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  It was Monday, December 27, and I was sitting in my office, trying to get a fix on the mood I was in, which was bad, bad, bad, comprised of equal parts irritation and
  uneasiness. The irritation was generated by a bank notice Id just received, one of those windowed numbers with a yellow carbon showing through. At first, I assumed I was overdrawn, but what
  I pulled out was a slip, dated Friday, December 24, showing a five-thousand-dollar deposit to my checking account.


  What the hell is this? I said.


  The account number was correct, but the deposit wasnt mine. In my experience, banks are the least helpful institutions on earth, and the notion of having to stop what I was doing to
  straighten out an error was nearly more than I could bear. I tossed the notice aside, trying to reclaim my concentration. I was getting ready to write up the preliminary report on an insurance case
  Id been asked to look into, and Darcy, the secretary at California Fidelity, had just buzzed to say that Mac wanted the file on his desk right away. Mentally, Id come up with a tart
  suggestion about what she could do with herself, but Id kept my mouth shut, showing (I thought) admirable restraint.


  I turned back to my portable Smith-Corona, inserting the proper form for a property-insurance-loss register. My nimble fingers were poised to type while I reviewed my notes. Thats where I
  was stuck. Something was off and I couldnt figure out what it was. I glanced at the bank notice again.


  Almost with an eye toward the comic relief, I called the bank, hoping the diversion would help me focus on what was bothering me about the situation at Wood/Warren, a local company manufacturing
  hydrogen furnaces for industrial use. Theyd had a fire out there on December 19 that had destroyed a warehouse.


  Mrs. Brunswick, Customer Service. May I help you?


  Well, I hope so, I said. I just received a notice saying I put five thousand dollars in my checking account last Friday and I didnt do that. Is there any way you can
  straighten it out?


  May I have your name and account number, please?


  Kinsey Millhone, I said, supplying my account number in slow, measured tones.


  She put me on hold briefly while she called up the records on her computer terminal. Meanwhile, I listened to the banks rendition of Good King Wenceslas, which Ive
  personally never understood. Whats the Feast of Stephen?


  Mrs. Brunswick clicked back in. Miss Millhone, Im not certain what the problem is, but we do show a cash deposit to this account number. Apparently, it was left in the
  night-deposit slot and posted over the weekend.


  You still have one of those night-deposit slots? I asked with amazement.


  At our downtown branch, yes, she said.


  Well, theres some kind of mistake here. Ive never even seen the night-deposit slot. I use my twenty-four-hour instant-teller card if I need to transact bank business after
  hours. What do we do now?


  I can track down a copy of the deposit slip, she said skeptically.


  Would you do that, please? Because I didnt make a deposit of any kind last Friday and certainly not five thousand dollars worth. Maybe somebody transposed some numbers on
  the deposit slip or something, but the money sure doesnt belong to me.


  She took my telephone number and said shed get back to me. I could tell I was in for countless phone calls before the correction could be made. Suppose somebody was merrily writing checks
  against that five grand?


  I went back to the task at hand, wishing I felt more enlightened than I did. My mind kept jumping around. The file on the fire claim at Wood/Warren had actually come into my hands four days
  before, late Thursday, the 23rd. Id been scheduled to have a farewell drink with my landlord, Henry Pitts, at four, and then take him out to the airport and put him on a plane. He was flying
  back to Michigan to spend the holidays with his family, some of whom are edging into their nineties with their vigor and good spirits still in evidence. Henrys pushing eighty-one, a mere
  kid, and he was about as excited as one at the prospect of the trip.


  I was still at the office that afternoon with my paperwork caught up and some time to kill. I went out onto my second-floor balcony, peering off to my right at the V of Pacific Ocean visible at
  the foot of State Street, ten blocks down. This is Santa Teresa, California, ninety-five miles north of Los Angeles. Winter here is a grand affair, full of sunshine and mild temperatures, vibrant
  magenta bougainvillea, gentle winds, and palm trees waving fronds at the sea gulls as they wheel overhead.


  The only signs of Christmas, two days away, were the garlands of tinsel strung along the main streets. The stores, of course, were packed with shoppers, and there was a trio of Salvation Army
  horn players tooting away at Deck the Halls. In the interests of feeling jolly, I thought Id better work out my strategy for the next two days.


  Anyone who knows me will tell you that I cherish my unmarried state. Im female, twice divorced, no kids, and no close family ties. Im a private detective by trade. Usually
  Im perfectly content to do what I do. There are times when I work long hours on a case and times when Im on the road and times when I hole up in my tiny apartment and read books for
  days. When the holidays come around, however, I find that I have to exercise a certain cunning lest the absence of loved ones generate unruly depression. Thanksgiving had been a breeze. I spent the
  day with Henry and some pals of his, whod cooked and sipped champagne and laughed and told tales about days long past, making me wish I were their age instead of my own, which is
  thirty-two.


  Now Henry was leaving town, and even Rosie, who runs the dingy neighborhood tavern where I often eat, was closing down until January 2, refusing to tell a soul what she meant to do with herself.
  Rosie is sixty-six, Hungarian, short, top-heavy, bossy, and often rude, so it wasnt as though I was worried Id miss any touching heart-to-heart chats. The fact that she was closing
  her eatery was simply one more uncomfortable reminder that I was out there in the world all by myself and had best find a way to look after me.


  At any rate, Id glanced at my watch and decided I might as well head on home. I switched on the answering machine, grabbed my jacket and handbag, and was just locking up when Darcy
  Pascoe, the receptionist from the insurance company next door, popped her head in. I had worked for California Fidelity full time at one point, doing investigations on fire and wrongful death
  claims. Now the arrangement is informal. Im more or less on call, doing a certain number of investigations for them, as needed, in exchange for downtown office space I couldnt
  otherwise afford.


  Oh, wow. Im glad I caught you, Darcy said. Mac told me to give you this.


  She handed me a file, which I glanced at automatically. The blank form inside indicated that I was being asked to do a fire-scene inspection, the first in months.


  Mac did? Mac is the CF vice-president. I couldnt imagine him handling routine paperwork.


  Well, actually, Mac gave it to Andy and Andy said I should give it to you.


  There was a memo attached to the file cover, dated three days before and marked RUSH. Darcy caught my look and her cheeks tinted faintly.


  It was stuck under a big pile of stuff on my desk or Id have gotten it to you sooner, she said. Darcys in her late twenties and something of a flake. I crossed to my
  desk, tossing the file on top of some others I was working on. Id catch it first thing in the morning. Darcy lingered in the doorway, guessing my intent.


  Is there any way you can get to that today? I know hes anxious to get somebody out there. Jewel was supposed to handle it, but shes taking two weeks off, so Mac said maybe
  you could do it instead.


  Whats the claim?


  A big warehouse fire out in Colgate. You probably heard it on the news.


  I shook my head. Ive been down in L.A.


  Well, the newspaper clippings are in there, too. I guess they want someone out there superquick.


  I was annoyed at the pressure, but I opened the manila folder again and checked at the property-loss notice, which was posted on top. Wood/Warren? I said.


  You know the company?


  I know the Woods. I went to high school with the youngest girl. We were in the same homeroom.


  She looked relieved, as if Id just solved a problem for her. Thats great. Ill tell Mac maybe you can get out there this afternoon.


  Darcy, would you knock that off? Ive got to take somebody to the airport, I said. Trust me. Ill make an appointment for the earliest possible
  moment.


  Oh. Well, Ill make a note then so theyll know youre taking care of it, she said. I have to get back to the phones. Let me know when you have the report
  and Ill come pick it up.


  Terrific, I said. She must have decided she had pushed me far enough because she excused herself and disappeared in haste.


  As soon as she left, just to get it over with, I put a call through to Wood/Warren and arranged to meet with the company president, Lance Wood, at 9:00 the next morning, Christmas Eve day.


  Meanwhile, as it was 3:45, I tucked the file in my handbag, locked up, and headed down the back stairs to the lot where my VW was parked. I was home ten minutes later.


  During our little pre-Christmas celebration, Henry gave me a new Len Deighton novel and I gave him a periwinkle-blue mohair muffler, which I had crocheted myselfa
  little-known talent of mine. We sat in his kitchen and ate half a pan of his homemade cinnamon rolls, drinking champagne out of the matching crystal flutes Id given him the year before.


  He took out his plane ticket and checked the departure time again, his cheeks flushed with anticipation. I wish youd come with me, he said. He had the muffler wrapped around
  his neck, the color setting off his eyes. His white hair was soft and brushed to one side, his lean face tanned from California sun.


  I wish I could, but I just picked up some work thatll get my rent paid, I said. You can take lots of pictures and show em to me when you get back


  What about Christmas Day? Youre not going to be by yourself, I hope.


  Henry, would you quit worrying? Ive got lots of friends. Id probably spend the day alone, but I didnt want him to fret.


  He raised a finger. Hold on. I almost forgot. I have another little present for you. He crossed to the counter by the kitchen sink and picked up a clump of greenery in a little
  pot. He set it down in front of me, laughing when he saw the expression on my face. It looked like a fern and smelled like feet.


  Its an air fern, he said. It just lives on air. You dont even have to water it.


  I stared at the lacy fronds, which were a nearly luminous green and looked like something that might thrive in outer space. No plant food?


  He shook his head. Just let it sit.


  I dont have to worry about diffuse sunlight or pinching back? I asked, tossing around some plant terms as if I knew what they meant. Im notoriously bad with plants,
  and for years Ive resisted any urge whatever to own one.


  Nothing. Its to keep you company. Put it on your desk. Itll jazz the place up a bit.


  I held the little pot up and inspected the fern from all sides, experiencing this worrisome spark of possessiveness. I must be in worse shape than I thought, I thought.


  Henry fished a set of keys out of his pocket and passed them over to me. In case you need to get into my place, he said.


  Great. Ill bring in your mail and the papers. Is there anything else you need done while youre gone? I can mow the grass.


  You dont need to do that. Ive left you the number where I can be reached if the Big One hits. I cant think of anything else. The Big One he referred to was the
  major earthquake wed all been expecting any day now since the last one in 1925.


  He checked his watch. We better get a move on. The airport is mobbed this time of year. His plane wasnt leaving until 7:00, which left us only an hour and a half to make the
  twenty-minute trip to the airport, but there wasnt any point in arguing. Sweet man. If he had to wait, he might as well do it out there, happily chatting with his fellow travelers.


  I put on my jacket while Henry made a circuit of the house, taking a few seconds to turn the heat down, making sure the windows and doors were secured. He picked up his coat and his suitcase and
  we were on our way.


  I was home again by 6:15, still feeling a bit of a lump in my throat. I hate to say goodbye to folks and I hate being left behind. It was getting dark by then and the air had a bite to it. I let
  myself into my place. My studio apartment was formerly Henrys single-car garage. Its approximately fifteen feet on a side, with a narrow extension on the right that serves as my
  kitchenette. I have laundry facilities and a compact bathroom. The space has been cleverly designed and apportioned to suggest the illusion of living room, dining room, and bedroom once I open my
  sofa bed. I have more than adequate storage space for the few things I possess.


  Surveying my tiny kingdom usually fills me with satisfaction, but I was still battling a whisper of Yule-tide depression, and the place seemed claustrophobic and bleak. I turned on some lights.
  I put the air fern on my desk. Ever hopeful, I checked my answering machine for messages, but there were none. The quiet was making me feel restless. I turned on the radioBing Crosby singing
  about a white Christmas just like the ones he used to know. Ive never actually seen a white Christmas, but I got the gist. I turned the radio off.


  I sat on a kitchen stool and monitored my vital signs. I was hungry. One thing about living alone . . . you can eat any time you want. For dinner that night I made myself a sandwich of
  olive-pimento cheese on wholewheat bread. Its a source of comfort to me that the brand of olive-pimento cheese I buy has tasted exactly the same since the first time I remember eating it at
  the age of three and a half. Resolutely I veered off that subject, since it connected to my parents, who were killed when I was five. I cut the sandwich into four fingers, as I always did,
  poured myself a glass of white wine, and took my plate over to the couch, where I opened the book Henry had given me for Christmas. I checked the clock.


  It was 7:00 P.M. This was going to be a very long two weeks.
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  The next morning, December 24, I jogged three miles, showered, ate a bowl of cereal, packed a canvas tote with supplies, and was heading toward Colgate by 8:45, a quick
  ten-mile drive. Id reviewed the file over breakfast, and I was already puzzled about what the big rush was. The newspaper account indicated that the warehouse was gutted, but there was no
  telltale closing line about arson, investigations pending, or any speculation that the nature of the blaze was suspect. The fire-department report was included, and Id read that twice. It
  all looked routine. Apparently the origin of the fire was a malfunction in the electrical system, which had simultaneously shorted out the sprinklers. Since the materials stored in the two-story
  structure were largely paper goods, the 2:00 A.M. fire had spread rapidly. According to the fire inspector at the scene, there was no sign of firetraps, no gasoline or other
  flammables, and no sign of obstacles placed so as to impede the work of the firemen. There was no indication that doors or windows had been left open to create favorable drafts and no other
  physical evidence of incendiary origin. Id read dozens of reports just like this one. So what was the big deal here? I wondered. Maybe I was missing a crucial piece of information, but as
  far as I could see, this was a standard claim. I had to guess that somebody at Wood/Warren was putting the squeeze on California Fidelity for a speedy settlement, which might explain Andys
  panic. Hes a nail-biter by inclination, anxious for approval, worried about censure, in the middle of marital problems, from what Id heard. He was probably the source of the little
  note of hysteria that had crept into the case. Maybe Mac was leaning on him, too.


  Colgate is the bedroom community that adjoins Santa Teresa, providing affordable housing for average working folk. While new construction in Santa Teresa is closely regulated by the
  Architectural Board of Review, building in Colgate has proceeded according to no known plan, though it leans toward the nondescript. There is one major street lined with donut shops, hardware
  stores, fast-food establishments, beauty salons, and furniture stores that feature veneer and laminate, velour and Naugahyde. From the main thoroughfare, tract homes stretch out in all directions,
  housing styles appearing like concentric rings on a tree stump, spiraling out decade by decade until the new neighborhoods peter out into raw countryside, or whats left of it. In isolated
  patches there are still signs of the old citrus groves that once flourished there.


  Wood/Warren was located on a side street that angled back toward an abandoned drive-in theater that functions as a permanent location for weekend swap sales. The lawns of the neighboring
  manufacturing plants were a close-clipped green, and the shrubs were trimmed into perfect rectangles. I found a parking place out front and locked up. The building was a compact story and a half of
  stucco and fieldstone. The address of the warehouse itself was two blocks away. Id inspect the fire scene after I talked to Lance Wood.


  The reception area was small and plain, furnished with a desk, a bookcase, and an enlarged photograph of the FIFA 5000 Hydrogen/Vacuum Furnace, the mainstay of the company fortunes. It looked
  like an oversized unit for an efficiency kitchen, complete with stainless-steel counter and built-in microwave. According to the data neatly framed nearby, the front-loading FIFA 5000 provided five
  thousand cubic inches of uniform hot zone for hydrogen or vacuum brazing, for metallizing ceramics, or for manufacturing ceramic-to-metal seals. I should have guessed.


  Behind me, the receptionist was returning to her desk with a fresh cup of coffee and a Styrofoam container that smelled of sausage and eggs. The laminated plastic sign on her desk indicated that
  her name was Heather. She was in her twenties and apparently hadnt yet heard about the hazards of cholesterol and fat. She would find the latter on her fanny one day soon.


  May I help you? Her smile was quick, exposing braces on her teeth. Her complexion was still ruddy from last nights application of an acne cure that so far hadnt had
  much effect.


  I have an appointment with Lance Wood at nine, I said. Im with California Fidelity Insurance.


  Her smile faded slightly. Youre the arson investigator?


  Well, Im here on the fire claim, I said, wondering if she mistakenly assumed that arson and fire were interchangeable terms.


  Oh. Mr. Wood isnt in yet, but he should be here momentarily, she said. The braces infused her speech with a sibilance that amused her when she heard herself. Can I
  get you some coffee while you wait?


  I shook my head. There was one chair available and I took a seat, amusing myself by leafing through a brochure on the molybdenum work rack designed specifically for metallizing alumina at
  1450C. in a bell-style hydrogen furnace. These people had about as many laughs as I do at home, where a prime source of entertainment is a textbook on practical aspects of ballistics,
  firearms, and forensic techniques.


  Through a doorway to my left, I could see some of the office staff, casually dressed and busy, but glum. I didnt pick up any sense of camaraderie among them, but maybe hydrogen
  furnace-making doesnt generate the kind of good-natured bantering Im accustomed to with California Fidelity. Two desks were unoccupied, bare of equipment or accouterments.


  Some attempt had been made to decorate for Christmas. There was an artificial tree across the room from me, tall and skeletal, hung with multicolored ornaments. There didnt seem to be any
  lights strung on the tree, which gave it a lifeless air and only pointed up the uniformity of the detachable limbs stuck into pre-bored holes in the aluminum shaft. The effect was dispiriting. From
  the information Id been given, Wood/Warren grossed close to fifteen million bucks a year, and I wondered why they wouldnt pop for a live pine.


  Heather gave me a self-conscious smile and began to eat. Behind her was a bulletin board decorated with garlands of tinsel and covered with snapshots of the family and staff. H-A-P-P-Y
  H-O-L-I-D-A-Y-S was spelled out in jaunty store-bought silver letters.


  Mind if I look at that? I asked, indicating the collage.


  By then, she had a mouth full of breakfast croissant, but she managed assent, holding a hand in front of her mouth to spare me the sight of her masticated food. Help yourself.


  Most of the photographs were of company employees, some of whom Id seen on the premises. Heather was featured in one, her fair hair much shorter, her face still framed in baby fat. The
  braces on her teeth probably represented the last vestige of her teens. Wood/Warren must have hired her right out of high school. In one photograph, four guys in company coveralls stood in a
  relaxed group on the front doorstep. Some of the shots were stiffly posed, but for the most part they seemed to capture an aura of goodwill I wasnt picking up on currently. The founder of
  the company, Linden Woody Wood, had died two years before, and I wondered if some of the joy had gone out of the place with his demise.


  The Woods themselves formed the centerpiece in a studio portrait that looked like it was taken at the family home. Mrs. Wood was seated in a French Provincial chair. Linden stood with his hand
  resting on his wifes shoulder. The five grown children were ranged around their parents. Lance Id never met before, but I knew Ash because Id gone to high school with her.
  Olive, older by a year, had attended Santa Teresa High briefly, but had been sent off to a boarding school in her senior year. There was probably a minor scandal attached to that, but I
  wasnt sure what it was. The oldest of the five was Ebony, who by now must be nearly forty. I remembered hearing that shed married some rich playboy and was living in France. The
  youngest was a son named Bass, not quite thirty, reckless, irresponsible, a failed actor and no-talent musician, living in New York City, the last Id heard. I had met him briefly eight years
  before through my ex-husband Daniel, a jazz pianist. Bass was the black sheep of the family. I wasnt sure what the story was on Lance.


  Seated across his desk from him sixty-six minutes later, I began to pick up a few hints. Lance had breezed in at 9:30. The receptionist indicated who I was. He introduced himself and we shook
  hands. He said he had a quick phone call to make and then hed be right with me. I said Fine and that was the last I saw of him until 10:06. By then, hed shed his suit
  coat and loosened his tie along with the top button of his dress shirt. He was sitting with his feet up on the desk, his face oily-looking under the fluorescent lights. He must have been in his
  late thirties, but he wasnt aging well. Some combination of temper and discontent had etched lines near his mouth and spoiled the clear brown of his eyes, leaving an impression of a man
  beleaguered by the Fates. His hair was light brown, thinning on top, and combed straight back from his face. I thought the business about the phone call was bullshit. He struck me as the sort of
  man who pumped up his own sense of importance by making people wait. His smile was self-satisfied, and the energy he radiated was charged with tension.


  Sorry for the delay, he said. What can I do for you? He was tipped back in his swivel chair, his thighs splayed.


  I understand you filed a claim for a recent fire loss.


  Thats right, and I hope youre not going to give me any static over that. Believe me, Im not asking for anything Im not entitled to.


  I made a noncommittal murmur of some sort, hoping to conceal the fact that Id gone on fraud alert. Every insurance piker Id ever met said just that, right down to the
  pious little toss of the head. I took out my tape recorder, flicked it on, and set it on the desk. The company requires that I tape the interview, I said.


  Thats fine.


  I directed my next few remarks to the recorder, establishing my name, the fact that I worked for California Fidelity, the date and time of the interview, and the fact that I was speaking to
  Lance Wood in his capacity as president and CEO of Wood/Warren, the address of the company, and the nature of the loss.


  Mr. Wood, you do understand that this is being taped, I said for the benefit of the record.


  Yes.


  And do I have your permission to make this recording of the conversation were about to have?


  Yes, yes, he said, making that little rolling hand gesture that means Lets get on with it.


  I glanced down at the file. Can you tell me the circumstances of the fire that occurred at the Wood/Warren warehouse at 606 Fairweather on December nineteenth of this year?


  He shifted impatiently. Actually, I was out of town, but from what Im told . . . The telephone intercom buzzed and he snatched up the receiver, barking at it like a dog.
  Yes?


  There was a pause. Well, goddamn it, put her through. He gave me a quick look. No, wait a minute, Ill take it out there. He put the phone down, excused himself
  brusquely, and left the room. I clicked off the recorder, mentally assessing the brief impression Id had of him as he passed. He was getting heavy in the waist and his gabardine pants rode
  up unbecomingly, his shirt sticking to the center of his back. He smelled harshly of sweatnot that clean animal scent that comes from a hard workout, but the pungent, faintly repellent odor
  of stress. His complexion was sallow and he looked vaguely unhealthy.


  I waited for fifteen minutes and then tiptoed to the door. The reception area was deserted. No sign of Lance Wood. No sign of Heather. I moved over to the door leading into the inner office. I
  caught a glimpse of someone passing into the rear of the building who looked very much like Ebony, but I couldnt be sure. A woman looked up at me. The name plate on her desk indicated that
  she was Ava Daugherty, the office manager. She was in her late forties, with a small, dusky face and a nose that looked as if it had been surgically tampered with. Her hair was short and black,
  with the glossy patina of hair spray. She was unhappy about something, possibly the fact that shed just cracked one of her bright-red acrylic fingernails.


  Im supposed to be meeting with Lance Wood, but hes disappeared. Do you know where he went?


  He left the plant. She was licking the cracked nail experimentally, as if the chemistry of her saliva might serve as adhesive.


  He left?


  Thats what I said.


  Did he say how soon hed be back?


  Mr. Wood doesnt consult with me, she said snappishly. If youd like to leave your name, Im sure hell get back to you.


  A voice cut in. Something wrong?


  We both looked up to find a dark-haired man standing in the doorway behind me. Ava Daughertys manner became somewhat less antagonistic. This is the company vice-president,
  she said to me. And to him, Shes supposed to be in a meeting with Lance, but he left the plant.


  Terry Kohler, he said to me, holding out his hand. Im Lance Woods brother-in-law.


  Kinsey Millhone, from California Fidelity, I said, shaking hands with him. Nice to meet you. His grip was hard and hot. He was wiry, with a dark moustache and large,
  dark eyes that were full of intelligence. He must have been in his early forties. I wondered which sister he was married to.


  Whats the problem? Something I can help you with?


  I told him briefly what I was doing there and the fact that Lance Wood had abandoned me without a word of explanation.


  Why dont I show you the warehouse? he said. At least you can go ahead and inspect the fire scene, which Im assuming is one of your responsibilities.


  Id appreciate that. Is anybody else out here authorized to give me the information I need?


  Terry Kohler and Ava Daugherty exchanged a look I couldnt decipher.


  You better wait for Lance he said. Hold on and Ill see if I can find out where he went. He moved toward the outer office.


  Ava and I avoided small talk. She opened her top right-hand drawer and took out a tube of Krazy Glue, ignoring me pointedly as she snipped off the tip and squeezed one clear drop on the cracked
  fingernail. She frowned. A long dark hair was caught in the glue and I watched her struggle to extract it.


  Idly I tuned into the conversation behind me, three engineers in a languid discussion about the problem before them.


  Now maybe the calculation is off, but I dont think so, one was saying.


  Well find out, someone interjected. All three men laughed.


  The question came up . . . oh, this has occurred to me many times . . . What would it take to convert this to a pulse power supply for the main hot cell?


  Depends on what your pulsing frequency is.


  About ten hertz.


  Whoa.


  Anything that would allow you to modulate a signal away that was being influenced by the juice going through the susceptors. You know, power on for nine-tenths of a second, off for a
  tenth. Take measurements . . .


  Um-hum. On for a half a second, off for a tenth of a second. You cant really do it easily, can you?


  The PID controller could send the output that fast. Im not sure what that would do to the NCRs. To the VRT setup itself, whether that would follow it . . .


  I tuned them out again. They could have been plotting the end of the world for all I knew.


  It was another ten minutes before Terry Kohler reappeared. He was shaking his head in apparent exasperation.


  I dont know whats going on around here, he said. Lance had to go out on some emergency and Heathers still away from her desk. He held up a key
  ring. Ill take you over to the warehouse. Tell Heather Ive got these if she shows up.


  I should get my camera, I said. Its with my handbag.


  He tagged along patiently while I moved back to Lance Woods office, where I retrieved the camera, tucked my wallet in my tote, and left my handbag where it was.


  Together we retraced a path through the reception room and the offices beyond. Nobody actually looked up as we passed, but curious gazes followed us in silence, like those portraits where the
  eyes seem to move.


  The assembly work was done in a large, well-ventilated area in the back half of the building with walls of corrugated metal and a floor of concrete.


  We paused only once while Terry introduced me to a man named John Salkowitz. Johns a chemical engineer and consulting associate, Terry said. Hes been with us
  since sixty-six. You have any questions about high-temperature processing, hes the man you want to ask.


  Offhand, I couldnt think of oneexcept maybe about that pulse power supply for the main hot cell. That was a poser.


  Terry was moving toward the rear door, and I trotted after him.


  To the right, there was a double-wide rolling steel door that could be raised to accommodate incoming shipments or to load finished units ready for delivery. We went out into the alleyway,
  cutting through to the street beyond.


  Which of the Wood sisters are you married to? I asked. I went to high school with Ash.


  Olive, he said with a smile. Whats your name again? I told him and we chatted idly for the remainder of the short walk, dropping into silence only when the
  charred skeleton of the warehouse loomed into view.
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  It took me three hours to examine the fire scene. Terry went through the motions of unlocking the front door, though the gesture seemed ludicrous given the wreckage the fire
  had left. Most of the outer shell of the building remained upright, but the second story had collapsed into the first, leaving a nearly impenetrable mass of blackened rubble. The glass in the
  first-floor windows had been blown out by the heat. Metal pipes were exposed, many twisted by the weight of the walk tumbling inward. Whatever recognizable objects remained were reduced to their
  abstract shapes, robbed of color and detail.


  When it became apparent that I was going to be there for a while, Terry excused himself and went back to the plant. Wood/Warren was closing early that day as it was Christmas Eve. He said if I
  was finished soon enough, I was welcome to stop by and have some punch and Christmas cookies. I had already taken out my measuring tape, notebook, sketch pad, and pencils, mentally laying out the
  order in which I intended to proceed. I thanked him, scarcely aware of his departure.


  I circled the perimeter of the building, noting the areas of severest burning, checking the window frames on the first floor for signs of forced entry. I wasnt sure how quickly the
  salvage crew would be coming in, and since there was no apparent evidence of arson, I didnt feel California Fidelity could insist on a delay. Monday morning, I would do a background check on
  Lance Woods financial situation just to make sure there wasnt any hidden profit motive for the fire itself . . . a mere formality in this case, since the fire chief had already ruled
  out arson in his report. Since this was probably the only chance wed have to survey the premises, I photographed everything, taking two rolls of film, twenty-four exposures each.


  As nearly as I could tell, the probable point of origin of the fire was somewhere in the north wall, which seemed consistent with the theory of an electrical malfunction. Id have to check
  the wiring diagram from the original blueprints, but I suspected the fire chief had done just that in coming up with his analysis. The surface of charred wood bore the typical pattern of crevices
  known as alligatoring, the deepest charring and the smallest check in the pattern localized in this rear portion of the building. Since hot gases rise and fire normally sweeps upward,
  its usually possible to track the course of the flames, which will tend to rise until an obstacle is encountered, then project horizontally, seeking other vertical outlets.


  Much of the interior had been reduced to ashes. The load-bearing walls remained, as black and brittle as cinder. Gingerly, I picked my way through the char-broiled junk, making a detailed map of
  the ruins, noting the degree of burning, general appearance, and carbonization of burned objects. Every surface I encountered had been painted with the black and ashen pallor of extreme heat. The
  stench was familiar: scorched wood, soot, the sodden odor of drenched insulation, the lingering chemical aroma of ordinary materials reduced to their elements. There was some other odor as well,
  which I noted but couldnt identify. It was probably connected to materials stored there. When Id called Lance Wood the day before, Id requested a copy of the inventory sheets.
  Id review those to see if I could pinpoint the source of the smell. I wasnt crazy about having to inspect the fire scene before Id had a chance to interview him, but I
  didnt seem to have much choice, now that hed disappeared. Maybe hed be back for the office Christmas party and I could pin him down then about an appointment first thing Monday
  morning.


  At 2:00 P.M., I packed my sketch pad away and brushed off my jeans. My tennis shoes were nearly white with ash, and I suspected that my face was smudged. Still, I was
  reasonably content with the job Id done. Wood/Warren was going to have to get several contractors estimates, and those would be submitted to CF along with my recommendation regarding
  payment of the claim. Using the standard rule, I was guessing five hundred thousand dollars replacement cost, with additional payment for the inventory loss.


  The Christmas party was indeed in progress. The festivities were centered in the inner offices, where a punch bowl had been set up on a drafting table. Desks had been cleared and were covered
  with platters of cold cuts, cheeses, and crackers, along with slices of fruitcake and homemade cookies. The company employees numbered about sixty, so the noise level was substantial, the general
  atmosphere getting looser and livelier as the champagne punch went down. Some sort of Reggae version of Christmas carols was being blasted through the intercom system.


  There was still no sign of Lance Wood, but I spotted Heather on the far side of the room, her cheeks rosy with wassail. Terry Kohler caught my eye and shouldered his way in my direction. When he
  reached me, he leaned down close to my ear.


  We better get your handbag before this gets out of control, he said. I nodded vigorously and inched my way behind him through the reception area to Lances office. The door
  was standing open and his desk was being used as a bar. Liquor bottles, ice, and plastic glasses were arranged across the surface, with several people helping themselves to both the booze and the
  comfort of the bosss furniture. My handbag had been tucked into a narrow slot between a file cabinet and a bookcase jammed with technical manuals. I put away my camera and sketch pad,
  hefting the bag onto my right shoulder. Terry offered to fetch me some punch, and after a moment of hesitation, I agreed. Hey, why not?


  My first impulse was to leave as soon as I could gracefully extricate myself. I dont generally do well in group situations, and in this instance I didnt know a soul. What kept me
  was the sure knowledge that I had nowhere else to go. This might be the extent of my holiday celebration, and I thought I might as well enjoy it. I accepted some punch, helped myself to cheese and
  crackers, ate some cookies with pink and green sugar on top, smiled pleasantly, and generally made myself amenable to anyone within range. By 3:00, when the party was really getting under way, I
  excused myself and headed out the door. I had just reached the curb when I heard someone call my name. I turned. Heather was moving down the walk behind me, holding out an envelope embossed with
  the Wood/Warren logo.


  Im glad I caught you, she said. I think Mr. Wood wanted you to have this before you left. He was called away unexpectedly. This was in my out box.


  Thanks. I opened the flap and peered at the contents: inventory sheets. Oh great, I said, amazed that hed remembered in the midst of his vanishing act.
  Ill call on Monday and set up a time to talk to him.


  Sorry about today, she said. Merry Christmas! She waved and then moved back to the party. The door was now propped open, cigarette smoke and noise spilling out in
  equal parts. Ava Daugherty was watching us, her gaze fixed with curiosity on the envelope Heatherd given me, which I was just tucking into my handbag. I returned to my car and drove back
  into town.


  When I stopped by the office, I passed the darkened glass doors of California Fidelity. Like many other businesses, CF had shut down early for Christmas Eve. I unlocked my door, tossed the file
  on my desk, and checked for messages. I put a call through to the fire chief for a quick verification of the information I had, but he, too, was gone. I left my number and was told he probably
  wouldnt return the call until Monday.


  By 4:00, I was back in my apartment with the drawbridge pulled up. And thats where I stayed for the entire weekend.


  Christmas Day I spent alone, but not unhappily.


  The day after that was Sunday. I tidied my apartment, shopped for groceries, made pots of hot tea, and read.


  Monday, December 27, I was back in harness again, sitting at my desk in a poinky mood, trying to wrestle the fire-scene inspection into a coherent narrative.


  The phone rang. I was hoping it was Mrs. Brunswick at the bank, calling back to tell me the five-thousand-dollar snafu had been cleared up. Millhone Investigations, I said.


  Oh hi, Kinsey. This is Darcy, next door. I just wondered when I could pop over and pick up that file.


  Darcy, its only ten-fifteen! Im working on it, okay? Please note: I did not use the F word, as I know she takes offense.


  Well, you dont have to take that tone, she said. I told Mac the report wouldnt be ready yet, but he says he wants to review the file first anyway.


  Review the file before what?


  I dont know, Kinsey. How am I supposed to know? I called because theres a note in the action file on my desk.


  Oh, your action file. You should have said so before. Come pick the damn thing up.


  Ill temper and intuition are not a good mix. Whatever inconsistency was nagging at me, I could hardly get a fix on it with Darcy breathing down my neck. My first act that morning had been to
  fill out a form for the Insurance Crime Prevention Unit, asking for a computer check on Lance Wood. Maybe at some point in the past Id come across a previous fire claim and thats what
  was bugging me. The computer check wouldnt come back for ten days, but at least Id have covered my bases. I adjusted the tabs on my machine, typed in the name of the insured, the
  location, date, and time of loss.


  When Darcy arrived to pick up the file, I spoke without looking up. I dropped the film off at Speedee-Foto on my way in. Theyll have prints for me by noon. I havent had a
  chance to talk to Lance Wood or the fire chief yet.


  Ill tell Mac, she said, her tone cool.


  Oh well, I thought. Shes never been a pal of mine anyway.


  As there was no slot or box where unspecified hunches could be typed in, I kept my report completely neutral. When I finished, I rolled it out of the machine, signed it, dated it, and set it
  aside. I had an hour before I could pick up the photographs, so I cleaned up the sketch of the warehouse layout and attached that to the report with a paper clip.


  The phone rang. This time it was Andy. Could you step into Macs office for a few minutes?


  I quelled my irritation, thinking it best not to sass the CF claims manager. Sure, but I wont have the pictures for another hour yet.


  We understand that. Just bring what youve got.


  I hung up, gathered up the report and the sketch, locked the office behind me, and went next door. Whats this we shit? I thought.


  The minute I stepped into Macs office, I knew something was wrong. Ive know Maclin Voorhies since I started working for California Fidelity nearly ten years ago. Hes in his
  sixties now, with a lean, dour face. He has sparse gray hair that stands out around his head like dandelion fuzz, big ears with drooping lobes, a bulbous nose, and small black eyes under unruly
  white brows. His body seems misshapen: long legs, short waist, narrow shoulders, arms too long for the average sleeve length. Hes smart, capable, stingy with praise, humorless, and devoutly
  Catholic, which translates out to a thirty-five-year marriage and eight kids, all grown. Ive never seen him smoke a cigar, but hes usually chewing on a stub, the resultant tobacco
  stains tarnishing his teeth to the color of old toilet bowls.


  I took my cue not so much from his expression, which was no darker than usual, but from Andys, standing just to his left. Andy and I dont get along that well under the best of
  circumstances. At forty-two, hes an ass-kisser, always trying to maneuver situations so that he can look good. He has a moon-shaped face and his collar looks too tight and everything else
  about him annoys me, too. Some people just affect me that way. At that moment he seemed both restless and smug, studiously avoiding eye contact.


  Mac was leafing through the file. He glanced over at Andy with impatience. Dont you have some work to do?


  What? Oh sure. I thought you wanted me in this meeting.


  Ill take care of it. Im sure youre overloaded as it is.


  Andy murmured something that made it sound like leaving was his big idea. Mac shook his head and sighed slightly as the door closed. I watched him roll the cigar stub from one corner of his
  mouth to the other. He looked up with surprise, as if hed just realized I was standing there. You want to fill me in on this?


  I told him what had transpired to date, sidestepping the fact that the file had sat on Darcys desk for three days before it came to me. I wasnt necessarily protecting her. In
  business, its smarter not to bad-mouth the help. I told him I had two rolls of film coming in, that there werent any estimates yet, but the claim looked routine as far as I could see.
  I debated mention of my uneasiness, but discarded the idea even as I was speaking. I hadnt identified what was bothering me and I felt it was wiser to stick to the facts.


  The frown on Macs face formed about thirty seconds into my recital, but what alarmed me was the silence that fell when I was done. Mac is a man who fires questions. Mac gives pop quizzes.
  He seldom sits and stares as he was doing in this case.


  You want to tell me what this is about? I asked.


  Did you see the note attached to the front of this file?


  What note? There wasnt any note, I said.


  He held out a California Fidelity memo form, maybe three inches by five, covered with Jewels curlicue script. Kinsey . . . this one looks like a stinker. Sorry I dont have
  time to fill you in, but the fire chiefs report spells it out. He said to call if he can give you any help. J.


  This wasnt attached to the file when it came to me.


  What about the fire-department report? Wasnt that in there?


  Of course it was. Thats the first thing I read.


  Macs expression was aggrieved. He handed me the file, open to the fire-department report. I looked down at the familiar STFD form. The incidental information was just as I remembered. The
  narrative account Id never seen before. The fire chief, John Dudley, had summed up his investigation with a no-nonsense statement of suspected arson. The newspaper clipping now attached to
  the file ended with a line to the same effect.


  I could feel my face heat, the icy itch of fear beginning to assert itself. I said, This isnt the report I saw. My voice had dropped into a range I scarcely recognized. He
  held his hand out and I returned the file.


  I got a phone call this morning, he said. Somebody says youre on the take.


  I stared. What?


  You got anything to say?


  Thats absurd. Who called?


  Lets not worry about that for the moment.


  Mac, come on. Somebodys accusing me of a criminal act and I want to know who it is.


  He said nothing, but his face shut down in that stubborn way of his.


  All right, skip that, I said, yielding the point. I thought it was better to get the story out before I worried about the characters. What did this unidentified caller
  say?


  He leaned back in his chair, studying the cold coin of ash on the end of his cigar. Somebody saw you accept an envelope from Lance Woods secretary, he said.


  Bullshit. When?


  Last Friday.


  I had a quick flash of Heather calling to me as I left the plant. Those were inventory sheets. I asked Lance Wood to have them ready for me and he left em in his out
  box.


  What inventory sheets?


  Right there in the file.


  He shook his head, leafing through. From where I stood, I could see there were only two or three loose papers clipped in on one side. There was nothing resembling the inventory sheets Id
  punched and inserted. He looked up at me. What about the interview with Wood?


  I havent done that yet. An emergency came up and he disappeared. Im supposed to set up an appointment with him for today.


  What time?


  Well, I dont know. I havent called him yet. I was trying to get the report typed up first. I couldnt seem to avoid the defensiveness in my tone.


  This the envelope? Mac was holding the familiar envelope with the Wood/Warren logo, only now there was a message jotted on the front. Hope this will suffice for now. Balance
  to follow as agreed.


  Goddamn it, Mac. You cant be serious! If I were taking a payoff, why would I leave that in the file?


  No answer. I tried again. You really think Lance Wood paid me off?


  I dont think anything except we better look into it. For your sake as well as ours . . .


  If I took money, whered it go?


  I dont know, Kinsey. You tell me. If it was cash, it wouldnt be that hard to conceal.


  Id have to be a fool! Id have to be an idiot and so would he. If hes going to bribe me, do you think hed be stupid enough to put the cash in an envelope and
  write a note to that effect? Mac, this whole thing has frame-up written all over it!


  Why would anyone do that? At this point, his manner wasnt accusatory. He seemed genuinely puzzled at the very idea. Who would go to such lengths?


  How do I know? Maybe I just got caught in the loop. Maybe Lance Wood is the target. You know Id never do such a thing. Ill bring you my bank statements. You can scrutinize
  my accounts. Check under my mattress, for Gods sake . . . I broke off in confusion.


  I saw his mouth move, but I didnt hear the rest of what he said. I could feel the trap close and something suddenly made sense. In the morning mail, Id gotten notice about five
  thousand dollars credited to my account. I think I knew now what that was about.
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