph of the shooting scene seemed unnecessarily 
lurid, with ominous dark splotches on the shrouded 
bodies of the deceased. The four juveniles were pictured 
in a row of sullen mug shots. Three were Hispanic. The 
fourth was identified as a kid named Brian Jaffe.

I booked the first flight back.




On the plane coming home my sinuses seized up, and 
during our descent into Los Angeles, I thought my eardrums would burst. I arrived in Santa Teresa at 
9:00, bearing with me all the symptoms of an old-fashioned 
cold. My throat was scratchy, my head 
ached, and my nasal passages stung like Id sucked a 
pint of saltwater up my nose. I couldnt help but 
rejoice, anticipating the use of NyQuil in fully authorized 
nightly doses.

Once safely home, I locked the door behind me 
and hauled a stack of newspapers up my spiral stairs. 
I emptied the duffel into the dirty clothes hamper, 
stripped off my travel clothes, and added them to the 
mix. I donned my sweat socks and flannel nightie and 
tucked myself into the hand-stitched quilt Henrys 
sister made for my birthday, settling in with the 
accounts of the jailbreak in the Santa Teresa paper. 
The story had already been moved to the second section, 
page three. I got to read it all again, only this time 
in English. Wendell Jaffes younger son, Brian, along 
with three confederates had made a daring daylight 
escape from the medium-security juvenile commitment 
facility called Connaught. The dead inmates were identified 
as Julio Rodriguez, sixteen, and Ernesto Padilla, 
whose age was fifteen. I wasnt sure what extradition 
agreements the United States had with Mexico, but it 
looked like Brian Jaffe was being sent back to the 
States as soon as sheriffs deputies could be dispatched. 
The fourth escapee, a fourteen-year-old, was still in critical condition in a hospital in Mexico. His name 
was being withheld from the local papers because of 
his age. The Spanish-language paper, as I recollected, 
had listed him as Ricardo Guevara. Both the murder 
victims had been Americans, and it was possible the 
federales were anxious to relinquish responsibility. It 
was also possible that a great whack of cash had been 
passed under the table. Whatever the circumstances, 
the escapees were lucky not to find themselves permanently 
incarcerated down there. According to the 
paper, Brian Jaffe had celebrated his eighteenth birthday 
shortly after his capture, which meant that once he 
was returned to the Perdido County Jail, hed be kept 
and charged as an adult. I found a pair of scissors and 
clipped all the articles, setting them aside to take with 
me for the office files.

I glanced at the clock on my bedside table. It was 
only 9:45. I picked up the phone and called Mac 
Voorhies at home.
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Hi, its Kinsey, I said when Mac picked up on his 
end.

You dont sound like yourself. Wherere you calling 
from?

Here in town, I said. I just came down with a 
cold and Im feeling like death.

Thats too bad. Welcome home. I wasnt sure when 
to expect you back.

I walked in the door forty-five minutes ago, I said. 
Ive been reading the papers, and I see you had some 
excitement while I was gone.

Can you believe it? I dont know what the hell is 
going on. I havent heard a word about this family 
for the last two, three years. Now all the sudden the 
names cropping up everywhere.

Yeah, well, here it comes again. We hit pay dirt on 
Wendell. I spotted him right where Dick Mills said 
hed be.

Are you sure its him?

Of course Im not sure, Mac. I never laid eyes on 
the man before, but judging from the photographs, this 
fellow comes damn close. For one thing, hes American 
and hes in the right age group. Hes not using the 
name Jaffe. Its Dean DeWitt Huff, but the heights on 
the money, and the weight seemed close enough. Hes 
somewhat heavier, but he probably would be in any 
event. Hes traveling with a woman, and the two kept 
themselves very isolated.

Sounds pretty sketchy.

Of course its sketchy. I could hardly walk up to 
him and introduce myself.

How sure are you on a scale of one to ten?

Lets put it this way: adjusting for age and some 
surgical tampering, Id say a nine. I tried to get some 
pictures, but he was very paranoid about attention. I 
had to maintain a very low profile, I said. By the way, 
what was Brian Jaffe in jail for, has anybody said?

As I understand it, some kind of burglary. Probably 
nothing sophisticated or he wouldnt have been 
caught, Mac said. What about Wendell. Where is he 
at this point?

Thats a very good question.

He got away, Mac said flatly.

More or less. He and the woman took off in the 
dead of night, but dont start screaming yet. You want to know what I found? This was in their room after 
they checked out. A Mexican newspaper featuring 
Brian Jaffes capture. Wendell must have spotted it in 
the late edition because the two of them went off to 
dinner at the regular time. Next thing I know, theyre 
hightailing it back, and theyre both upset. By this 
morning, they were gone. I found the newspaper in the 
trash. Even as I played out my recital of the facts, I 
realized something about the situation was bothering 
me. It was too coincidentalWendell Jaffe ensconced 
in that obscure Mexican resort . . . Brian breaking out 
of jail and heading straight for the border. I could feel 
a spark of insight connect the two events. Oh, wait a 
minute, Mac. I got a little flash here, catch this. You 
know what just occurred to me? From the moment I 
spotted Wendell, he was skimming through the papers, 
five or six altogether, and he was checking every page. 
What if he knew Brian would be making that escape? 
He could have been waiting for him. Its possible 
Wendell even helped set it up.

Mac cleared his throat with a skeptical hum. Thats 
pretty far-fetched. Lets dont jump to conclusions until 
we know whats what.

Yeah, I know. Youre right, but it adds up in a 
way. Ill table it for now, but I may check it out later.

Any idea where Jaffe went?

I talked to the desk clerk in my rudimentary Spanish, but it didnt produce much except a half-concealed 
smirk. If you want my opinion, I think theres a good 
chance hes heading back in this direction.

I could practically hear Mac squinting through the 
telephone lines. I dont believe it. You really think 
hed step a foot in this state? He wouldnt have the 
nerve. The man would have to be nuts.

I know it sounds risky, but his kids in trouble. Put 
yourself in his place. Wouldnt you do the same?

There was silence. Macs kids were grown, but I 
knew he was still protective. How could he have 
known what was going on?

I dont know, Mac. Its always possible he kept in 
touch. We dont have a clue where hes been all these 
years. Maybe he still has contacts in the area. Its 
probably worth pursuing if were trying to get a line 
on his current whereabouts.

Mac cut in. Whats the game plan here? You have 
a scheme in the works?

Well, I think we should find out how soon the 
kids being brought back from Mexicali. I cant believe 
much will happen over the weekend, Monday, I can 
talk with one of the deputies at the county jail. Maybe 
we can pick up Wendells trail from there.

Sounds like a long shot.

The long shot was Dick Millss spotting him in the 
first place.

True enough, he conceded, though he wasnt 
happy about it.

Ive also been thinking we should talk to the local 
cops. They have the kind of resources I cant touch.

I could hear him hesitate. Seems early to bring the 
police into it, but Ill let you use your own judgment. I 
wouldnt mind the help, but Id hate to scare him off. 
If he shows, that is.

Im going to have to get in touch with old friends 
of his. Well just have to run the risk of somebody 
warning him off.

You think his pals will cooperate?

I have no idea. I gather he ripped off a lot of folks 
back then. Surely there are some whod like to see him 
land in jail.

Youd think so, he said.

Anyway, well talk Monday morning, and in the 
meantime, dont fret.

Macs laugh was bleak. Lets hope Gordon Titus 
doesnt get wind of this.

I thought you said youd take care of him.

I was picturing an arrest. Lots of public glory for 
you.

Hold on to the thought. We may get there yet.



*



I spent the next two days in bed, my vacation extending 
into a lazy, unproductive weekend by virtue of 
my affliction. I love the solitude of illness, the luxury 
of hot tea with honey, the canned tomato soup with 
gooey grilled-cheese sandwiches. I kept a box of 
Kleenex on my nightstand, and the wastebasket by the 
bed was soon filled to the rim with a puffy souffl of 
used tissues. One of the few concrete memories I have 
of my mother was her salving my chest with Vicks 
VapoRub, then covering it with a square of pink rose-sprigged 
flannel, secured to my pajama top with safety 
pins. The heat of my body would envelop my nasal 
passages in a cloud of heady fumes while the ointment 
on my skin conveyed a mentholated contradiction of 
searing heat and biting cold.

I dozed fitfully during the day, my body aching 
with inactivity. For two hours each afternoon, I staggered 
down my spiral stairs, dragging my quilt behind 
me like a wedding train. I curled up on my sofa bed 
and flipped on the television set, watching mindless 
reruns of Dobie Gillis and I Love Lucy. At bedtime I 
stood in my bathroom at the sink and filled my little 
plastic cup with the vile, dark green syrup that would 
ensure a good nights sleep. Ive never once downed a 
hit of NyQuil without shuddering violently afterward. 
Nonetheless, Im aware that I harbor all the incipient characteristics of an over-the-counter cold medication 
addict.

Monday morning I woke at 6:00 A.M. only 
moments before the alarm was set to go off. Once I 
opened my eyes, I lay in my rumpled nest and stared 
up at the domed Plexiglas skylight above my bed, 
trying to gauge the day ahead. The morning sky was 
thickly overcast, bright, white clouds forming a dense 
ceiling probably half a mile thick. At the airport, the 
commuter flights to San Francisco, San Jose, and Los 
Angeles would be stalled out on the runways, waiting 
for the fog to lift.

July in Santa Teresa is an unsettling affair. Morning 
dawns behind a cloud bank that lingers just off the 
coast. Sometimes the marine layer clears by afternoon. 
Other times the sky remains overcast and the day 
stretches on in a nebulous gloom, creating the illusion 
of storm clouds hovering. The local citizens complain 
and the Santa Teresa Dispatch reports the temperatures 
in a chiding tone as if the summer season werent 
always this way. Tourists, who arrive in search of 
rumored California sunshine, spread their paraphernalia 
on the beachumbrellas and sunscreen, portable 
radios and swim finswaiting patiently for a break in 
the monotonous gray skies. I see their little children 
hunkered in the surf with toy buckets and shovels. 
Even from a distance I can sense their goose bumps and pale blue lips, teeth beginning to chatter as the 
icy water surges around their bare feet. This year the 
weather had been very strange, varying wildly from 
one day to the next.

I rolled out of bed, pulled on my sweats, brushed 
my teeth, and combed my hair, avoiding the sight 
of my sleep-smudged face. I was determined to run, 
but my body thought otherwise, and after half a mile 
I was beset by a coughing fit that sounded like the 
mating call of some wild beast. I abandoned the notion 
of a three-mile jog and contented myself with a brisk 
walk instead. My cold, by then, had settled in my 
chest, and my voice had dropped into that wonderful, 
husky FM disc jockey range. By the time I reached 
home, I was chilled but invigorated.

I took a steaming hot shower to loosen my bronchial 
passages and emerged from the bathroom feeling somewhat 
restored. I changed my sheets, emptied trash, ate 
a breakfast of fruit and yogurt, and went into the office 
with a file folder full of clippings. I found a parking 
space down the street, hoofed the block and a half, 
then hit the stairs. My usual pace is two stairs at a 
time, but today I had to pause at every landing on the 
way up. The downside of fitness, which takes years to 
achieve, is how quickly it vanishesalmost instantly. 
After three days of inactivity I was back to square one, 
huffing and puffing like a rank amateur. The shortness of breath inspired a renewed round of coughs. I entered 
through the side door and paused to blow my nose.

As I passed Ida Ruths desk, I stopped for a chat. 
When I first met Lonnies secretary, I found the double 
name unwieldy. I tried shortening it to Ida, but I 
found it didnt suit. The woman is in her mid-thirties, 
a robust outdoor type who looks as if a day of typing 
would drive her round the bend. Her hair is 
white blond, combed away from her face as if blown 
by a strong wind. Her complexion is sun-scrubbed, 
her lashes white, her eyes an ocean blue. Her clothing 
is conservative: straight medium-length skirts, boxy 
jackets in muted tones, her blouses a boring succession 
of the long-sleeved, button-down sort. She looks like 
shed prefer to be paddling a kayak or climbing the face 
of a rock in some national park. Ive heard that in 
her spare time she does precisely thatbackpacking 
trips to the High Sierras, fifteen-mile day hikes in the 
local mountain range. Shes undeterred by ticks, steep 
inclines, venomous snakes, poison oak, sticks, sharp 
rocks, mosquitoes, or any of the other joyous aspects 
of nature I avoid at all costs.

She flashed a smile when she saw me. Youre back. 
How was Mexico? You turned orange, I see.

I was in the process of blowing my nose, my cheeks 
suffused with pink from the climb to the third floor. 
Great. I had a ball, picked up a cold on the plane coming back. Ive been in bed for two days. Thats my 
faux tan, I said.

She opened her pencil drawer and took out a mint 
dish filled with big white pills. Vitamin C. Take a 
handful. Itll help.

Dutifully I plucked up a pill, which I held to the 
light. It was easily an inch long and looked like it 
would require surgical removal if it got lodged going 
down.

Go on. Help yourself. And try zinc if your throat 
hurts. How was Viento Negro? Did you get up to see 
the ruins?

I picked up another couple of vitamin Cs. Pretty 
good. A little windy. What ruins?

Youre kidding. The ruins are famous. There was a 
huge volcano that blew . . . oh, I dont know . . . in 
1902? It was something like that. In a matter of hours, 
the entire town was buried in a blanket of ash.

I saw the ash, I said helpfully.

Her telephone rang and she took the call while I 
continued across the hall, pausing at the water cooler 
to fill a paper cup. I tossed down the vitamin C, 
adding an antihistamine for good measure. Better living 
through chemistry. I moved on to my office, unlocked 
the door, and opened one of the windows, letting in 
some fresh air after the week away. There was a pile of 
mail on my desk: a few checks for accounts receivable and the rest of it junk. I checked my answering machine 
for messagesthere were sixand I spent the next 
thirty minutes getting life in order. I made up a file for 
Wendell Jaffe and tucked in the newspaper articles 
about his sons escape and recapture.

At 9:00 I put a call through to the Santa Teresa 
Police Department. I asked for Sergeant Robb, belatedly 
aware that my heart had begun to thump. I hadnt 
seen Jonah for a year by my calculations. Im not sure 
our relationship could ever have been classified as an 
affair. At the time I first met him, he was separated 
from his wife, Camilla. Shed walked out on the marriage, 
taking both their daughters, leaving Jonah with 
a freezer full of home-cooked meals that shed placed 
in recycled TV dinner trays. In roughly three hundred 
foil-wrapped tins, shed assembled an entre and two 
vegetables. The directions, taped to the top, always 
said the same thing: Bake in 350 oven for 30 minutes. 
Remove foil and eat. Like he was really going to try 
to eat with the foil in place. Jonah didnt seem to think 
that was weird, which should have been a clue. In 
theory, he was a free man. In truth, she kept him on a 
tight rein. Shed come back at intervals, insisting that 
the two of them see a therapist. Shed find a new 
marriage counselor for each reconciliation, thus assuring 
that no real progress was ever made. If they came anywhere close to working out a relationship, she 
would split again. I finally decided that I had troubles 
enough, so I removed myself from the situation. Not 
that either of them seemed to notice. Theyd been 
together since the seventh grade, when both were 
thirteen years old. One day I would read about them 
in the local paper, celebrating the wedding anniversary 
where etiquette suggests gifts made of recycled 
aluminum.

In the meantime, Jonah was still working the missing 
persons detail. He came on the line abruptly, using 
his businesslike policemans manner. Lieutenant Robb, 
he said.

Oh, wow, its Lieutenant Robb. Youve been promoted. 
Congratulations. This is a voice from your past. 
Its Kinsey Millhone, I said.

I enjoyed the moment of startled silence while he 
computed my identity. I pictured him suddenly sitting 
back in his chair. Well, hey there. How are you?

Im fine. How are you?

Not bad. You have a cold? I didnt recognize your 
voice. You sound all stuffed up.

We went through the formalities, exchanging basic 
information, which didnt take that long. I told him Id 
left California Fidelity. He told me Camilla had come 
back to him. I could see it wasnt any different from missing fifteen episodes of your favorite soap opera. 
Tuning in again, weeks later, you realize you really 
havent lost a beat.

Like a plot synopsis, Jonah began to fill me in. 
Yeah, she got a job last month. Working as a court 
clerk. I think shes happier. She has a little money of 
her own, and everybody seems to like her. She thinks 
its interesting, you know what I mean? Helps her 
understand my job, which is good for both of us.

Well, thats great. It sounds good, I said. He must 
have noticed I didnt press for additional details. I 
could feel the conversation stalling like a biplane about 
to crash. Its disconcerting to realize how little you 
have to say to someone who once occupied such a 
prominent place in your bed. Youre probably wondering 
why I got in touch, I said.

Jonah laughed. Yeah, I was. I mean, Im glad to 
hear from you, but I figured there was something up.

Remember Wendell Jaffe? The guy who disappeared 
off his sailboat. . . .

Oh! Yeah, yeah, yeah. Of course.

Hes been spotted in Mexico. Its possible hes on 
his way back to California.

Youre kidding.

No, Im not. I told him an abbreviated version of 
my encounter with Wendell, omitting the fact that Id 
broken into his room. In talking to cops, I dont always volunteer information. I can be a dutiful citizen when 
it suits my purposes, but this wasnt one of those 
occasions. For starters, I was secretly embarrassed 
that Id blown the contact. If Id done the job right, 
Wendell never would have known anyone was on his 
tail. I said, Who should I be talking to? I thought I 
ought to notify someone, preferably the detective in 
charge of the case back then.

Thatd be Lieutenant Brown, but hes gone now. 
He retired last year. Youll probably want to talk to 
Lieutenant Whiteside in Major Frauds. I can have you 
transferred if you like. That Jaffe was a bad-ass. Neighbor 
of mine lost ten grand because of him, and that 
was peanuts compared to most.

I gathered as much. Did they have any recourse?

They put his partner in jail. Once the scam came 
to light, all the investors brought suit. Since there 
wasnt any way to get Jaffe served, they ended up 
publishing the summons and complaint, and finally 
took his default. Of course, they got the judgment, but 
there wasnt any way to collect from him. He stripped 
all his bank accounts before he disappeared.

So I heard. What a bummer.

You got that right. Plus, he was mortgaged to the 
eyeballs, so his house wasnt worth a cent. I know 
people whod love to think hes still around someplace. 
He ever showed up, theyd enforce the judgment in ten seconds flat, whip his ass into court, and take everything 
he had. Then hed be arrested. What makes you 
think hed be dumb enough to come back?

Hes got a kid in big trouble, according to the 
papers. You know those four inmates who escaped 
from Connaught? One of them was Brian Jaffe.

Shit, thats right. I didnt make the connection. I 
knew Dana in high school.

Thats his wife? I asked.

Thats right. Her maiden name was Annenberg. 
She got married right after graduation.

Can you get me an address?

Shouldnt be too hard. Shes probably in the 
book. Last I heard she was down around P/O some 
place.

P/O was the ready reference locally to the two 
adjoining townsPerdido and Olvidadoon Highway 
101 thirty miles to the south. The towns looked just 
the same, except that one favored shrubs along the 
highway and the other did not. Usually the two were 
referred to in the same breathP/O with a hash mark 
mentally inserted between the initials. I was making 
notes like crazy on a legal pad.

Jonahs tone underwent a shift. Ive missed you.

I ignored that, conjuring up a piece of fiction to 
extricate myself before the conversation turned personal. 
Oops. I better go. I have a client due in ten minutes, and I want to talk to Lieutenant Whiteside 
first. Can you have me switched over to his extension?

Sure thing, he said. I heard him depress the 
plunger rapidly several times in succession.

When the operator picked up, he had the call transferred 
to the detective bureau. Lieutenant Whiteside 
was away from his desk but was expected back shortly. 
I left my name and number with a request to have him 
get back to me.
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At noon, feeling punk, I walked up to the corner 
minimarket, where I bought a tuna salad sandwich, a 
bag of potato chips, and a diet Pepsi. I figured this was 
no time to obsess about being nutritionally correct. I 
went back to my office and ate sitting at my desk. For 
dessert I sucked on some cherry cough drops.

Lieutenant Whiteside finally called me at 2:35 with 
apologies for the delay. Lieutenant Robb tells me you 
may have a line on our old friend Wendell Jaffe. Whats 
the story?

For the second time that day, I went through an 
abbreviated version of my encounter. From the nature 
of the silence on his end, I had to guess Lieutenant 
Whiteside was taking notes.

He said, You have any idea if hes using an alias?

If you dont press for details, Ill confess I did get a 
wee tiny glimpse at his passport, which was issued in 
the name Dean DeWitt Huff. Hes traveling in the company of a woman named Renata Huff, who must 
be his common-law wife.

Why common-law?

Hes not divorced, as far as Ive heard. His first 
wife had him declared dead a couple of months ago. 
Oh, wait a minute now, can dead men remarry? I 
hadnt thought about that. Its possible he isnt really a 
bigamist. Anyway, according to the data I saw, the 
passports came out of Los Angeles. He may well be in 
the country by now. Is there any way to track the 
names through the passport office down there?

Lieutenant Whiteside eased in. Not a bad idea. Spell 
the last name for me, if you would. Is it H-o-u-g-h?

H-u-f-f.

Im making myself a memo, he said. What Ill 
do is check with Los Angeles and see what passport 
records show. We can also notify customs officials at 
LAX and San Diego so they can keep an eye out in 
case he comes through either port of entry. I can also 
notify San Francisco just to cover that base.

You want the passport numbers?

Might as well, though my guess is the passports 
are forged or counterfeit. If he skippedwhich is what 
it looks likeJaffe may have ID in half a dozen names. 
Hes been gone a long time, and he may have set up 
more than one set of documents in the event things get 
tight. Thats what Id do if I was him.

Makes sense, I said. I keep thinking if Wendell 
contacted anyone, itd be his old partner, Carl Eckert.

Well, its possible, I guess, but Im not really sure 
what kind of reception hed get. They used to be close, 
but when Wendell pulled his little vanishing act, Eckert 
was the one left holding the bag.

I heard he went to jail.

Yes, maam, he did. Convicted on half a dozen 
counts of fraud and grand theft. Then the investors 
went after him in a class action suit, claiming fraud, 
breach of contract, and who knows what else. Not that 
it did any good. By then hed filed for bankruptcy, so 
there wasnt much to collect.

How much time did he serve?

Eighteen months, but thats not gonna stop a sleazy 
operator like him. Somebody was telling me they ran 
into him not too long ago. I forget now where it was, 
but hes still in town.

Ill have to see if I can scare him up.

Shouldnt be that hard, he said. Meanwhile, 
what are the chances of you coming by and working 
with our police artist on a composite? We just hired a 
kid named Rupert Valbusa. Hes a whiz at this stuff.

Sure. I could do that, I said. Mentally I was 
calculating the worrisome issue of Wendells likeness 
suddenly being plastered everywhere. California 
Fidelity doesnt want him scared off.

I understand, and believe me, we dont either. I 
know a lot of people with a vested interest in seeing 
this guy picked up, Whiteside said. You have any 
recent pictures of him?

Just some black-and-white photographs Mac Voorhies 
provided, but those are six and seven years old. 
What about you? Theres not a mug shot, is there?

No, but we had a photograph that went out when 
Jaffe first disappeared. We can probably adjust that 
one upward for age. What kind of cosmetic work has 
he had done, could you say?

Id guess chin implant and cheeks, and hes maybe 
had his nose refined. From the pictures I was given, it 
looks like his nose used to be broader across the bridge. 
Also, his hair is snowy white now, and hes bulked up 
to some extent. Aside from that, he looks pretty fit. 
Nobody Id want to tangle with.

Tell you what. Ill give you Ruperts number and 
you two can work out your own arrangements. He 
doesnt come in on a regular basis, just when we need 
him to work something up. Soon as hes done, we 
can issue a be on the lookout. I can contact Perdido 
County Sheriffs Department, and in the meantime Ill 
call the local FBI offices. They may want to distribute 
a bulletin of their own.

Im assuming theres still an arrest warrant outstanding.

Yes, maam. I ran a check before I picked up the 
telephone. The feds may want him, too. Well just have 
to see what kind of luck we have. He gave me Rupert 
Valbusas telephone number, then added, The sooner 
we can get this in circulation, the better.

Got it. Thanks.

I tried Ruperts number and got his machine. I 
left him my name, my home telephone number, and 
a message, encompassing the bare bones of the case. 
I suggested an early morning meeting if his schedule 
permitted and asked him to get back to me to confirm. 
I hauled out the telephone book and checked the 
white pages under Eckert. There were eleven of them 
listed, along with two variations: one Eckhardt and 
one Eckhart, which I didnt think were correct. I tried 
all thirteen numbers but couldnt stir up a Carl 
among them.

I dialed Information in Perdido/Olvidado. There was 
only one Eckert listed and that was under the name 
Frances, whose tone was one of polite caution when I 
told her I was looking for Carl.

Theres no one here by that name, she said.

I could feel myself cock an ear, like a dog picking 
up a signal pitched beyond human hearing. She hadnt 
said she didnt know him. Are you related to Carl 
Eckert, by any chance?

There was a moment of silence. Hes my ex-husband. 
May I ask what this is about?

Sure. My name is Kinsey Millhone. Im a private 
investigator up here in Santa Teresa, and Im trying to 
track down some of Wendell Jaffes old friends.

Wendell? she said. I thought he was dead.

Looks like hes not. In fact, Ive been trying to 
contact old friends and acquaintances on the off chance 
he might be getting in touch. Is Carl still in the area?

Actually, hes up in Santa Teresa, living on a 
boat.

Really, I said. And youre divorced?

You bet. I divorced Carl four years ago when he 
started doing time. I had absolutely no intention of 
being married to a jailbird.

I cant say I blame you.

Id have done it if anybody blamed me or not. 
What a smooth-talking skunk he turned out to be. You 
find him, you can tell him I said so. Theres no love 
lost between us.

Do you happen to have a work number for him?

Of course. I give his number to everyone, especially 
his creditors. It gives me great pleasure. Now, youll 
have to catch him during the day, she went on to 
caution me. Theres no telephone on the boat, but 
hes usually there by six every evening. Most nights he has supper at the yacht club and then hangs around 
until midnight.

Whats he look like?

Oh, hes very well known. Anyone could point him 
out. You just go on over there and ask for him by 
name. You cant miss him.

What about the name of the boat and the slip 
number in case hes not at the club?

She gave me both the marina and the slip numbers. 
The boats called the Captain Stanley Lord. It was 
Wendells, she said.

Really. How did Carl end up with it?

Ill let him tell you that, she said, and hung up.

I did a few odds and ends and then decided to pack 
it in for the day. Id felt crummy to begin with, and the 
antihistamine Id taken earlier was knocking me for a 
loop. Since there wasnt much else going on, I thought 
I might as well go home. I hiked the two blocks to my 
car and headed over to State Street, where I hung a 
left. My apartment is tucked away on a shady side 
street just a block off the beach. I found a parking 
place close by, locked the VW, and let myself in the 
front gate.

The space I now occupy was formerly a single-car 
garage, converted into a studio, complete with a sleeping 
loft and spiral staircase. I have a galley-style 
kitchen, a living room that serves as guest quarters on occasion, one bathroom down and another one up, all 
of this fitting together with amazing efficiency. My 
landlord redesigned the floor plan after an unfortunate 
explosion two Christmases before, and hed infused 
the day-core with a nautical motif. There was a lot 
of brass and teak, windows shaped like portholes, 
built-ins everywhere. The apartment has the feel of an 
adult-size playhouse, which is fine with me, as Im a 
kid at heart.

When I rounded the corner, moving toward the 
backyard, I saw that Henrys back door was open. I 
crossed the flagstone patio linking my studio apartment 
to the main house on the property. I tapped on the 
screen, peering into his kitchen, which looked empty.

Henry? Are you there?

He must have been in cooking mode. I could smell 
the sauteed onions and garlic that Henry seems to use 
as the basis for anything he makes. It was a good 
indication that his mood had improved. In the months 
since his brother William moved in, Henry had ceased 
cooking altogether, in part because William was so 
finicky about what he ate. In the most self-deprecating 
manner imaginable, William would declare that a dish 
had a little bit too much salt for his hypertension or 
just that wee touch of fat he wasnt permitted after his 
gallbladder removal. Between his fussy bowels and his 
temperamental stomach, he couldnt handle anything with too much acid or spice. Then there were his allergies, 
his lactose intolerance, and his heart, his hiatal 
hernia, his occasional incontinence, and his tendency 
to pass kidney stones. Henry had taken to making 
sandwiches for himself, leaving William on his own.

William began to take his meals at the neighborhood 
tavern his beloved Rosie had owned and operated for 
years. Rosie, while paying lip service to Williams 
maladies, insisted he eat according to her personal 
gastromedical dictates. She feels a glass of sherry will 
remedy any known debilitation. God only knew what 
her spicy Hungarian cooking had done to his digestive 
system.

Henry?

Henry said, Yo, his voice emanating from the 
bedroom. I heard footsteps and he came around the 
corner, his face wreathed in smiles when he caught 
sight of me. Well, Kinsey. Youre home again. Come 
on in. Ill be right there.

He disappeared. I let myself into the kitchen. Hed 
pulled his big soup kettle from the cupboard. There 
was a bunch of celery in the dish rack, two large cans 
of crushed tomatoes on the counter, a package of 
frozen corn and one of black-eyed peas. Im making 
vegetable soup, he called out. You can join me for 
supper.

I raised my voice so he could hear me room to room. Ill say yes, but I gotta warn you youre risking a 
cold. I came back with a real doozie. What are you 
doing back there?

Henry reappeared, bringing a stack of fresh hand 
towels into the kitchen with him. Folding laundry, 
he said. He tucked the towels in a drawer, keeping one 
out for current use. He stopped and squinted at me. 
Whats that on your elbow?

I checked the skin on my forearm. The self-tanning 
lotion had darkened decidedly. My elbow now looked 
as if it had been swabbed with Betadine in preparation 
for surgery. Thats my Tan in a Can. You know 
I hate to sunbathe. Itll wash off in another week. At 
least Im assuming it will. Whats been happening 
around here? You seem cheerier than Ive seen you in 
months.

Sit down, sit down. You want a cup of tea?

I took a seat on his rocker. This is fine, I said. Ill 
only stay a minute. I took some medication for my 
nose and I can barely stand up. Im thinking to crawl 
back in bed for the day.

Henry took out a can opener and began to crank 
open the two tins of crushed tomatoes, which he 
dumped into the kettle. Youll never guess what happened. 
Williams moved in with Rosie.

You mean for good?

I hope. I finally understood that what he did with his life was simply none of my business. I kept thinking 
I had to save him. It was all so inappropriate. Its a 
bad match, but so what? Let him discover that for 
himself. In the meantime, it was making me crazy to 
have him underfoot. All that talk about sickness and 
death, depression and palpitations and his diet. My 
God. Let him share that with her. Let them bore each 
other senseless.

Sounds like the perfect attitude. When did he move 
out?

Over the weekend. I helped him pack. I even 
pitched in and moved some of his boxes. Its been 
heaven ever since. He flashed me a smile as he picked 
up the celery and pulled the stalks apart. He rinsed 
three ribs, then took a knife from the rack and began 
to dice them. Go on and hit the sack. You look 
exhausted. Pop back over here at six and Ill feed you 
some soup.

I may take a rain check, I said. With luck, Ill 
sleep straight through.

I let myself into my apartment and staggered up to 
the loft, where I pulled my shoes off and buried myself 
in my quilt.

My phone rang thirty minutes later and I dragged 
myself up from the drug-induced depths of sleep. It 
was Rupert Valbusa. Hed had a brief chat with 
Lieutenant Whiteside, whod impressed upon him the importance of getting the composite done. He was 
going out of town for the next five days, but if I was 
free, hed be in his studio for another hour. Inwardly I 
groaned, but I really had no choice. I made a note of 
the address, which was not far from me in an industrial/commercial area just off the beach. A former 
Bekins warehouse on lower Anaconda Street had been 
converted to a complex of artists studios available for 
lease. I put my shoes on and did what I could to make 
myself presentable. I grabbed my car keys, a jacket, 
and the photographs of Wendell.

Outside, the air was damp with the breezes coming 
off the ocean. As I drove along Cabana Boulevard, I 
could see patches of pale blue where the cloud cover 
was breaking up. By late afternoon we might have an 
hour of sunshine. I parked on a narrow tree-lined side 
street, locked my VW, and walked around the warehouse 
to the north side, entering the building through 
a door flanked by two impressive metal sculptures. The 
interior corridors had been painted stark white, hung 
with framed works of the artists currently in residence. 
The ceiling in the hallway rose three stories to the roof, 
where a series of slanted windows admitted broad 
shafts of daylight. Valbusa was on the top floor. I 
climbed the three flights of metal stairs at the far end 
of the hallway, my footsteps ringing dully against the 
painted cinder block walls. When I reached the landing at the top, I could hear the muffled strains of country 
music. I knocked on Valbusas door and the radio was 
doused.

Rupert Valbusa was Hispanic, stocky, and muscular. 
I put him in his mid-thirties, with broad shoulders 
and a barrel chest. His eyes were dark under the unruly 
ruffle of his brows. His dark hair was thick, cut full 
around his face. We introduced ourselves, shaking 
hands at the door before I followed him in. When 
he turned to walk away I could see a narrow braid 
extending halfway down his back. He wore a white T-shirt, 
cutoffs, and a pair of tire-soled leather sandals. 
His legs were nicely shaped, the contours defined by 
dark, silky hairs.

His studio was vast and chilly, with a concrete floor 
and wide counters circling the perimeter. The air 
smelled of damp clay, and most surfaces seemed to be 
coated in the chalky residue of dried porcelain. Big 
blocks of malleable clay had been swaddled in plastic. 
He had a kick wheel and a power wheel, two kilns, 
and countless shelves lined with ceramic bowls that 
had been fired but not yet glazed. At the end of one 
counter he had a dry copier, an answering machine, 
and a light box for slides. There were also stacks of 
dog-eared sketchbooks, jars of drawing pens and pencils, 
charcoals, and watercolor brushes. Three easels had been set up, bearing abstract oil paintings in 
various stages of completion.

Is there anything you dont do?

Not all of this is mine. Ive taken on a couple of 
students, though I dont much like to teach. Some 
of this is their work. You do any art yourself?

Im afraid not, but I envy those who do.

He moved to the nearest counter, where he picked 
up a manila envelope with a photograph inside. Lieutenant 
Whiteside sent this over for you. Looks like he 
included an address for the guys wife. He handed 
me a slip of paper, which I tucked in my pocket.

Thanks. Thats great. Itll save me some time.

This the dude who interests you? Rupert passed 
me the picture. I glanced at the grainy eight-by-eleven 
black-and-white head shot. Thats him. His name is 
Wendell Jaffe. Ive got a few more here just to give you 
some other views.

I pulled out the collection of shots Id been using for 
ID purposes and watched as Rupert sorted through 
them with care, arranging them according to some 
system of his own. Good-looking fellow. Whatd he 
do?

He and his partner were into real estate development, 
some of which was legitimate until the bottom 
dropped. In the end, they ripped off their investors in whats commonly known as a Ponzi scheme, promising 
big returns when they were really just paying off the 
old investors with the new investors money. Jaffe must 
have realized the end was in sight. He disappeared off 
his boat in the course of a fishing trip and was never 
heard from again. Until now, of course. His partner 
served some jail time, but hes out again.

This is ringing a bell. I think the Dispatch ran an 
article about Jaffe a couple of years ago.

Probably. Its one of those big unsolved mysteries 
that capture the public imagination. An alleged suicide, 
but theres been a lot of speculation since.

Rupert studied the pictures. I could see his eyes trace 
the contours of Wendells face, hairline, the distance 
between his eyes. He brought the picture up close to 
his face, angling it toward the window where the light 
was streaming in. How tall?

About six four. Weight maybe two thirty. Hes in 
his late fifties, but hes in good shape. I saw him in a 
bathing suit. I wiggled my eyebrows. Not bad.

Rupert moved over to the copier and ran off two 
copies of the photograph on what looked like rough-textured 
beige watercolor paper. He dragged a stool 
over to the window. Grab a seat, he said, nodding 
toward a duster of unpainted wooden stools.

I hauled one over to the window and perched beside 
him, watching while he sorted through his drawing pens and pulled four from the jar. He leaned forward 
and opened a drawer, taking out a box of Prisma color 
pencils and a box of pastel chalks. He had an air of 
distraction, and the questions he began to ask me 
seemed almost ritualistic, his way of preparing for the 
task at hand. He secured a copy of the photograph to 
a board with a clip at the top. Lets start at the top. 
Hows his hair these days?

White. It used to be medium brown. Its thinner at 
the temples than in the photograph.

Rupert picked up the white pencil and masked out 
the dark hair. The immediate effect was to make 
Wendell seem twenty years older and very tanned.

I found myself smiling. Pretty good, I said. I 
think hes had his nose trimmed down. Here at the 
bridge and maybe some shaved along here. Where my 
finger touched the nubby paper, Rupert would shade 
and contour with fine strokes of chalk or pencil, both 
of which he wielded with an air of confidence. The 
nose on the paper became narrow and aristocratic.

Rupert began to chat idly while he worked. Its 
always amazed me how many variations can be wrung 
from the basic component of the human face. Given 
that most of us come equipped with the standard-issue 
features . . . one nose, one mouth, two eyes, two ears. 
We not only look entirely different from one another, 
but we can usually identify each other on sight. Do portraits like I do, and you really begin to appreciate 
the subtleties of the process. Ruperts unhesitating 
pencil strokes were adding years and weight, transforming 
a six-year-old image to its current-day counterpart. 
He paused, indicating the eye socket. What 
about the fold in here? Has he had his eyes done?

I dont think so.

Droopiness? Bags? Five years would etch in a few 
lines, I should think.

Maybe some, but not a lot. His cheeks seemed 
more sunken. Almost gaunt, I said.

He worked for a moment. How about this?

I studied the drawing. Thats pretty close.

By the time he was finished I was looking at a 
reasonable facsimile of the man Id seen. I think you 
got it. He looks good. I watched as he sprayed the 
paper with a fixative.

Ill run off a dozen copies and get them over to 
Lieutenant Whiteside, he said. You want some yourself? 
I can run you a dozen.

Thatd be great.
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I had a quick bowl of soup with Henry and then 
downed half a pot of coffee, managing in the process 
to offset my lethargy and kick into high gear again. It 
was time to make contact with some of the principals 
in the cast. At 7:00 I drove south along the coastline 
toward Perdido/Olvidado. It wouldnt be dark for 
another hour yet, but the light was fading, the air 
saturated with an ashen wash of twilight. Billows of 
fog blowing in from the ocean concealed all but the 
most obvious aspects of the land. Steep hills, pleated 
with erosion, rose up on my left, while to the right, the 
heaving gray Pacific was pounding against the shore. 
The quarter moon was becoming visible in the thick 
haze of the sky, a pale crescent of light barely discernible 
in the mist. Along the horizon, the offshore 
oil platforms lay at anchor like a twinkling armada. 
The island of St. Michael, and two that are known as 
the Rose and the Cross, are threaded like beads along the Cross Islands Fault, the entire eastwest structural 
zone undercut by parallel cracks. The Santa Ynez 
Fault, the North Channel Slope Fault, Pitas Point, 
Oak Ridge, the San Cayetano, and the San Jacinto 
faults branch off like tributaries from the granddaddy 
of them allthe great San Andreas Fault, which cuts 
obliquely across the Transverse Range. From the air, 
the San Andreas Fault forms an ominous ridge, running 
for miles, like the track left by a giant mole tunneling 
underground.

There was a time, long before the earths folding 
caused the mountains to buckle upward, when the 
Perdido basin was a hundred miles long and much of 
California was a lowland covered by vast Eocene seas. 
Back then this whole region was under water as far as 
the Arizona border. The petroleum deposits were actually 
derived from marine organisms, the sediment, in 
places, nearly thirteen thousand feet thick. There are 
times when I feel the hairs rising up along my arms at 
the vision of a world so wildly different from ours. I 
imagine the changes, millions of years speeded up like 
time-lapse photography, in which the land heaves and 
snaps, thrusting, plunging, and shifting in a thunderous 
convulsion.

I glanced out at the horizon. Twenty-four of the 
thirty-two platforms along the California coast are 
near Santa Teresa and Perdido counties, nine of them within three miles of shore. Id heard the dispute about 
whether those old platforms could withstand a big 
7.0-magnitude trembler. The experts were divided. On 
one side of the debate were the geologists and representatives 
of the state Seismic Safety Commission, who 
kept pointing out that the oldest off-shore oil platforms 
were built between 1958 and 1969 before the petroleum 
industry adopted uniform design codes. Reassuring 
us of our comfort and security were spokesmen for 
the oil companies who owned the rigs. Gosh, it was 
baffling. I tried to picture the effect: all those rigs 
collapsing, oil spewing into the ocean in a gathering 
storm of black. I thought about the current contamination 
of beaches, raw sewage spilling into oceans and 
streams, the hole in the ozone, forests being stripped, 
the toxic-waste dumps, the merry plunder of mankind 
added to the drought and the famine that nature dishes 
up annually as a matter of course. Its hard to know 
whats actually going to get us first. Sometimes I think 
we should just blow the whole planet and get it over 
with. Its the suspense thats killing me.

I passed a stretch of state beach and rounded the 
point, sliding into the town of Perdido from its westernmost 
edge. I took the first Perdido off ramp, cruising 
through the downtown business district while I got 
my bearings. The wide main street was edged with 
diagonal head-in parkinglots of pickup trucks and recreational vehicles in evidence. A convertible proceeded 
slowly down the street behind me with its car 
radio booming. The combination of brass instruments 
and thunderous bass reminded me of the thumping 
passage of a Fourth of July parade. The windows on 
every other business seemed to be decked with handsome 
canvas awnings, and I wondered if the mayor 
had a brother-in-law in the business.

The housing tract where Dana Jaffe now lived was 
probably developed in the seventies when Perdido 
enjoyed a brief real estate boom. The house itself was 
a story and a half, charcoal-gray stucco with white 
wood trim. Most of the homes in the neighborhood 
had three and four vehicles parked in the driveways, 
suggesting a population more dense than the single-family 
residential zoning implied. I pulled into the 
drive behind a late-model Honda.

Twilight was deepening. Zinnias and marigolds had 
been planted in clusters along the walk. In the dim 
illumination from an ornamental fixture, I could see 
that the shrubs had been neatly trimmed, the grass 
mowed, and some effort made to distinguish the house 
from its mirror-image neighbors. Trellising had been 
added along the fence line. The honeysuckle vines 
trained up the latticework lent at least the illusion of 
privacy, perfuming the air with incredible sweetness. 
As I rang the bell, I extracted a business card from the depths of my handbag. The front porch was stacked 
high with moving cartons, all packed and sealed. I 
wondered where she was headed.

After a pause, Dana Jaffe answered the door with a 
telephone receiver tucked in the crook of her neck. 
Shed toted the instrument across the room, trailing 
twenty-five feet of cord. She was the kind of woman 
Ive always found intimidating, with her honey-colored 
hair, her smoothly sculpted cheekbones, her gaze cool 
and level. She had a straight, narrow nose, a strong 
chin, and a slight overbite. A glint of very white teeth 
peeped out from full lips that, at rest, wouldnt quite 
close. She put the face of the receiver against her chest, 
muffling our conversation for the person on the other 
end. Yes?

I held out my card so she could read my name. Id 
like to talk to you.

She glanced at the card with a little frown of puzzlement 
before she handed it back. She held up an index 
finger, making an apologetic face as she gestured me 
in. I crossed the threshold and stepped into the living 
room just ahead of her, my gaze following the path of 
the telephone cord into a dining room that had been 
converted into office space. Apparently she did some 
kind of wedding consulting. I could see bridal magazines 
stacked everywhere. A bulletin board that hung 
above the desk was covered with photographs, sample invitations, illustrations of wedding bouquets, and articles 
about honeymoon cruises. A schedule with fifteen 
to twenty names and dates indicated upcoming nuptials 
that she needed to keep abreast of.

The carpeting was white shag, the couch and chairs 
upholstered in steel blue canvas, with throw pillows in 
off-white and seafoam green. Aside from a cluster of 
family photographs in antique silver frames, there were 
no knickknacks. The room was interspersed with a 
variety of glossy house plants, big healthy specimens 
that seemed to saturate the air with oxygen. This was 
fortunate given all the noxious cigarette smoke in the 
air. The furnishings were handsome, probably inexpensive 
knockoffs of designer brands.

Dana Jaffe was pencil thin, wearing tight, faded 
jeans and a plain white T-shirt, tennis shoes without 
socks. When I wear the same outfit, it looks like Im all 
set to change the oil in my car. On her, the outfit had 
a careless elegance. She had her hair pulled into a knot 
at the nape of her neck, tied with a scarf. I could see 
now that the blond was laced with silver, but the effect 
was artless, as if she were confident the aging process 
would only add interest to a face already honed and 
chiseled. The overbite made her mouth seem pouty 
and probably kept her from being labeled beautiful, 
whatever that consists of. She would be relegated to 
categories like interesting or attractive, though personally Id have killed for a face like hers, strong 
and arresting, with a flawless complexion.

She picked up the cigarette shed left in the ashtray, 
dragging on it deeply as she went on with her conversation. 
I dont think youll be happy with that, she 
was saying. Well, the styles not going to be flattering. 
You told me Coreys cousin was on the hefty side . . . 
Okay, a blimp. Thats exactly what Im talking about. 
You dont want to put a peplum on a blimp . . . A full 
skirt. . . . Uh-hun, right. Thats going to minimize 
heavy legs and hips. . . . No, no, no. Im not talking 
about bulky fullness . . . I understand. Maybe something 
with a slightly dropped waist. I think we should 
find a dress with a shaped neckline, too, because thats 
going to pull the eye upward. Do you understand what 
Im saying? . . . Uhm-hmmm . . . Well, why dont I go 
through my books here and Ill come up with some 
suggestions. You might have Corey pick up a couple 
of brides magazines from the supermarket. We can 
talk tomorrow . . . Okay . . . All right, fine. Ill call you 
back . . . Youre entirely welcome . . . You too.

She replaced the receiver and gave the telephone 
cord a little looping flap, pulling the length of it toward 
her. She extinguished the cigarette in an ashtray on 
her desk and then moved into the living room, smoke 
still trailing from her mouth. I took a quick moment 
to scan the room. In the small slice of family room that I could see, there were miscellaneous items of 
baby paraphernalia: a playpen, a high chair, a wind-up 
swing guaranteed to put an infant to sleep if it didnt 
generate a lot of puking first.

Youd never guess Im a grandma, she said with 
irony when she caught my eye.

I had placed my business card on the coffee table, 
and I saw her glance at it again with curiosity. I tucked 
in a hasty question before she had a chance to quiz me. 
Are you moving? I saw the boxes on the porch. It 
looks like youre all set.

Not me. My son and his wife. Theyve just bought 
a little house. She leaned over and picked up the card. 
Excuse me. Id like to know what this is about. If it 
has to do with Brian, youll need to talk to his attorney. 
Im not at liberty to discuss his situation.

This is not about Brian. Its about Wendell.

Her gaze became fixed. Have a seat, she said, 
indicating a nearby chair. She sat down on the edge 
of the couch, pulling an ashtray in closer to her. She 
lit another cigarette, her movements brisk, dragging 
deeply as she arranged both her lighter and the pack 
of Eve 100s on the table in front of her. Were you 
acquainted with him?

Not at all, I said. I perched on a chrome-and-gray-leather directors chair that squawked beneath my weight. Sounded like Id made a rude butt noise as a 
joke.

She blew two streams of smoke from her nose. 
Because hes dead, you know. Hes been gone for 
years. He got into trouble and he killed himself.

Thats why Im here. Last week, the California 
Fidelity agent who sold Wendell his life insurance 
policy . . .

Dick Whats-his-name . . . Mills.

Thats correct. Mr. Mills was vacationing in a little 
Mexican resort and spotted Wendell in a bar.

She burst out laughing. Oh, sure, right.

I stirred uncomfortably. Its true.

She cut the power on the smile by half. Dont be 
silly. What are we talking here, a seance or something? 
Wendells dead, my dear.

As I understand it, Dick Mills did quite a bit of 
business with him. I gather he knew Wendell well 
enough to make the initial ID. Im handling the follow-up.

She continued to smile, but it was all form and no 
content. She blinked at me with interest. He actually 
talked to him? Youll have to forgive my skepticism, 
but Im having a problem with this. The two of them 
had a conversation?

I shook my head. Dick was on his way to the airport at the time, and he didnt want Wendell to 
catch sight of him. As soon as he got home, he called 
one of the CF vice-presidents, who turned around and 
hired me to fly down there. At this point, the identification 
isnt positive, but the chances are good. It looks 
like hes not only alive, but headed back to the area.

I dont believe it. Theres been some mistake. Her 
tone was emphatic, but her expression suggested she 
was waiting for the punch line, a half smile flickering. 
I wondered how many times shed played the scene in 
her head. Some police detective or an FBI agent sitting 
in her living room, giving her the news that Wendell 
was alive and well . . . or that his body had finally been 
recovered. Shed probably lost track of what she 
wanted to hear. I could see her struggle with a number 
of conflicting attitudes, most of which were bad.

Agitated, she took a drag of her cigarette and then 
blew out a mouthful of smoke, her mouth curling up 
in a parody of mirth as she tried on a new reaction. 
Let me hazard a guess here. Ill bet theres money 
involved. A little payoff, is that it?

Why would I do that? I asked.

Whats the point, then? Why tell me about it? I 
couldnt care less.

I was hoping youd let me know if Wendell tries to 
get in touch.

You think Wendell would try to get in touch with 
me? This is dumb. Dont be ridiculous.

I dont know what to tell you, Mrs. Jaffe. I can 
understand how you feel. . . .

What are you talking about? The man is dead! 
Dont you get it? He turned out to be a con artist, a 
common crook. Ive had trouble enough dealing with 
all the people he cheated. Youre not going to turn 
around now and tell me hes still out there, she 
snapped.

We think he faked his own death, probably to 
avoid prosecution for fraud and grand theft. I reached 
for my handbag. I have a picture if you want to see 
him. This was done by a police artist. Its not exact, 
but its close. I saw him myself. I pulled out the 
photocopy of the picture, unfolded the paper, and 
passed it over to her.

She studied it with an intensity that was almost 
embarrassing. This isnt Wendell. This looks nothing 
like him. She tossed it back toward the table. The 
paper sailed off the edge like an airplane taking off. 
I thought they did these with computers. Whats the 
matter? Are the cops here too cheap? She snatched up 
my business card again and read my name. I could see 
that her hand had begun to shake. Look, Ms. Millhone. 
Maybe I should explain something. Wendell put me through hell. Whether hes dead or alive is immaterial 
from my perspective. You want to know why?

I could see she was working herself into a snit. I 
understand you had him declared dead, I ventured.

Thats right. You got it. Very good, she said. Ive 
collected his life insurance, thats how dead he is. This 
is over and done. Finito, you savvy? Im getting on 
with my life. You understand what Im saying? Im 
not interested in Wendell one way or the other. Ive got 
other problems Im coping with at the moment, and as 
far as Im concerned

The telephone began to ring and she glanced back 
with annoyance. The machine will pick up.

The machine clicked in, and Dana intoned the standard 
advice about a name, telephone number, and a 
message. Without even thinking about it, we both 
turned to listen. Please wait for the beep, Danas 
recorded voice admonished. We paused dutifully, waiting 
for the beep.

I could hear a woman using the artificial message-giving 
voice that machines inspire. Hello, Dana. This 
is Miriam Salazar. Your name was given to me by 
Judith Prancer as a bridal consultant. My daughter, 
Angela, is getting married next April, and I just thought 
we should have a preliminary conversation. Id appreciate 
a call back. Thanks. She left her telephone 
number.

Dana smoothed her hair back, checking the scarf 
at the nape of her neck. Jesus, this has been a crazy 
summer, she commented idly. Ive had two and three 
weddings every weekend, plus Im getting ready for a 
midsummer bridal fair.

I stared at her, saying nothing. Like many people, 
she was capable of delivering informational asides 
while in the midst of a highly charged emotional 
conversation. I hardly knew where to take the matter 
next. Wait until she figured out that California Fidelity 
was going to reclaim the insurance money if Wendell 
showed up in the flesh.

I shouldnt even have allowed the thought to enter 
my head, because the minute it occurred to me she 
seemed to read my mind.

Oh, wait. Dont tell me. I just collected half a 
million bucks. I hope the insurance company doesnt 
think Im going to give the money back.

Youd have to talk to them about that. Generally, 
they dont pay death benefits if a guys not really dead. 
Theyre kind of cranky that way.

Now just a goddamn minute. If hes alivewhich 
Im not buying for a minutebut if it turned out he 
was, its hardly my responsibility.

Well, it certainly isnt theirs.
 
Ive waited years for that money. Id be dead broke 
without it. You dont understand the kind of struggle Ive been through. Ive had two boys to raise with no 
help from anyone.

Youd probably be smart to talk to an attorney, I 
said.

An attorney? What for? I didnt do anything. Ive 
suffered enough because of Wendell goddamn Jaffe, 
and if you think for one minute Im giving that money 
back, youre crazy. You want to collect, youll have to 
get it from him.

Mrs. Jaffe, I dont make policy decisions for California 
Fidelity. All I do is investigate and file reports. I 
have no control over what they do

I didnt cheat, she cut in.

No ones accusing you of cheating.

She cupped a hand around her ear. Yet, she said. 
Dont I hear a big fat yet at the end of that sentence?

What you hear me saying is take it up with them. 
Im only here because I thought you should be aware 
of whats going on. If Wendell tries to get in touch . . .

Jesus! Would you stop that? What earthly reason 
would he have to get in touch with me?

Because he probably read about Brians escapades 
in all the Mexican papers.

That shut her up momentarily. She stared at me 
with the panicky blank look of a woman with a train 
bearing down the track at her and a car that wont start. Her voice dropped. I cant deal with this. Im 
sorry, but this is all nonsense as far as Im concerned. 
Ill have to ask you to leave. She rose to her feet, 
and I rose at the same time.

Hey, Mom?

Dana jumped.

Her oldest son, Michael, was coming down the 
stairs. He caught sight of us and paused. Oh, sorry. I 
didnt know you were busy down here. He was lanky 
and slim, with a dark mop of silky hair much in need 
of a cut. His face was narrow, nearly pretty, with large 
dark eyes and long lashes. He wore jeans, a sweatshirt 
emblazoned with a fake college decal, and high-top 
tennis shoes.

Dana flashed a bright smile at him to disguise her 
distress. Were just finishing. What is it, baby? Did 
you guys want something to eat?

I thought Id make a run. Juliets out of cigarettes 
and the baby needs Pampers. I just wondered if you 
needed anything.

Actually, you might pick up some milk for breakfast. 
Were almost out, she replied. Get a half gallon 
of low-fat and a quart of orange juice, if you would. 
Theres some money on the kitchen table.

I got some, he said.

You keep that, honey. Ill get it. She moved off 
toward the kitchen.

Michael continued to the bottom of the steps and 
snagged his jacket from the newel post where it was 
draped. He nodded at me shyly, perhaps mistaking 
me for one of his mothers bridal clients. Despite the 
fact that Id been married twice, Ive never had a formal 
wedding. The closest Id ever come was a bride 
of Frankenstein outfit one Halloween when I was in 
the second grade. I had fangs and fake blood, and 
my aunt drew clumsy black stitches up and down my 
face. My bridal veil was affixed to my head with 
numerous bobby pins, most of which Id lost by the 
time the evening came to an end. The dress itself was 
a cut-down version of a ballerina costume . . . some 
kind of Swan Lake number with an ankle-length 
skirt. My aunt had added sparkles, making squiggles 
with a tube of Elmers glue that she sprinkled with 
dime-store glitter. Id never felt so glamorous. I 
remember looking at myself solemnly in the mirror 
that night in a halo of netting, thinking it was probably 
the most beautiful dress I would ever own. Sure 
enough, Ive never had anything quite like it since, 
though, in truth, its not the dress so much as the 
feeling I miss.

Dana came back into the living room and pressed 
a twenty into Michaels hand. They had a brief chat 
about the errand. While I waited for them to finish 
their business, I picked up one of the silver-framed photos. It looked like Wendell in high school, which is 
to say dorky-looking with a bad haircut.

Michael left for the store, and Dana moved over to 
the table where I was standing. She took the picture 
from my hand and set it back on the tabletop. I said, 
Is that Wendell in high school?

She nodded, distracted. Cottonwood Academy, 
which has gone out of business since. His was the last 
class to graduate. I gave his class ring to Michael. Ill 
give Brian his college ring when the time comes.

When what time comes?

Oh, some special occasion. I tell them its something 
their father and I always talked about.

Thats laying it on a bit thick, isnt it?

Dana shrugged. Just because I think Wendells a 
schmuck doesnt mean they have to. I want them to 
have a man to look up to, even if he isnt real. They 
need a role model.

So you give them an idealized version?

It might be a mistake, but what else can I do? she 
said, coloring.

Yeah, really. Especially when he pulls a deal like 
this.

I know Ive given him more credit than he deserves, 
but I dont want to bad-mouth the man to his sons.

I understand the impulse. Id probably do the same 
in your place, I said.

She reached out impulsively and touched my arm. 
Please leave us alone. I dont know whats going on, 
but I dont want them brought into it.

I wont bother you if I can help it, but youre still 
going to have to tell them.

Because Wendell could beat you to it, and you 
might not like the effect.
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It was nearly 10:00 P.M. by the time I hoofed it 
through the strip lot behind the Santa Teresa Yacht 
club. After I left Dana Jaffe, I hit the 101 north, tearing 
back up the coast to my apartment, where I hastily 
tried on several hangers worth of hand-me-downs 
Verad passed along to me. In her unbiased opinion 
Im a complete fashion nerd, and shes trying to teach 
me the rudiments of shiek. Veras into these Annie 
Hall ensembles that look like youre preparing for a 
life sleeping on sewer grates. Jackets over vests over 
tunics over pants. The only thing I lack is a grocery 
cart for the rest of my possessions.

I sorted through the garments, wondering which 
items were supposed to go with which. I need a personal 
trainer when it comes to this shit, someone to 
explain the underlying strategy. Since Vera is twenty 
pounds heavier and a good five inches taller, I bypassed 
the slacks, imagining Id look like Droopy of the Seven
Dwarfs. Shed given me two long skirts with elasticized 
waists, swearing either would look great with my black 
leather boots. There was also a forties-looking rayon 
drop-waist print dress with an ankle-length skirt. I 
pulled the garment over my head and regarded myself 
in the mirror. Id seen Vera wear this, and shed looked 
like a vamp. I looked like I was six, playing dress-up in 
the discards from my aunts rag bag.

I went back to one of the long skirts, a black 
washable silk. I think she intended for me to hem the 
length, but I simply rolled it up at the waist, a little 
doughnut effect. Shed also given me a tunic top in a 
color she called taupe (a blend of gray and old cigar 
butts), with a long white vest that went over both. 
Shed told me I could dress up the outfit with accessories. 
Big duh. Like I really had some kind of clue 
how to make that work. I searched my drawers for 
jewelry to no avail and finally decided to wear the 
long crocheted runner my aunt had made for the 
dresser top. I gave it a little flap to get all the woofies 
out and then looped it around my neck with the ends 
hanging down the front. Looked good to me, kind of 
devil-may-care, like Isadora Duncan or Amelia Earhart.

The yacht club sits on stilts overlooking the beach 
with the harbormasters office nearby and the long 
concrete arm of the breakwater curving out to the 
left. The sound of the surf was thunderous that night,
like the rumble of cars moving over wooden trestles. 
The ocean was oddly agitated, the far-flung effects from 
some violent weather pattern that would probably 
never reach us. A dense haze hung in the air like a 
scrim through which I caught shadowy glimpses of 
the moon-tinted horizon. The sand glowed white, 
and the boulders piled up around the foundations of 
the building were draped with strands of kelp.

Even from the sidewalk down below, I could hear 
the trumpeting laughter of the heavy drinkers. I 
climbed the wide wooden steps to the entrance and in 
through the glass doors. A second set of stairs ascended 
to the right, and I made my way up toward the smoke 
and recorded music in the bar above. The room was 
reshaped, diners occupying the long arm, drinkers confined to the short, which was just as well. The noise 
level was oppressive given the fact that most of the 
dinner crowd had departed and the bar was only half-filled. The floor was carpeted, the entire upper story 
wrapped in windows that overlooked the Pacific. By 
day, club members were treated to panoramic ocean 
views. At night, the black glass threw back smudged 
reflections, pointing up the need for the rigorous application 
of Windex. When I reached the maitre ds 
pulpit, I paused, watching him approach me from 
across the room.

Yes, maam, he said. I guessed hed been recently
promoted from his job as headwaiter because he held 
his left arm at an angle, a ready rack for some wine 
towel he no longer had to tote.

Im looking for Carl Eckert. Is he here tonight?

I saw his gaze flick downward, taking in my scruffy 
boots, the long skirt, the vest, shoulder bag, and my ill-cut 
hair, which the sea wind had tossed into moplike 
perfection. Is he expecting you? His tone suggested 
hed expect invading Martians first.

I held out a discreetly folded five-dollar bill. Now 
he is, I said.

The fellow slipped the bill in his pocket without 
checking the denomination, which made me wish I had 
given him a single. He indicated a gentleman sitting at 
a window table by himself. I had plenty of time to study 
him as I crossed the room. I put him in his early fifties, 
still of an age where hed be referred to as youthful. 
He was silver-haired and stocky. His once handsome 
face had gone soft now along the jawline, though the 
effect was still nice. While most of the men in the bar 
were dressed casually, Carl Eckert wore a conservative 
dark gray herringbone suit, with a light gray shirt and 
navy wool tie with a grid of light gray. I wound my way 
among the tables, wondering what the hell I was going 
to say to him. He saw me headed in his direction and 
focused on me as I drew within range. Carl?

He smiled at me politely. Thats right.

Kinsey Millhone. May I join you?

I held out my hand. He half rose from his chair and 
leaned forward courteously, shaking hands with me. 
His grip was aggressive, the skin on his palm icy cold 
from his drink. If you like, he said. His eyes were 
blue, and his gaze was unyielding. He gestured toward 
a chair.

I placed my handbag on the floor and eased onto 
the seat adjacent to his. I hope Im not intruding.

That depends on what you want. His smile was 
pleasant but fleeting and never really reached as far as 
his eyes.

It looks like Wendell Jaffe is alive.

His expression shifted into neutral and his body went 
still, animation suspended as if from a momentary power 
loss. For a split second it flashed on me that he might 
have been in touch with Wendell since his disappearance. 
He was apparently willing to take my word for it, 
which saved all the bullshit Danad put me through. 
He assimilated the information, sparing me additional 
expressions of shock or surprise. There was no hint of 
denial or disbelief. He seemed to shift into gear again. 
He reached in his jacket pocket smoothly and took out 
a pack of cigarettes, his way of stalling until he could 
figure out what I was up to. He shook several cigarettes 
into view and held the pack out for my selection.

I shook my head, refusing.

He put a cigarette between his lips. Will it bother 
you if I smoke?

Not a bit. Go ahead. Actually I abhor smoking, 
but I wanted some information and I didnt think it 
was the time to voice my prejudice.

He struck a paper match and cupped his hands around 
the flame. He gave the match a shake and dropped it 
in the ashtray, easing the pack of matches back into his 
pocket again. I smelled sulfur and that first whiff of 
smoldering tobacco that to me smells like no other. 
Early mornings on the road, I catch the same scent drifting 
through the room vents in those hotels where the 
smokers arent properly segregated from the rest of us.

Would you like a drink? he asked. Im about to 
order another round myself.

Id like that. Thanks.

Whatll it be?

Chardonnay would be fine.

He held his hand up for the waiter, who moved over 
to the table and took the order. Eckert was having 
Scotch.

Once the waiter disappeared, his attention came 
back to me and he focused his gaze. Who are you? A 
cop? Narc? IRS, what?

Im a private detective, working for California 
Fidelity on the life insurance claim.

Dana just collected on it, didnt she?

Two months ago.

A group of guys in the bar burst into sudden harsh 
laughter, and it forced Eckert to lean forward to make 
himself heard. How did all this business come to 
light?

A retired CF insurance agent spotted him in 
Mexico last week. I was hired to fly down the next day 
to verify the report.

And you actually verified that it was Wendell?

More or less, I said, I never met Mr. Jaffe, so 
itd be hard for me to swear it was him.

But you did see him, he said.

Or someone damn close. Hes had surgery, of 
course. Its probably the first thing he did.

Carl stared at me blankly and then shook his head. 
A brief smile appeared. I assume youve told Dana?

I just talked to her. She wasnt thrilled.

I should think not. He seemed to search my face. 
Whats your name again?

I took out a business card and passed it across the 
table. You knew his kid was in trouble? I asked.

Behind us, there was another burst of laughter, this 
one louder than the last. The guys were apparently 
having another tedious bawdy joke fest.

He glanced at my name on the card and tucked it in 
his shirt pocket. I read about Brian in the paper, he 
said. This is curious.

What is?

The notion of Wendell. I was just thinking about 
him. Since his body never surfaced, I guess I always 
had my doubts about his death. I never said much. I 
figured people would think I was unwilling to face the 
facts. In denial, they call it. Wheres he been all this 
time?

I didnt have a chance to ask.

Is he still down there?

He checked out of the hotel in the dead of night 
and thats the last Ive seen of him. He may be on his 
way back.

Because of Brian, he said, instantly making the 
connection.

Thats my guess. At any rate, its the only lead 
we have. Not really a lead, but at least a place to 
start.

Why tell me?

In case he tries to make contact.

The waiter returned with our drinks and Carl looked 
up. Thanks, Jimmy. Put this on my tab, if you 
would. He took the bill, tacked on a tip, and scrawled 
his name across the bottom before he handed it back.

The waiter murmured, Thank you, Mr. Eckert. 
Will there be anything else?

Were fine.

You have a good night.

Carl nodded absentmindedly, regarding me with 
speculation.

I reached in my handbag and pulled a copy from the 
sheaf of composites Valbusa had done. I have a 
picture if you want to see it. I laid it on the table in 
front of him.

Carl stuck his cigarette in the corner of his mouth, 
squinting slightly from the smoke as he studied Wendells 
face. He shook his head, his smile bitter. What 
a fuck.

I thought you might be glad to hear he was alive, 
I said.

Hey, I went to jail because of him. Lot of people 
wanted a piece of my hide. When money goes down 
the toilet, someone has to take the blame. I didnt mind 
paying my debt, but I sure as hell hated paying his.

Must have been hard.

You have no idea. Once I filed bankruptcy, all the 
loans went into default. It was a mess. I dont want to 
get into that.

If Wendell gets in touch, will you let me know?

Probably, he said. I dont want to talk to him, 
thats for sure. He was a good friend. At least I thought 
he was.

There was another burst of laughter. He shifted 
restlessly and pushed his drink aside. Lets go down 
to the boat. Its too fuckin loud in here.

Without waiting for an answer, he got up and left 
the table. Startled, I grabbed my handbag and scurried 
after him.

The noise level dropped dramatically the minute we 
stepped outside. The air was cold and fresh. The wind 
had picked up, and the waves crashed against the 
seawall in a series of blasting sprays. Boom! A feathery 
plume, like a stalk of pampas grass, would dance along 
the breakwater and go down again, throwing off a 
splat of water that landed on the walk as if it were 
being thrown by the bucket.

When we reached the locked gate leading into 
Marina 1, he took out his card key and let us through. 
In a curiously gallant gesture, Carl put his hand on my 
elbow and guided me down the slippery wooden ramp. 
I could hear creaking sounds as the boats shifted in the 
harbor waters, bobbing and swaying with an occasional 
tinkling of metal on metal. Our footsteps formed 
an irregular rhythm as we clunked along the walkway.

The four marinas provide slips for about eleven 
hundred boats, protected from the open waters in an 
eighty-four-acre area. The wharf on one side is like the 
crook of a thumb with the breakwater curling toward 
it in a nearly completed circle in which the boats are 
nestled. In addition to visitors occupying temporary 
slips, there are usually a small number of permanent 
live-aboards, using their boats as their primary residence.
Key-secured restrooms provide toilets and 
showers, with a holding tank pump-out station located 
on the south side of the fuel dock. At the J dock we 
took a left, proceeding another thirty yards to the boat.

The Captain Stanley Lord was a thirty-five-foot Fuji 
ketch, derived from a John Alden-designed sailing 
vessel with the mainmast toward the bow. The exterior 
was painted an intense dark green with the trim in 
navy blue. Carl pulled himself up on the narrow deck 
and then extended a hand, pulling me up after him. 
In the dark I could make out the mainsheet and the 
mizzen-mast, but not much else. He unlocked the door 
and slid the hatch forward. Watch your head, he 
said as he moved down into the galley. You know 
anything about boats?

Not much, I said. I eased carefully down four 
steep carpeted stairs into the galley behind him.

This one has three headsails; a one fifty Genoa, a 
one ten working jib, and a storm jib, then the mainsail, 
of course, and the mizzen.

Why is it called the Captain Stanley Lord? Whos 
he?

Its nautical lore. Wendells sense of humor, such 
as it was. Stanley Lord was captain of the Californian, 
allegedly the only boat close enough to the Titanic to 
have helped with the rescue. Lord claimed he never 
picked up the distress signal, but a later investigation
suggested he ignored the SOS. He was blamed for the 
extent of the disaster, and the scandal ruined his career. 
Wendell used the same name for the company: CSL 
Investments. I never did get it, but he thought it was 
amusing.

The interior had the cozy, unreal feeling of a dolls 
house, the kind of space I love best, compact and 
efficient, every square inch put to use. There was a 
diesel stove on my left, and on my right an assortment 
of seagoing equipment: radio, compass, a fire extinguisher, 
monitors for wind velocity and the electrical 
systems, the heater, main switch, and the engine start 
battery. I was picking up the faint smell of varnish, and 
I could see that one of the berth cushions still had a 
sales tag attached. All the upholstery was done in dark 
green canvas with the seams piped in white.

Nice, I said.

He flushed with pleasure. You like it?

It looks great, I said. I moved over to one of the 
berths and dropped my handbag, sitting down. I 
stretched my arm out along the cushion. Comfortable, 
I remarked. How long have you had it?

About a year, he said. The IRS seized it shortly 
after Wendell disappeared. I was a guest of the feds for 
about eighteen months. After that, I was broke. Once I 
got a little money ahead, I had to track down the guy
whod bought it from the government. I went through 
an incredible rigmarole before hed agree to sell. Not 
that he had much use for it. It was a mess when he 
finally turned it over to me. I dont know why people 
have to be such butts. He peeled off his suit coat and 
loosened his tie so he could ease the button on his shirt 
collar. You want another white wine? I have some 
chilled.

Half a glass, I said. He chatted about sailing for a 
while and then I brought the subject back to Wendell. 
Whered they find the boat?

He opened a miniature refrigerator and took out a 
bottle of Chardonnay. Off the Baja coast. There are 
huge shifting sand bars about six miles out. It looked 
like the boat had run aground and drifted loose again 
with the tide. He stripped the foil off the neck of the 
wine bottle, took an opener, and augered out the cork.

He didnt have a crew?

He preferred to single-hand. I watched him sail 
that day. Orange sky, orange water with a slow, heaving 
swell. Had this weird feeling to it. Like The Rime 
of the Ancient Mariner. You study that in high school?

I shook my head. In high school, most of what I 
studied was cussin and smokin dope.

He smiled. When you leave the Channel Islands, 
you sail out through a gap in the oil rigs. He turned
and waved as he cast off. I watched until he left the 
harbor, and thats the last I ever saw of him. His tone 
was hypnotic, mild envy mixed with mild regret. He 
poured the wine in a stemmed glass and passed it over 
to me.

Did you know what he was doing?

What was he doing? I guess Im still not sure.

I said, Apparently, he was skipping.

Eckert shrugged. I knew he was feeling desperate. 
I didnt think he meant to pull a fast one. At the timeespecially
when his last note to Dana came to 
lightI tried to accept the idea of his suicide. It didnt 
seem in character, but everybody else was convinced, 
so who was I to argue? He poured half a glass of 
wine for himself, set the bottle aside, and sat down on 
the banquette across from mine.

Not everybody, I corrected. The police didnt 
like it much, and neither did CF.

Will this make you a hero?

Only if we get the money back.

Doesnt seem very likely. Danas probably got it all 
spent.

I didnt want to think about that. Howd you feel 
about Wendells death at the time?

Terrible, of course. Actually, I missed him, even 
with the flak I took. Strange thing is, he told me some 
of it. I didnt believe him, but he tried to let me know.

He told you he was leaving?

Well, he hinted as much. I mean, he never spelled 
it out. It was one of those statements you can interpret 
any way you want. He came to me, I think in March, 
maybe six or seven weeks before he sailed. Said, Carl, 
buddy, Im bailing. This whole fuckin gig is comin 
down around our heads. I cant take it anymore. Its 
too much. Or words to that effect. I thought the guy 
was just blowing smoke. I knew we had big problems, 
but wed been up against it before and wed always 
come out okay. I figured this was just one more hairy 
episode in the Carl and Wendell Show. Next thing I 
know they find his boat drifting in the ocean. Looking 
back, you think, well . . . when he said bailing did he 
mean hed kill himself or cut out?

But you were stuck either way, yes?

Yes indeed. First thing they did was start checking 
back through the books. I guess I could have walked 
out the door then, with just the clothes on my back, but 
I couldnt see the point. I had nowhere to go. I didnt 
have a cent, so I was forced to ride it out. Unfortunately, 
I had no idea the extent of what hed done.

Was it actually fraud?

Oh, big time. It was major. The days went by and 
all this shit came to light. Hed been stripping the 
company till there was nothing left. In the letter he left, 
he claimed hed been pouring every dime back in, but
I didnt see any evidence to support the claim. What 
did I know? By the time I understood just how bad it 
was, there was no escape. I didnt even have a way to 
recoup my personal losses. He paused and shrugged. 
What can I say? With Wendell gone, there was just us 
chickens left. I gave em everything. I copped a plea 
and took the jail time just to get it over with. Now you 
tell me hes alive. What a joke.

Are you bitter?

Of course. He leaned his arm against the back of 
the banquette and rubbed his forehead idly. I can 
understand his wanting out. At first I didnt realize 
the extent of his betrayal. I felt sorry for Dana and the 
kids, but I couldnt do anything about it if the guy was 
dead. He shrugged and sent me a rueful smile, moving 
with sudden energy. What the hell. Its over with and 
you have to move on.

That seems generous.

He gestured carelessly. He glanced at his watch. 
Im going to have to call this a day. I have a breakfast 
meeting in the morning at seven oclock sharp. I need 
to get some sleep. Shall I walk you out?

I got up and set my empty wineglass aside. I can 
do it, I said. Its just a straight shot to the gate. 
I reached out and shook his hand. I appreciate your 
time. Youll probably hear from me again. Do you still 
have my card?

He pulled a corner of it from his shirt pocket to 
assure me it was there.

If Wendell gets in touch, could you let me know?

Absolutely, he said.

I eased my way up the galley stairs, ducking my 
head as I emerged on deck. Behind me, I was conscious 
of Eckerts continuing gaze, his smile bemused as he 
watched me depart. Weird, but in retrospect Dana 
Jaffes response had seemed the truer.
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The walk back to my place took less than ten minutes. 
I was still wide awake, braced by the sea air. Instead of 
opening the gate and going into the backyard, I turned 
and headed down the street to Rosies Tavern, which 
was located half a block away.

In the old days, Rosies was perpetually deserted, 
cavernous and dimly lighted, no doubt under constant 
surveillance by the health police. I used to meet clients 
there because nobody ever bothered us. As a single 
woman, I could drop in anytime it suited me without 
attracting the unwanted attentions of bounders and 
cads. Rosie might harass me, but nobody else would. 
Recently, the place has been discovered by sports nuts, 
and a variety of teams seem to use it as a hangout, 
especially on occasions when theyve just won a trophy 
and feel the need for a parade. Rosie, who can otherwise 
be unbearably disagreeable, actually seems to 
enjoy all the testosterone and hysteria. In an unprecedented
move, shes even taken to displaying their 
hardware on the shelf behind the bar, which now 
boasts a permanent exhibit of winged silver angels 
holding globes above their heads. Tonight, the bowling 
championship. Tomorrow, the free world.

As usual, the place was jumping and my favorite 
table in the rear was occupied by a gang of rowdies. 
There was no sign of Rosie, but William was perched 
on a stool at the bar, surveying the premises with a 
look of sublime satisfaction. All the patrons seemed to 
know him, and there was much good-natured bantering 
going back and forth.

Henry was seated at a table by himself, his head 
bent above a pad of paper, where he was mapping out 
a crossword puzzle entitled I Spy with My Little Eye. 
Hed been working on this one for the better part of a 
week, using espionage novels and old television shows 
as the underlying theme. He publishes regularly in the 
little crossword puzzle books you see in grocery store 
lines. Aside from the fact that he picks up some extra 
money, hes actually known by name among crossword 
puzzle buffs. He was wearing chinos and a white T-shirt, 
his face creased with concentration. I took the 
liberty of pulling out an extra chair at his table, turning 
it around so that the back rested against the table. I 
straddled the chair and rested my arms along the top 
rail.

Henry sent an irritated look in my direction and 
then relaxed when he saw it was me. I thought you 
were one of them.

I looked around at the crowd. Whered we go 
wrong? A year ago there was never anybody in the 
place. Now its a zoo. Hows it going?

I need an eight-letter word that starts with I. It 
can end in anything . . . more or less.

A word flashed through my head, and I counted on 
my fingers. Impostor, I said.

He stared at me blankly, doing the mental arithmetic. 
Not bad, Ill take it. How about five letters 
down

Stop right there, I said, cutting in. You know 
Im terrible at this stuff, and it just makes me tense. I 
scored once by a fluke. I think Ill retire while Im 
ahead.

He tossed his notepad on the table and placed his 
pencil behind his left ear. Youre right. Its time to 
pack it in for the day. What are you having? Ill buy 
you a drink.

Nothing for me. Im about partied out, but Ill 
keep you company if youre having one.

Im fine for now. Howd you do with Dana Jaffe? 
Did you get anyplace?

I didnt expect to. I was just making her acquaintance. 
I also had a chat with Wendells ex-partner.

And what did he have to say?

As I filled him in on my conversations with Dana 
Jaffe and Carl Eckert, I saw Henrys gaze stray toward 
the kitchen and I found myself turning automatically. 
Well, would you look at that, I said.

William was emerging with a tray full of food, a 
not inconsiderable burden for a man of eighty-six. As 
usual, he was decked out in a three-piece suit with a 
properly starched white shirt and a crisply knotted tie. 
He looked enough like Henry to be his twin, though 
in reality the two men were two years apart. At the 
moment, William was looking very pleased with himself, 
high-spirited and energetic. It was the first time 
Id registered the changes in him. Seven months before, 
when hed moved in with Henry, hed been morbidly 
self-obsessed, continually cross-referencing his various 
illnesses and infirmities. Hed brought his medical records 
with him when he arrived from the Midwest, and 
he was constantly assessing the state of his health: his 
heart palpitations, his digestive tract, his allergies, 
his suspicions about diseases undiscovered yet. A favorite 
pastime of his was cruising local funerals, where 
he commiserated with the other mourners to assure 
himself he wasnt dead yet. After he and Rosie fell in 
love, hed begun to lighten up, until now he worked a 
full day, side by side with her. Sensing that we were 
watching, he grinned happily. He set down the tray of
food and began to unload plates. One of the patrons at 
the table made some remark to him. William crowed 
with delight and high-fived the guy on the spot.

Whats he so happy about?

He asked Rosie to marry him.

I stared at Henry, startled. Youre kidding. He did? 
God, thats great. What a hoot! I cant believe it!

A hoot is not exactly how Id refer to it. This just 
goes to show what happens when you live in sin.

Theyve lived in sin for a week. Now hes making 
her an honest woman, whatever that means. I think 
its sweet. I put a hand on Henrys arm, giving it a 
shake. You dont really mind, do you? I mean, way 
down deep.

Lets put it this way. Im not as appalled as I 
thought Id be. I resigned myself to the possibility the 
day he moved in. Hes too conventional a fellow to 
flaunt proprieties.

So whens all this happening?

I have no idea. They havent set the date. He just 
asked her tonight. She hasnt agreed to it yet.

The way you were talking, I assumed she had.

Well, no, but shes hardly going to turn down a 
gentleman of his caliber.

I gave his hand a smack. Honestly, Henry. Youre 
a bit of a snob.

He smiled at me, blue-eyed, his brows lifting quizzically.
Im a complete snob, not a bit of one. Come 
on. Ill walk you back.

Once home, I took a handful of medication for my 
assorted cold symptoms, including a hit of NyQuil that 
guaranteed a good nights sleep. At 6:00 I rolled out of 
bed groggily and pulled on my jogging clothes, filling 
out a mental checklist while I brushed my teeth. My 
chest was still congested, but my nose wasnt running 
and my cough no longer sounded like my lungs were 
on the verge of flopping out. My skin color had 
lightened to the mild gold of apricots and I thought, 
in another day or so, might revert to my natural skin 
tone. Never have I so yearned for my former pale complexion.

I bundled up against the early morning chill, my 
gray sweats nearly the same color as the ocean. The 
beach sand was a chalky white, speckled with foam 
from the outgoing tide. Seagulls, gray and white, stood 
and stared at the water like a flock of yard ornaments. 
The sky at the horizon was a perfect blend of cream 
and silver, the mist blocking out all but the darkened 
outlines of the islands in the channel. This was hurricane 
season in the far reaches of the Pacific, but so far 
we hadnt had a hint of tropical surf. The hush was 
profound, undercut only by the soft rustle of the waves. 
There was not another soul as far as I could see. The 
three-mile walk became a meditation, just me and my
labored breathing, the feel of my leg muscles responding 
to the brisk pace. By the time I reached home, I 
was ready to face the day.

Through the front door, I caught the muffled sound 
of the telephone. I let myself into my apartment in 
haste. I caught it on the third ring, out of breath from 
the exertion. It was Mac. Whats up? This is awfully 
early for you. I buried my face in my T-shirt, suppressing 
a cough.

We had a meeting last night. Gordon Titus has 
gotten wind of this Wendell Jaffe business and wants 
to meet with you.

With me? I squeaked.

Mac laughed. He doesnt bite.

He doesnt have to, I said. Titus cant stand me, 
and the feeling is mutual. He treats me like a piece 
of

Now, now, he broke in.

I was going to say dirt!

Well, thats better.

Human out-your-butt-type dirt, I amended.

You better get yourself down here as soon as you 
can.

I sat for a moment making faces at the phone, 
my usual terribly mature method of dealing with the 
world. I did not exactly rush out the door as advised. 
I stripped off my sweat suit and took a hot shower,
washed my hair thoroughly, and then got dressed. I 
had a bite to eat while I scanned the paper for news of 
interest. I rinsed my dish and my spoon and then took 
out a small load of trash, which I dumped in the bin 
by the street. When I ran out of ways to avoid the 
inevitable, I grabbed my handbag, a steno pad, and my 
car keys and headed out the gate. This was making 
my stomach hurt.

The office really hadnt changed much, though I 
noticed, for the first time, a certain shabbiness throughout. 
The wall-to-wall carpet was a quality synthetic, 
but the style had been chosen for its wearability, a 
term synonymous with mottled, stain-mimicking patterns 
guaranteed not to soil. The space itself seemed 
crowded by the warren of action stations, dozens of 
interlocking cubicles for examiners and underwriters. 
The perimeter was lined with glass-enclosed offices for 
the company executives. The walls needed fresh paint, 
and the trim was looking scuffed. Vera glanced up 
from her desk as I passed. From that angle I was the 
only witness to her facial antics, eyes crossed, tongue 
protruding slightly in comical disgust.

We met in Tituss office. I hadnt laid eyes on him 
since the day of our encounter. I had no idea what 
to expect, and I couldnt quite decide what behavior to 
adopt. He simplified the matter by greeting me pleasantly, 
as if this were our first meeting and wed never
exchanged a cross word. It was a brilliant move really 
because it freed me of any necessity to defend or 
apologize, relieving him of the burden of cross-referencing 
our past relationship. After the first sixty seconds, 
I found I had disconnected. I realized the man 
had no power over me at this point. Debts on both 
sides were paid, and both of us had ended up with 
exactly what we wanted. Hed removed what hed seen 
as dead-wood from the company payroll. Id 
reestablished myself in a work environment I preferred.

Meanwhile, in the present, Mac Voorhies and 
Gordon Titus were a perfect contrast to one another. 
Macs brown suit was as wrinkled as an autumn 
leaf, while his teeth and the flip of puffy white hair in 
front were discolored by the staining properties of 
nicotine. Gordon Titus wore an ice blue dress shirt 
with the sleeves rolled up. His gray pants were crisply 
pleated, the shade an eerie match for his prematurely 
gray hair. His tie formed a fierce punctuation mark 
emphasizing his office manner, which was terse and 
businesslike. Even Mac knew enough not to light a 
cigarette in his presence.

Titus sat down at his desk and opened the file in 
front of him. Typically, hed outlined the relevant data 
about Dana and Wendell Jaffe. Neatly indented paragraphs 
marched sideways across the page, the paper 
pockmarked with holes where the nib of his pen had
plunged through. He spoke without looking at me, his 
face as empty of expression as a mannequins. Macs 
brought me up to date, so we dont need to cover any 
old ground, he said. Whats the status of the case?

I hauled out my steno pad and flipped to an empty 
page, reciting what I knew about Danas current situation. 
I detailed as much as possible and then summarized 
the rest. Shes probably used part of the insurance 
benefits to finance Michaels house, with another hefty 
chunk going as a retainer for Brians attorney.

Titus was making notes. Have you talked to the 
company lawyers about our position in this?

Whats the point? Mac broke in. So what if 
Wendell faked his own death? What crime did he 
commit? Is that against the law . . . whats it called, 
faking suicide? He snapped his fingers, trying to jog 
his memory.

I said, Pseudocide is the term Ive heard.

Pseudocide, right. Is it against the law to falsify 
your own death? he asked.

It is if you do it with intent to defraud the insurance 
company, Titus said with acid.

Macs expression was impatient. Wheres the 
fraud? What fraud? At this point, we dont know that 
hes collected a cent.

Tituss gaze flicked up to Mac. Youre absolutely 
right. To be precise about it, were not even sure its
really Jaffe were dealing with. And then to me, I 
want concrete evidence, proof of identity, fingerprints 
or some damn thing.

Im doing what I can, I said, sounding both 
dubious and defensive. I made a note on a blank 
page, just to look industrious. The note said, Find 
Wendell. like I was unclear on the concept until Titus 
spelled it out. In the meantime, what? You want to 
go after Mrs. Jaffe?

Again, Macs exasperation surfaced. I couldnt 
figure out what he was so upset about. Goddamn it, 
whats she done? She hasnt committed a crime, as far 
as we know. How can she be held liable for spending 
money she believes shes legally entitled to?

What makes you think she wasnt in on this from 
the beginning? For all we know, the two colluded, 
Titus said.

To what end? I interjected mildly. For the last 
five years the womans been dead broke, accumulating 
debts by the bushel basket. Meanwhile Wendells down 
in Mexico by the pool with some babe. What kind of 
deal is that? Even if she collects, all she ends up with is 
money to pay off the bill collectors.

You only have her word for that, Titus said. 
Besides which, we dont really know how Mr. and 
Mrs. Jaffe accommodated their relationship. Maybe
the marriage was over and this was his way of negotiating 
spousal support.

Some support, I said.

Titus plowed right over me. And as you yourself 
pointed out, it looks like shes managed to buy one kid 
a house and probably retained the services of a hotshot 
attorney for the one whos in trouble. The bottom line is, 
we need to have a conversation with Wendell Jaffe. Now, 
how do you propose to find him? The question was 
abrupt, but the tone was more curious than challenging.

I figure Brians the perfect bait, and if Wendells 
too paranoid to approach him in jail, he can always 
contact Dana. Or Michael, his oldest, who has a child 
Wendells never seen. Even his ex-partner, Carl, is a 
possibility. It all sounded weak, but what was I going 
to do? Fake it, thats what.

Mac stirred. You cant run a twenty-four-hour 
surveillance on the whole lot of them. Even if we hire 
other ops on this, youre talking thousands of dollars 
going out, and in return for what?

True enough, I said. Do you have a suggestion?

Mac crossed his arms, turning his attention back to 
Titus. Whatever we do, we better get a move on, he 
said. My wife could go through half a million clams 
in a week.

Titus stood up and closed his file with a snap. Ill
call the company attorney and see if he can get us a 
temporary restraining order. With a TRO, we can get 
a lock on Mrs. Jaffes bank accounts and prevent any 
more monies going out.

Shes going to love that, I said.

Is there anything specific you want her to do in the 
meantime, Gordon?

Titus sent me a chilly smile. Im sure shell think of 
something. He looked at his watch as a signal that we 
were dismissed.

Mac went into his office, which was two doors 
down. There was no sign of Vera. I chatted briefly with 
Darcy Pascoe, the CF receptionist, and then I went 
back to Lonnies office, where I took care of odds 
and ends. I picked up messages, opened mail, sat on 
my swivel chair, and swiveled for a while, hoping 
for inspiration about where I should go next. In the 
absence of a great idea, I tried the only other action 
item that occurred to me.

I put in a call to Lieutenant Whiteside at the police 
department, asking him if I could have the telephone 
number of Lieutenant Harris Brown, whod worked on 
the case when Wendell first disappeared. Jonah Robb 
had told me Brown had since retired, but he might 
have information. Do you think hed be willing to 
talk to me? I asked.

I have no idea, but Ill tell you what, he said.
His, telephones unlisted, and I wouldnt want to give 
it to you unless I had his okay. When I can find a 
minute, Ill give him a call. If hes interested, Ill have 
him get in touch with you.

Great. Thatd be fine. Id appreciate the contact.

I hung up the phone and made a note to myself. If I 
didnt hear in two days, Id try calling back. I wasnt 
sure the man would be any help, but you never knew. 
Some of those old cops loved nothing better than to 
reminisce. He might have suggestions about places 
Wendell might be holing up. In the meantime, what? I 
went back to the Xerox machine and ran off several 
dozen copies of the flier with Wendells photograph. 
Id added my name and telephone number in a box at 
the bottom, indicating my interest in the mans whereabouts.

I filled my gas tank and hit the road again, heading 
back to Perdido. I cruised past Danas house, did a U-turn 
at the intersection, and pulled into a parking place 
across the street. I began a door-to-door canvass, moving 
patiently from house to house. I worked my way 
down the block, leaving a flier in the screen door if 
there was no one home. On Danas side of the street 
many couples apparently worked, because the houses 
were dark and there were no cars in the drive. When I 
found someone home, the conversations all seemed to 
share the same boring elements. Hello, I would say,
quickly trying to work in my message before I could 
be mistaken for a salesperson. I wonder if you might 
give me some help. Im a private investigator, working 
to locate a man we think might be in the area. Have 
you seen him recently? I would hold up the artists 
composite of Wendell Jaffe, waiting without much hope 
while the persons gaze moved across his features.

Much mental scratching of chins. No, now I dont 
think so. No, maam. What was it the man did? I hope 
youre not telling me hes dangerous.

Actually, hes wanted for questioning in a fraud 
investigation.

Hand cupped behind the ear. Whats that?

I would raise my voice. Do you remember a couple 
of real estate developers a few years back? They had a 
company called CSL Investments and they put together 
syndicates

Oh, my Lord, yes. Well, of course I remember 
them. The one fellow killed himself and the other one 
went to jail.

On and on it went, with no one contributing any 
fresh information.

Across the street from Dana and about six doors 
down, I had better luck. I knocked on the door of a 
house identical to hers, same model, same exterior, 
dark gray with white trim. The man who answered
was in his early sixties, wearing shorts, a flannel shirt, 
dark socks, and an incongruous pair of wingtips. His 
gray hair was all abristle, and he wore a pair of half-glasses 
at the mid-point on his septum, peering at me 
blue-eyed above the smudged surface of his lenses. A 
mask of white whiskers covered the lower part of 
his face, a possible refusal to shave more than twice 
a week. He was narrow through the shoulders, and 
his posture seemed stooped, a curious combination of 
elegance and defeat. Maybe the hard-soled shoes were 
a holdover from his former occupation. I was guessing 
salesman or a stockbroker, someone who spent his life 
in a three-piece suit.

What can I do for you? he said, the question 
intended more for efficiency than any real assistance.

I wonder if you could help me. Are you acquainted 
with Mrs. Jaffe, from across the street?

The one whose boys been screwing up? We know 
the family, he said cautiously. Whats he done now? 
Or what hasnt he done might be the better question in 
this case.

This is actually about his father.

There was a silence. I thought he was dead.

Thats what everybody thought until recently. Now 
we have reason to believe hes alive and possibly 
returning to California. This is an updated likeness
along with my business number. Id appreciate a call if 
you should spot him in the area. I held the flier out, 
and he took it.

Well, Ill be damned. Its always something with 
that bunch, he said. I watched his gaze trace a triangle 
from the photograph of Wendell to Danas house down 
the street and then back to my face. This is probably 
none of my business, but whats your connection to 
the Jaffes? Are you a relative?

Im a private investigator working for the company 
that wrote the policy on Wendell Jaffes life.

Is that right, he said. He cocked his head. Why 
dont you come on in a second? I wouldnt mind 
hearing this.




End of sample
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