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Looking back, its hard to remember if the low 
morale at California Fidelity originated with the 
death of one of the claims adjusters or the transfer 
of Gordon Titus, an efficiency expert from the 
Palm Springs office, who was brought in to bolster 
profits. Both events contributed to the general unrest 
among the CF employees, and both ended up affecting 
me far more than I would have imagined, given 
the fact that my association with the company had 
been, up to that point, so loose. In checking back 
through my calendar, I find a brief penciled note of 
the appointment with Gordon Titus, whose arrival 
was imminent when Parnell was killed. After that 
first meeting with Titus, Id jotted, s.o.b. extraordinaire! 
which summarized my entire relationship 
with him.



*



Id been gone for three weeks, doing a consumer 
investigative report for a San Diego company concerned 
about a high-level executive whose background 
turned out to be something other than hed 
represented. The work had taken me all over the 
state, and I had a check in my pocket for beaucoup 
bucks by the time I wrapped up my inquiry on a 
Friday afternoon. Id been given the option of remaining 
in San Diego that weekend at the companys 
expense, but I woke up inexplicably at 3:00 A.M. 
with a primal longing for home. A moon the size of a 
dinner plate was propped up on the balcony outside 
my window, and the light falling across my face was 
almost bright enough to read by. I lay there, staring 
at the swaying shadow of palm fronds on the wall, 
and I knew that what I wanted most was to be in my 
own bed. I was tired of hotel rooms and meals on the 
road. I was tired of spending time with people I didnt 
know well or expect to see again. I got out of bed, 
pulled my clothes on, and threw everything I had in 
my duffel bag. By 3:30 A.M. Id checked out, and ten 
minutes later I was on the 405 northbound, heading 
for Santa Teresa in my new (used) VW bug, a 1974 
sedan, pale blue, with only one wee small ding in the 
left rear fender. Classy stuff.

At that hour, the Los Angeles freeway system is 
just beginning to hum. Traffic was light, but every on ramp seemed to donate a vehicle or two, people 
pouring north to work. It was still dark, with a 
delicious chill in the air, a ground fog curling along 
the berm like puffs of smoke. To my right, the foothills 
rose up and away from the road, the tracts of 
houses tucked into the landscape showing no signs 
of life. The lights along the highway contributed a 
nearly ghostly illumination, and what was visible of 
the city in the distance seemed stately and serene. I 
always feel an affinity for others traveling at such an 
hour, as if we are all engaged in some form of clandestine 
activity. Many of the other drivers had oversize 
Styrofoam cups of coffee. Some were actually 
managing to wolf down fast food as they drove. 
With the occasional car window rolled down, I was 
treated to bursts of booming music that faded away 
as the cars passed me, changing lanes. A glance in 
my rearview mirror showed a woman in the convertible 
behind me emoting with vigor, belting out a 
lip-sync solo as the wind whipped through her hair. 
I felt a jolt of pure joy. It was one of those occasions 
when I suddenly realized how happy I was. Life was 
good. I was female, single, with money in my pocket 
and enough gas to get home. I had nobody to answer 
to and no ties to speak of. I was healthy, physically 
fit, filled with energy. I flipped on the radio and 
chimed in on a chorus of Amazing Grace, which didnt quite suit the occasion but was the only 
station I could find. An early morning evangelist 
began to make his pitch, and by the time I reached 
Ventura, I was nearly redeemed. As usual, Id forgotten 
how often surges of goodwill merely presage bad 
news.

The usual five-hour drive from San Diego was 
condensed to four and a half, which put me back in 
Santa Teresa at a little after eight. I was still feeling 
wired. I decided to hit the office first, dropping off 
my typewriter and the briefcase full of notes before I 
headed home. Id stop at a supermarket somewhere 
along the way and pick up just enough to get me 
through the next two days. Once I unloaded my 
duffel at home, I intended to grab a quick shower 
and then sleep for ten hours straight, getting up just 
in time for a bite of supper at Rosies down the street 
from me. Theres nothing quite as decadent as a day 
in the sack alone. Id turn my phone off, let the 
machine pick up, and tape a note to the front door 
saying Do Not Bother Me. I could hardly wait.

I expected the parking lot behind my office building 
to be deserted. It was Saturday morning and the 
stores downtown wouldnt open until ten. It was 
puzzling, therefore, to realize that the area was swarming 
with people, some of whom were cops. My first 
thought was that maybe a movie was being shot, the area cordoned off so the cameras could roll 
without interruption. There was a smattering of 
onlookers standing out on the street and the same 
general air of orchestrated boredom that seems to 
accompany a shoot. Then I spotted the crime scene 
tape and my senses went on red alert. Since the lot 
was inaccessible, I found a parking place out at the 
curb. I removed my handgun from my purse and 
tucked it into my briefcase in the backseat, locked the 
car doors, and moved toward the uniformed officer 
who was standing near the parking kiosk. He turned 
a speculative eye on me as I approached, trying to 
decide if I had any business at the scene. He was a 
nice-looking man in his thirties with a long, narrow 
face, hazel eyes, closely trimmed auburn hair, and a 
small mustache. His smile was polite and exposed 
a chip in one of his front teeth. Hed either been in a 
fight or used his central incisors in a manner his 
mother had warned him about as a child. May I 
help you?

I stared up at the three-story stucco building, 
which was mostly retail shops on the ground floor, 
businesses above. I tried to look like an especially 
law-abiding citizen instead of a free-lance private 
investigator with a tendency to fib. Hi. Whats going 
on? I work in that building and I was hoping to get 
in.

Well be wrapping this up in another twenty 
minutes. You have an office up there?

Im part of the second-floor insurance complex. 
What was it, a burglary?

The hazel eyes did a full survey and I could see the 
caution kick in. He didnt intend to disseminate information 
without knowing who I was. May I see some 
identification?

Sure. Ill just get my wallet, I said. I didnt want 
him to think I was whipping out a weapon. Cops at 
a crime scene can be edgy little buggers and probably 
dont appreciate sudden moves. I handed him my 
billfold flipped open to my California drivers license 
with the photostat of my P.I. license visible in the slot 
below. Ive been out of town and I wanted to drop 
off some stuff before I headed home. Id been a cop 
myself once, but I still tend to volunteer tidbits that 
are none of their business.

His scrutiny was brief. Well, I doubt theyll let 
you in, but you can always ask, he said, gesturing 
toward a plainclothes detective with a clipboard. 
Check with Sergeant Hollingshead.

I still didnt have a clue what was going on, so I 
tried again. Did someone break into the jewelry 
store?

Homicide.

Really? Scanning the parking lot, I could see the cluster of police personnel working in an area where 
the body probably lay. Nothing was actually visible 
at that remove, but most of the activity was concentrated 
in the vicinity. Whos been assigned to the 
case, Lieutenant Dolan, by any chance?

Thats right. You might try the mobile crime lab 
if you want to talk to him. I saw him head in that 
direction a few minutes ago.

Thanks. I crossed the parking lot, my gaze flickering 
to the paramedics, who were just packing up. 
The police photographer and a guy with a notebook 
doing a crime scene sketch were measuring the distance 
from a small ornamental shrub to the victim, 
whom I could see now, lying facedown on the pavement. 
The shoes were man-size. Someone had covered 
the body with a tarp, but I could still see the soles of 
his Nikes, toes touching, heels angled out in the form 
of a V.

Lieutenant Dolan appeared, heading in my direction. 
When our paths intersected, we shook hands 
automatically, exchanging benign pleasantries. With 
him, theres no point in barging right in with all the 
obvious questions. Dolan would tell me as much or 
as little as suited him in his own sweet time. Curiosity 
only makes him stubborn, and persistence touches off 
an inbred crankiness. Lieutenant Dolans in his late 
fifties, not that far from retirement from what Id heard, balding, baggy-faced, wearing a rumpled gray 
suit. Hes a man I admire, though our relationship 
has had its antagonistic moments over the years. Hes 
not fond of private detectives. He considers us a 
useless, though tolerable, breed and then only as long 
as we keep off his turf. As a cop, hes smart, meticulous, 
tireless, and very shrewd. In the company of 
civilians, his manner is usually remote, but in a squad 
room with his fellow officers, Ive caught glimpses of 
the warmth and generosity that elicit much loyalty in 
his subordinates, qualities he never felt much need to 
trot out for me. This morning he seemed reasonably 
friendly, which is always worrisome.

Whos the guy? I said finally.

Dont know. We havent IDd him yet. You want 
to take a look? He jerked his head, indicating that I 
was to follow as he crossed to the body. I could feel 
my heart start to pump in my throat, the blood 
rushing to my face. In one of those tingling intimations 
of truth, I suddenly knew who the victim was. 
Maybe it was the familiar tire-tread soles of the 
running shoes, the elasticized rim of bright pink sweat 
pants, a glimpse of bare ankle showing dark skin. I 
focused on the sight with a curious sense of dj vu. 
What happened to him?

He was shot at close range, probably sometime 
after midnight. A jogger spotted the body at six-fifteen and called us. So far we dont have the weapon 
or any witnesses. His wallets been lifted, his watch, 
and his keys.

He leaned down and picked up the edge of the 
tarp, pulling it back to reveal a young black man, 
wearing sweats. As I glanced at the face in side view, 
I pulled a mental plug, disconnecting my emotions 
from the rest of my interior processes. His name is 
Parnell Perkins. Hes a California Fidelity claims 
adjuster, hired about three months ago. Before that, 
he worked as a rep for an insurance company in Los 
Angeles. The turnover among adjusters is constant 
and no one thinks anything about it.

He have family here in town?

Not that I ever heard. Vera Lipton, the CF claims 
manager, was his immediate supervisor. Shed have 
his personnel file.

What about you?

I shrugged. Well, I havent known him long, but 
I consider him a good friend. I corrected myself into 
past tense with a small jolt of pain. He was really 
a nice guy . . . pleasant and capable. Generous to a 
fault. He wasnt very open about his personal life, 
but then, neither am I. Wed have drinks together 
after work a couple of times a week. Sometimes the 
happy hour stretched into dinner if both of us 
happened to be free. I dont think hed really had time to form many close friendships. He was a funny 
guy. I mean, literally. The man made me laugh.

Lieutenant Dolan was making penciled notes. He 
asked me some apparently unrelated questions about 
Parnells workload, employment history, hobbies, 
girlfriends. Aside from a few superficial observations, 
I didnt have much to contribute, which seemed 
strange to me somehow, given the sense of distress I 
was feeling. I couldnt take my eyes off of Parnell. 
The back of his head was round, the hair cut almost 
to the scalp. The skin of the back of his neck looked 
soft. His eyes were open, staring blankly at the 
asphalt. What is life that it can vanish so absolutely 
in such a short period of time? Looking at Parnell, I 
was struck by the loss of animation, warmth, energy, 
all of it gone in an instant, never to return. His job 
was done. Now the rest of us were caught up in the 
clerical work that accompanies any death, the impersonal 
busywork generated by our transfer from above 
ground to below.

I checked the slot where Parnell usually parked his 
car. I wonder where his car went. He has to drive in 
from Colgate, so it should be here someplace. Its 
American made, a Chevrolet, I think, eighty or eighty-one, 
dark blue.

Might have been stolen. Well see if we can locate the vehicle. I dont suppose you know the license 
number offhand.

Actually, I do. Its a vanity platePARNELLa 
present to himself on his birthday last month. The big 
three-oh.

You have his home address?

I gave Dolan the directions. I didnt know the 
house number, but Id driven him home on a couple 
of occasions, once when his car was being serviced 
and once when he got way too tipsy to get behind the 
wheel. I also gave Dolan Veras home number, which 
he jotted beside her name. Ive got a key to the office 
if you want to see his desk.

Lets do that.



For the next week, the killing was all anybody talked 
about. Theres something profoundly unsettling when 
murder comes that close to home. Parnells death was 
chilling because it seemed so inexplicable. There was 
nothing about him to suggest that he was marked for 
homicide. He seemed a perfectly ordinary human 
being just like the rest of us. As far as anyone could 
tell there was nothing in his current circumstances, 
nothing in his background, nothing in his nature, 
that would invite violence. Since there were never any suspects, we were made uncomfortably aware of our 
own vulnerability, haunted by the notion that perhaps 
we knew more than we realized. We discussed 
the subject endlessly, trying to dispel the cloud of 
anxiety that billowed up in the wake of his death.

I was no better prepared than anyone else. In my 
line of work, Im not a stranger to homicide. For the 
most part, I dont react, but with Parnells death, 
because of our friendship, my usual defensesaction, 
anger, a tendency to gallows humordid little to 
protect me from the same apprehensiveness that 
gripped everyone else. While I find myself sometimes 
unwittingly involved in homicide investigations, its 
nothing I set out to do, and usually nothing Id take 
on without being paid. Since no one had hired me 
to look into this one, I kept my distance and minded 
my own business. This was strictly a police matter 
and I figured they had enough on their hands without 
any help from me. The fact that Im a licensed 
private investigator gives me no more rights or privileges 
than the average citizen, and no more liberty to 
intrude.

I was unsettled by the lack of media coverage. 
After the first splash in the papers, all reference to 
the homicide seemed to vanish from sight. None 
of the television news shows carried any follow-up. 
I had to assume there were no leads and no new information coming in, but it did seem odd. And 
depressing, to say the least. When someone you care 
about is murdered like that, you want other people 
to feel the impact. You want to see the community 
fired up and some kind of action being taken. Without 
fuel, even the talk flared and died, leaving melancholy 
in its place. The cops swept in and packed up 
everything in his desk. His active caseload was distributed 
among the other agents. Some relative of his 
flew out from the East Coast and closed his apartment, 
disposing of his belongings. Business went on 
as usual. Where Parnell Perkins had once been, there 
was now empty space, and none of us understood 
quite how to cope with that. Eventually, I would 
realize how all the pieces fit together, but at that 
point the puzzle hadnt even been dumped out of the 
box. Within weeks, the homicide was superseded by 
the reality of Gordon TitusMr. Tight-Ass, as we 
soon referred to himthe VP from Palm Springs, 
whose transfer to the home office was scheduled for 
November 15. As it turned out, even Titus played an 
unwitting part in the course of events.
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CF had been buzzing about Gordon Titus since June 
when the quarterly report showed unusual claim 
activity. In an insurance office, any time the loss ratio 
exceeds the profit ratio by ten percent, the board 
begins to scrutinize the entire operation, trying to 
decide where the trouble lies. The fact that ours 
was the California Fidelity home office didnt exempt 
us from corporate abuse, and the general feeling was 
that we were headed for a shake-up. Word had it that 
Gordon Titus had been hired by the Palm Springs 
branch originally to revise their office procedures and 
boost their premium volume commitment. While hed 
apparently done an admirable job (from the boards 
point of view), hed created a lot of misery. In a world 
presided over by Agatha Christie, Gordon Titus might 
have ended up on the conference room floor with a 
paper spindle through his heart. In the real world, 
such matters seldom have such a satisfactory ending. Gordon Titus was simply being transferred to Santa 
Teresa, where he was destined to create the same kind 
of misery.

In theory, this had little or nothing to do with me. 
My office space is provided by CF, in exchange for 
which I do routine investigations for them three or 
four times a month, checking out arson and wrongful 
death claims, among other things. On a quarterly 
basis, I put together documentation on any suspect 
claim being forwarded to the Insurance Crime Prevention 
Institute for investigation. I was currently 
pursuing fourteen such claims. Insurance fraud is big 
business, amounting to millions of dollars a year in 
losses that are passed on to honest policy holders, 
assuming there are still a few of us left out here. Its 
been my observation, after years in the business, that 
a certain percent of the population simply cant resist 
the urge to cheat. This inclination seems to cut across 
all class and economic lines, uniting racial and ethnic 
groups who otherwise might have little to say to one 
another. Insurance is regarded as equivalent to the 
state lottery. In return for a couple of months premiums, 
people expect to hit the jackpot. Some are even 
willing to tamper with the odds to assure themselves 
of a payoff. Ive seen people falsify losses on burglary 
claims, indicating goods stolen that were never, in fact, 
in their possession. Ive seen buildings burned down, medical claims inflated, wounds self-inflicted, workmens 
compensation claims extended far beyond any 
actual disability. Ive seen declarations of property 
damage, lost earnings, accidents, and personal injuries 
that occurred only in the inflamed imaginations of 
the claimants. Happily, insurance companies have been 
wising up fast and have now instituted measures for 
sniffing out deceit. Part of my job entails laying the 
foundation for prosecution of these fraudulent claims. 
With Gordon Titus due to arrive any day, thered 
been a sudden flurry of cases thrown in my direction 
and I was under pressure to produce quick results.

Vera passed along the latest of these questionable 
claims on a Sunday afternoon in late October. I had 
stopped by the office to pick up some estimated 
income tax files that had to go to my accountant first 
thing Monday morning. I parked my VW in the back 
lot as usual, entering the building by way of the rear 
stairs. I passed the darkened CF offices, let myself 
into my office, where I checked my answering 
machine for messages, did a quick sorting of Saturdays 
mail, and tucked the tax forms in the outside 
pouch of my leather shoulder bag. As I passed the CF 
offices on my way out again, I noticed there were 
lights on. I paused to peer through the glass doors, 
wondering if a thief was making off with all the office 
equipment. Vera crossed my line of vision, papers in hand, apparently on her way to the copy machine. 
She caught sight of me and waved, veering in my 
direction. Shes thirty-eight, single, and the closest 
thing to a best friend Im likely to have. The cluster 
of office keys was still in the lock and they jingled 
and clanked as she opened the door. Hey, babe. I 
was looking for you Friday afternoon, but youd 
already left. Must be nice knocking off at two, she 
said as she let me in.

Where did you come from? The place was dark 
when I passed by a minute ago.

She relocked the door and continued toward the 
copier with me trailing along behind. She was talking 
over her shoulder, her manner relaxed. I just popped 
by to use the Xerox machine. Dont tell anyone. This 
is personal business. A list of guests for the reception. 
She raised the lid on the Xerox machine and 
placed a paper on the glass, punching in instructions. 
She pressed the print button and the machine fired 
up. She was wearing black tights and knee-high boots 
with an oversize sweat shirt that hit her just below 
the crotch. She caught my look. I know. It looks like 
I forgot to put on my pants. Im on my way to Neils, 
but I wanted to grab this while I could. What are you 
up to? You want to join us for a drink?

Thanks, but I better not. I have some work to 
do.

Well, you missed the big excitement. The legendary 
Mr. Titus showed up Friday afternoon with three 
of his own hand-picked lieutenants. Two reps and a 
claims adjuster got canned to make room for them.

Youre kidding! Who?

Tony Marsden, Jack Cantheas, and Letty Bing.

Letty? Shell sue!

I sincerely hope so.

I thought he wasnt due here for another three 
weeks.

Surprise, surprise. Ill probably be fired next.

Oh, come on. Youre doing a great job.

Yeah, right. Thats why claims posted six hundred 
thousand in losses.

That was Andy Motyckas fault, not yours.

Oh, who cares? Im getting married. I can do 
something else. I never liked the job that much anyway. 
Hows goes the shopping so far?

The shopping? I said blankly. I was still trying 
to cope with the disaster at CF.

For the wedding. A dress.

Oooh. For the wedding. Ive got a dress.

Bullshit. You only own one dress and its black. 
Youre the maid of honor, not a pallbearer. Vera 
and her beloved were getting married in eight days, 
on Halloween. Everyone had given her infinite grief 
over her choice of dates, but Vera was adamant, claiming her natural cynicism was at war with sentiment. 
Shed never thought to marry. Shed been dating 
(she said) since she was twelve years old and had 
gone through countless men. Despite the fact that she 
was absolutely nuts about her fianc, she was determined 
to turn tradition on its ear. I thought a black 
dress would be perfect for Halloween nuptials. Once 
the reception was over we could go trick-or-treating 
together and maybe pool the take. I wanted dibs on 
the Hersheys Kisses and Tootsie Rolls.

Besides, youve had that damn dress for five 
years, she went on.

Six.

And last time you wore it you said it still smelled 
like a swamp.

I washed it!

Kinsey, you cannot wear a six-year-old smelly 
black dress in my wedding. You swore youd get a 
new one.

I will.

She gave me a flat look, filled with skepticism. 
Where will you go to shop? Not K mart.

I wouldnt go to K mart. I cant believe you said 
that.

Well, where?

I looked at her uneasily, trying to come up with an 
answer that would satisfy. I knew the hesitation was just an invitation for her to step in and boss me 
around, but to tell you the truth, I hadnt the faintest 
idea what kind of dress to buy. Ive never been a 
maid of honor. I dont have a clue what such maidens 
wear. Something useless, Im sure, with big flounces 
everywhere.

She stepped in. I will help you, she said, as 
though to a half-wit.

You will? Thats great.

Vera rolled her eyes, but I could tell she was 
thrilled that I was yielding control. People like to take 
charge of my personal life. Many seem to feel I dont 
do things right. Friday. After work, she said.

Thanks. We can have dinner afterward. My 
treat.

I dont want a Quarter Pounder With Cheese, 
she said.

I waved at her dismissively and headed toward the 
door. See you in the morning. You want to let me 
out?

Hang on a minute and Ill go, too. Why dont 
you go ahead and pick up the case I tried to give you 
Friday. Its in the file in my out box. The womans 
name is Bibianna Diaz. If you can nail her, maybe all 
of us will end up looking good.

I detoured into the glass cubicle she now occupied as claims manager, spotting the Diaz file, which was 
right on top. Got it, I called.

You can talk to Mary Bellflower once youve had 
a chance to review it. It was Parnells to begin with, 
but shes the one who flagged it.

I thought the cops took all his files.

This wasnt in with the files on his desk. Hed 
given it to Mary the month before, so the cops never 
saw it. She emerged with her photocopies clamped 
between her teeth while she fished out her car keys.

Ill see if theres a way to check the woman out 
before I talk to Mary. At least I can get the lay of the 
land that way first, I said.

Suit yourself. You can work it out any way you 
want. Vera flipped the lights off and let us out of 
the office, locking the doors behind her. If you have 
any questions, Ill be home by ten.

We left the building together, chatting idly as we 
trotted down the stairs. Ours were the only two cars 
in the lot, parked side by side. One more thing, she 
said as she unlocked her car door. Titus has asked 
to see you first thing tomorrow morning.

I stared at her across the top of her car. Why me? 
I dont work for him.

Who knows? Maybe he sees you as an important 
part of the team. He talks like that. All this rah-rah horsepuckey. Its obnoxious. She opened the door 
and slid into the drivers seat, rolling the window 
down on the passenger side. Take care.

You too.

I let myself into my car, my stomach already 
churning. I didnt want to see Gordon Titus at all, let 
alone tomorrow morning. What a way to start the 
week . . .

The parking lot was empty and the downtown 
was quiet. We pulled out at the same time, turning in 
opposite directions. All the stores were closed, but 
the lights along State Street and the smattering of 
pedestrians gave the illusion of activity in the otherwise 
deserted business district. Santa Teresa is a town 
where you can still window-shop after hours without 
(too much) fear of attack. During tourist season the 
streets swarm with people, and even in the off months 
theres a benign air about the place. I was tempted to 
grab some supper in one of the little restaurants in 
the area, but I could hear a peanut-butter-and-pickle 
sandwich calling me from home.

The neighborhood was fully dark by the time I 
parked the car and entered my gate. Henrys kitchen 
light was on, but I resisted the temptation to pop in 
to see him. Hed want to feed me dinner, ply me with 
decent chardonnay, and catch me up on all the latest 
gossip. At the age of eighty-two, hes a retired commercial baker, involved now in catering tea parties 
for little old ladies on our block. As a sideline, he 
writes those little crossword puzzle booklets you 
see in supermarket checkout lines, filled with puns, 
bons mots, and spoonerisms. When hes not doing 
that, hes usually chiding me about my personal life, 
which he thinks is not only dangerous, but much too 
uncivilized.

I let myself into my apartment and flipped on one 
of the table lamps. I dropped my handbag on the 
counter that separates my kitchenette from the designated 
living room. The place had been completely 
redone after a bomb blast had flattened it. Id stayed 
with Henry until the construction was finished, 
moving back into the apartment on my birthday the 
previous May. And what a gift it was, like a pirate 
ship, all teak and brass fittings, a porthole in the 
door, a spiral staircase leading up to a loft where I 
could sleep now beneath a skylight salted with stars. 
My bed was a platform with drawers built into the 
base. Downstairs, I had a galley for a kitchen, an 
alcove for a stacking washer/dryer, a living room with 
a sofa that doubled for company, and a small guest 
bath. Upstairs, a second bathroom had a sunken tub 
with a jungle of houseplants on the windowsill and a 
glimpse of the ocean through the treetops.

The entire apartment was fitted with little nooks and crannies of storage space, cupboards, and hidey-holes, 
pegs for my clothes. The design was all 
Henrys, and hed taken a devilish satisfaction out of 
shaping my surroundings. The carpet was royal blue, 
the furnishings simple. Even after six months, I 
walked around the place as if blind, touching everything, 
marveling at the feel of it, the scent of the 
wood. After my parents died, Id been raised by a 
maiden aunt, a woman whose relationship with me 
entailed more theory than affection. Without ever 
actually saying so, she conveyed the impression that I 
was there on approval, like a mattress, subject to 
return if the lumps didnt smooth out. To give her 
credit, her notions of child raising, if eccentric, were 
sound, and what she taught me in the way of worldly 
truths has served me well. Still, for most of my life, 
Ive felt like an intruder and a transient, merely 
marking time until I was asked to move on. Now my 
interior world had undergone a shift. This was home 
and I belonged here. While the apartment was rented, 
I was a tenant for life. The sensation was strange 
and I still didnt quite trust it.

I turned on my little black-and-white TV, letting 
the sound keep me company while I puttered around, 
making supper. I sat at the counter, perched on a barstool, 
munching on my sandwich as I leafed through 
the file Verad given me. There were copies of the initial claima single-car accident with personal 
injuriesa sheaf of medical bills, some correspondence, 
and an attached summary of the salient points. 
The adjuster, Mary Bellflower, had flagged the claim 
for a variety of reasons; the injury itself was soft 
tissue and subjective, impossible to verify. Ms. Diaz 
was complaining of whiplash, headaches, dizziness, 
lower back pain, and muscle spasms, among other 
things. The repairs to the car were estimated at fifteen 
hundred dollars, with additional medical bills (all 
third-generation photocopies, which would permit a 
bit of tampering with the figures) totaling twenty-five 
hundred dollars. She was also claiming twelve 
hundred dollars in lost wages, for a total of fifty-two 
hundred dollars. There was no police report 
from the accident scene, and the adjuster was astute 
enough to pick up on the fact that the collision had 
occurred shortly after Ms. Diazs vehicle had been 
registered and insured. Also questionable was the 
fact that the claimant was using a post office box as 
an address. Mary had ferreted out an actual street 
address, which shed included in her notes. I noticed 
shed been careful to retain copies of the envelopes 
(showing date stamps) in which the claim forms 
had been returned. If charges were filed, these would 
provide evidence that the U.S. mails had been used, 
thus opening the matter to federal investigation under mail fraud statutes. In fraudulent cases, the claimant 
will often hire an attorney whose job it is to stick the 
screws to the claims representative, pressuring for a 
quick settlement. Ms. Diaz hadnt (yet) engaged the 
services of an attorney, but she was being pushy 
about reimbursement. I couldnt imagine why Parnell 
had turned the case over to Mary Bellflower. On a 
case this size the temptation is to approve payment 
fairly quickly to avoid any suggestion of bad faith 
on the part of the insurance company. However, 
because California Fidelity had recently chalked up 
such big losses, Maclin Voorhies, the company vice 
president, was taking a dim view of rubber stamping. 
Thus, the matter had been referred to me for follow-up. 
With Titus on the scene, it might turn out to be 
too little too late, but thats where matters stood.

It was ten when I finally turned the lights out and 
went up to bed. I opened one of the windows and 
leaned my head against the frame, letting the cold air 
wash across my face. The moon was up. The night 
sky was clear and the stars were as piercing as 
pinpricks. A weak storm front was moving in, and a 
chance of showers was being predicted sometime in 
the next couple of days. So far, there was no sign of 
rain. I could hear the muffled tumble of the surf a 
block away. I crawled under the covers and flipped 
on the clock radio, staring up at the skylight. A country song began to play, Willie Nelson in a wistful 
account of pain and suffering. Where is Robert Dietz 
tonight? I asked myself. Id hired myself a private 
investigator the previous May when my name showed 
up as one of the four finalists on somebodys hit list. 
Id needed a bodyguard and Dietz turned out to be it. 
Once the situation was defused, hed stayed on for 
three months. Hed been gone now for two. We were 
neither of us letter writers and too cheap to call each 
other very often since hed left for Germany. His 
departure was wrenching, the banal and the bitter-sweet 
mingling in about equal parts.

Im not good at good-byes, Id said the night 
before he left.

Im not good at anything else, hed replied with 
that crooked smile of his. I didnt think his pain 
was any match for mine. I might have been wrong, 
of course. Dietz was not the sort of man given to 
unrestrained expressions of anguish or distress, which 
is not to say such feelings didnt exist for him.

The hard part about love is the hole it leaves when 
its gone . . . which is the substance of every country-and-western song you ever heard . . .



The next thing I knew, it was 6:00 A.M. and my 
alarm was peeping like a little bird. I rolled out of bed and grabbed my running clothes, pulling on 
sweat pants, sweat shirt, crew socks, and Adidas. I 
paused to brush my teeth and then headed down the 
spiral stairs to my front door. The sun hadnt risen 
yet, but the darkness had eased up to a charcoal 
haze. The morning air was damp and smelled of eucalyptus. 
I clung to the front gate and did a couple of 
stretchesmore form than contentusing the walk 
over to Cabana Boulevard as a way of warming up 
to some extent. Sometimes I wonder why I continue 
to exercise with such diligence. Paranoia, perhaps . . . 
the recollection of the times when Ive had to run for 
my life.

When I reached the bike path I broke into an 
awkward trot. My legs felt like wood and my breathing 
was choppy. The first mile always hurts; anything 
after that is a snap by comparison. I shut my mind 
off and tuned in to my surroundings. To the right of 
me, the ocean was pounding at the beach, a muted 
thunder as restful as the sound of rain. Sea gulls were 
screeching as they wheeled above the surf. The Pacific 
was the color of liquid steel, the waves a foamy mass 
of aluminum and chrome. The sand became a mirror 
where the water receded, reflecting the softness of 
the morning sky. The horizon turned a salmon pink 
as the sun crept into view. Long arms of coral light 
stretched out along the horizon, where clouds were beginning to mass from the promised storm front. 
The air was cold and richly scented with salt spray 
and seaweed. Within minutes, my stride began to 
lengthen and I could feel a mindless rhythm orchestrate 
all the moving parts. As it turned out, this was 
the last time Id have a chance to jog for weeks. 
Had I but known, I might have enjoyed it a lot more 
than I did.
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Somehow I sensed, long before I actually laid eyes 
on the man, that my relationship with Gordon Titus 
was not going to be a source of joy and comfort to 
either one of us. Since hed proposed the meeting, 
I figured my choices were obvious. I could avoid 
the office, thus postponing our first encounter, or 
I could comply with his request and get it over with. 
Of the two, the latter seemed the wiser on the face 
of it. After all, it was possible the meeting was a 
mere formality. I didnt want my lack of enthusiasm 
to be misinterpreted. Better, I thought, to appear to 
be cooperative. As my aunt used to say: Always 
keep yourself on the side of the angels. It was only 
after she died that I began to wonder what that 
meant.

When I got to the office at nine, I put a call through 
to Darcy Pascoe, the receptionist in the California 
Fidelity offices next door to mine. Hi, Darcy. This is Kinsey. I hear Gordon Titus wants to meet with me. 
From what Vera says, the guys a real prick.

Good morning, Miss Millhone. Nice to hear from 
you, she said in a pleasant singsong voice.

Why are you talking like that? Is he standing 
right there?

Thats correct.

Oh. Well, would you ask him what time he wants 
me over there? Ive got a few minutes now if it works 
for him.

Just one moment, please.

She put me on hold long enough to convey the 
question and elicit a response. She clicked back in. 
Right now would be fine.

Im so thrilled.

I hung up the phone. I can handle this, I thought. 
All of us are subjected to somebody elses power at 
some point. So once in a while you kiss ass. So what? 
Either you make your peace with that early, or you 
end up living your life as a crank and a misfit. As I 
headed for the door, I passed the wall-hung mirror 
and paused to check my reflection. I looked fine to 
me. Jeans, turtleneck, no dirt on my face, nothing 
green between my teeth. I dont wear makeup, so I 
never have to worry about caking or smears. I used 
to cut my hair myself, but Id been growing it out of 
late, so it was now shoulder length, just the teeniest bit uneven. Fortunately, all I had to do was cock my 
head at a slight angle and it straightened right up.

It was with my head thus tilted that I entered the 
glass cubicle Gordon Titus was apparently using for 
his little get-acquainted meetings with the staff. Veras 
office was located right next to his and I could see 
her at her desk, shooting me a profoundly cross-eyed 
look. She was wearing a subdued gray business suit 
with a plain white blouse, her hair tucked back in a 
bun. Mr. Titus stood up to meet me and we shook 
hands across the desk. Miss Millhone.

Hi. How are you? Nice to meet you, I said.

His grip was appropriately macho, firm and hearty, 
but not crushing, the contact maintained just long 
enough to show that his purpose was sincere. At first 
glance, I have to say he was a pleasant surprise. I 
pictured dry and gray, someone all tucked in and 
proper. He was younger than I expected, forty-two at 
most. He was smooth-faced, clean-shaven, his eyes 
blue, his hair prematurely gray and stylishly cut. Instead 
of a suit, he wore chinos and a blue Izod shirt. He 
didnt seem all that taken with me. I could tell from his 
glance that my professional attire was a bit of a shock. 
He covered it well, perhaps imagining that Id come in 
to assist the charwoman with the floors before work.

Have a seat, he said. No smile, no small talk, no 
social niceties.

I sat.

He sat. Weve been taking a look at the reports 
you submitted over the past six months. Nice work, 
he said. I could already sense the but hanging in 
the air above our heads. His eye traveled down the 
page in front of him. He leafed rapidly through the 
sheaf of notes clipped to the front of a manila file 
folder. The implication was that he had data on me 
going back to the first time I threw up in elementary 
school. There was a yellow legal pad in front of him 
on which hed scribbled additional notes in ink. His 
handwriting was precise, the letters angular, with an 
emphasis on downward strokes. Occasionally, there 
were pits where the pen point had torn through the 
paper. I could picture his thoughts speeding across 
the page while his cursive stumped along behind, 
gouging out unsightly holes. Hed never forgotten 
how to do a formal outline. Topics were laid out 
with Roman numerals, subclauses neatly indented. 
His mind probably worked that way, too, with all 
the categories assigned up front and all the subordinate 
subjects carefully relegated to the lines below. 
He closed the folder and set it aside. He turned his 
attention to me fully.

I thought it was time to jump right in and make 
quick work of it. Im not sure if youre aware of it, 
but Im not actually a California Fidelity employee, I said. I work for the company as an independent 
contractor.

His smile was thin. I understand that. However, 
there are several small issues well need to clarify for 
corporate purposes. Im sure you can appreciate the 
fact that in a review of this sort, we need to see 
the whole picture.

Of course.

He studied the first and second pages of his legal 
pad.

I glanced surreptitiously at my watch, under the 
guise of adjusting the band.

Without looking up, he said, Have you another 
appointment?

I have a claim to investigate. I should be out in 
the field.

He looked up at me. His body was motionless. His 
blue eyes bored into mine without blinking. He was 
handsome, but blank, so expressionless that I wondered 
if hed had a stroke or an accident that had 
severed all the muscles in his face.

I tried to keep my mien as dead as his. Im a 
bottom-line kind of person myself. I like to cut 
straight to the chase.

He picked up his pen, checking item one, line one 
on his list. Im not clear whom you report to. 
Perhaps you can fill me in.

Oh, Jesus. It varies, I said pleasantly. Im 
accountable to Mac Voorhies, but the cases are usually 
referred by individual claims adjusters. The minute I 
started speaking, he began to write. Im an expert (she 
said modestly) at reading upside down, but he was 
using a shorthand code of his own. I stopped speaking. 
He stopped taking notes. I said nothing.

He looked up at me again. Excuse me. I missed 
that. Can you describe the procedure on this? The file 
doesnt seem to indicate.

Usually, I get a call. Or one of the adjusters might 
bring a case to my attention. I stop in the office two 
or three times a week. He managed to write at exactly 
the rate I spoke. I stopped. His pen came to a halt.

In addition to meetings? he asked.

Meetings?

Im assuming you attend the regularly scheduled 
office meetings. Budgets. Sales . . .

Ive never done that.

He checked his notes, flipping back a page or two. 
A frown formed, but I could have sworn his confusion 
was pure theatrics. I cant seem to find your 206s.

Really, I said. That surprises me. I hadnt the 
faintest idea what a 206 was, but I thought it should 
be his responsibility since he brought it up.

He passed a form across the desk to me. Just to 
refresh your memory, he said.

There were lots of slots to be filled in. Dates, 
times, corporate numbers, odometer readings; clearly 
a formal report in which I was supposed to detail 
every burp and hiccup on the job. I passed the form 
back to him without comment I wasnt going to play 
this game. Screw him.

Hed begun to make notes again, head bent. Ill 
have to ask you to supply the carbons from your files 
so we can bring our files up to date. Drop them off 
with Miss Pascoe by noon, if you would. Well set up 
an appointment to go over them later.

What for?

Well need documentation of your hours so we 
can calculate your rate of pay, he said as if it were 
obvious.

I can tell you that. Thirty bucks an hour plus 
expenses.

He managed to convey astonishment without even 
raising a brow. Less rental monies for the office 
space, of course, he said.

In lieu of rental monies for the office space.

Dead silence.

Finally, he said, That cant be the case.

Thats been my arrangement with CF from the first.

Thats absolutely out of the question.

Its been this way for the past six years and no 
ones complained of it yet.

He lifted his pen from the page. Well. Well have 
to see if we can straighten this out.

Straighten what out? Thats the agreement. It 
suits me. It suits them.

Miss Millhone, do you have a problem?

No, not at all. What makes you ask?

Im not sure I understand your attitude, he said.

My attitude is simple. I dont see why I have to 
put up with this bureaucratic bullshit. I dont work 
for you. Im an independent contractor. You dont 
like what I do, hire somebody else.

I see. He replaced the cap on the pen. He began 
to gather his papers, his movements crisp, his manner 
abrupt. Perhaps we can meet some other time. When 
youre calmer.

I said, Great. You too. I have a job to do, anyway.

He left the cubicle before I did and headed straight 
for Macs office. All the CF employees within range 
were hard at work, their expressions studiously attentive 
to the job at hand.

I put the entire exchange in a mental box and filed 
it away. Thered be hell to pay, but at the moment I 
didnt care.



The address Id been given for Bibianna Diaz turned 
out to be a vacant lot. I sat in my car and stared blankly at the parcel of raw dirt, crudely landscaped 
with weeds, palms, boulders, and broken bottles 
twinkling in the sunlight. A condom dangled limply 
from a fallen palm frond, looking like a skin shed by 
some anemic snake. I double-checked the information 
listed in the file and then scanned the house numbers 
on either side. No match. I flipped open the glove 
compartment and pulled out a city map, which I 
spread across the steering wheel, squinting at the street 
names indexed alphabetically on the back. There was 
no other road, drive, avenue, or lane listed with the 
same name or one that even came close. Id dropped 
the Diaz file off at the CF offices before my meeting 
with Titus, so all I had with me were a few penciled 
notes. I figured it was time to check back with Mary 
Bellflower to see what else she might have in the way 
of a contact. I started the car and headed toward town, 
feeling strangely gratified. The nonexistent street 
address added fuel to the notion that Ms. Diaz was 
telling fibs, a prospect that excited the latent felon in 
me. In California jargon, I can resonate with crooks. 
Investigating honest people isnt half the fun.

I spotted a pay phone on the far side of a gas 
station. I pulled in and had my tank topped off while 
I called Mary at the CF offices and told her what 
was going on. You have any other address for this 
woman? I asked.

Oh, Kinsey, poor thing. I heard about your meeting 
with Gordon Titus. I cant believe you gave him 
such a hard time. He was screaming at Mac so loud I 
could hear it back here.

I couldnt help myself, I said. I really meant to 
behave and it just popped out.

Oh, you poor dear.

I dont think its that bad, I said. Do you?

I dont know. I saw him go off with the corporate 
vice president and he seemed pretty upset. He told 
Darcy to take his calls. The minute he walked out the 
door, the tension level dropped by half.

How can you guys put up with that stuff? Hes a 
jerk. Has he talked to you yet?

No, but Kinsey, I cant afford to lose this job. I 
just qualified for benefits. Im hoping to get pregnant, 
and Peters group plan doesnt cover maternity.

Well, I wouldnt take any guff, I said. Of 
course, Ill be fired, but what the hell. Ill live.

Mary laughed. If you can pull this one off, it 
might help.

Lets hope so. Do you have any other address in 
the file?

I doubt it, but I can look. Hang on a sec. I 
listened to Mary breathe in my ear while she leafed 
through the file. Reluctantly, she said, No, I dont 
see anything. You know, we never got a copy of the police report. Maybe she gave them the correct 
address.

Good thought, I said. I can stop by the station 
as long as Im out. What about the telephone 
number? Can we check the crisscross? I had the 
latest Polk directory in my office, detailing addresses 
sequentially by street and house number, a second 
section listing telephone numbers sequentially. Often, 
if you have one good piece of information, you get a 
line on a subject by cross-referencing.

She said, Wont help. Its unlisted.

Oh, good. A crook with an unlisted number. I 
love that. How about the license plate on the car? 
DMV might have something.

Well, that I can help you with. Mary scouted 
out the plate number of Bibiannas Mazda and recited 
it to me. And Kinsey, if you get the address, let me 
know right away. I have some forms I want to send 
her and Macs having a fit. You cant send registered 
mail to a post office box.

Right, I said. By the way, how come Parnell 
didnt handle this one himself?

Beats me. I assumed he was just too busy with his 
other cases.

Maybe so, I said with a shrug. Anyway, Ill call 
as soon as I know anything. Im planning to pop by 
the office later with an update for the files.

Good luck.

I scribbled a few hasty notes to myself after we 
hung up. I fished out another couple of dimes and 
tried Bibiannas work number, a dry cleaning establishment 
on Vaquero.

The man who answered the telephone was terse 
and impatient, probably his chronic state. The excess 
stomach acid was audible in his voice and I pictured 
him tossing Tums in his mouth like after-dinner 
mints. When I asked for Bibianna Diaz, he said she 
was out. Period.

When there was no other information forthcoming, 
I gave him a prompt. Do you expect her back 
soon?

I dont expect nothin, he shot back. She said 
shed be out all week. Back problems, she says. Im 
not gonna argue anybody has a bad back. First thing 
you know I get slapped with a goddamn workmens 
comp claim and Im out big bucks. Nuts to that. 
Whos this?

This is her cousin, Ruth. Im passing through 
town on my way to Los Angeles and I promised Id 
stop and see her. Is there any way you could give me 
her home address? She gave it to me last week when 
we chatted on the phone, but I walked off without 
my address book so I dont have it with me.

Nope. Sorry. No dice. And you wanna know why? Because I dont know you. You could be anyone. 
Nothing personal, but how do I know you dont 
go around slashin young girls with a butcher knife? 
You see what I mean? I give out an employees 
address and Im liable for anything happens after 
that. Burglary, harassment, rape. Unh-hunh. No way. 
Thats my policy. He sounded like he was in his 
sixties, a man besieged with lawsuits.

I started to say something else, but he plunked the 
phone down in my ear. I made a face at the receiver, 
a mature and effectual way of handling my irritation, 
I thought. I paid for the gasoline, got back in the 
VW, and drove over to the police station, where I 
paid eleven bucks for a copy of the accident report. 
The address listed was the same nonexistent street 
address Id started with. The clerk working at the 
desk wasnt one I knew and I couldnt get her to run 
a check on Bibianna for me.

I left my car parked out front and walked the half 
block to the courthouse, where I tried the superior 
court clerks office, scanning the dockets for some 
sign of Ms. Diaz. Not there. Too bad. It would have 
cheered me up enormously to learn she had a felony 
conviction lurking in her background. By now, without 
ever having laid eyes on the woman, I was 
operating on the assumption that she was up to no 
good. I wanted her address and I couldnt believe there wasnt a paper trail somewhere. I pulled up 
negative results from municipal court records, 
nothing from voter registration. I checked with the 
DAs office, where a pal of mine assured me Bibianna 
wasnt passing bad paper or late with any child 
support payments. Well, shoot. Id just about 
exhausted the sources I could think of.

I picked up my car and hit the freeway, heading 
for the county sheriffs department. I parked in the 
small lot out front and pushed through the glass 
doors into a small reception area, where I signed 
my name in the logbook. I walked down the hall a 
short distance to a cubbyhole marked Records and 
Warrants. The civilian clerk on duty didnt seem 
like a promising source of confidential information. 
I judged her to be in her early thirties, roughly my 
age, with a frizzy pyramid of tightly kinked blond 
hair and way too much gum for the size of her teeth. 
She caught me surveying her dental misfortunes and 
pulled her lips together self-consciously. I checked for 
a name tag, but she wasnt wearing one.

Can you run a computer check and see if this 
woman has ever been arrested in Santa Teresa? I 
reached for the pad of scratch paper on the counter 
and jotted down Bibiannas name and her date of 
birth. I took out my wallet, laid the photostat of my 
P.I. license next to the note.

Her pale eyes came to rest on mine with the first 
real sign of recognition. Were not allowed to 
divulge that information. The Department of Justice 
has very strict guidelines.

Well, good for them, I said. Why dont I tell 
you my situation and see if it helps. Im investigating 
Bibianna Diaz for possible insurance fraud, and 
the company I work for, California Fidelity, needs to 
know if shes got a record.

She processed what Id said and I watched her 
formulate a reply with care. She was not quick, this 
one. She operated with the sort of bureaucratic caution 
guaranteed to infuriate the honest citizen (also 
people like me). If shes been tried and convicted, 
you can get that information from the court clerks 
office. Its a matter of public record.

Im aware of that. Ive already checked their files. 
What Im wondering is whether shes ever been 
arrested or booked without being formally charged.

If she was never charged or convicted, then the 
fact that she was arrested would be immaterial. Its a 
matter of the individuals right to privacy.

I appreciate that. I understand, I said. But 
suppose shes been picked up for burglary or theft 
and the DAs decided he cant make a case . . .

Then its none of your business. If she was never 
formally charged with a crime

I get the drift, I said. It never pays to deal with 
the flyweights of the world. They take far too much 
pleasure in thwarting you at every turn. I was silent 
for a moment, trying to compose myself. Situations 
like this bring up an ancient and fundamental desire 
to bite. I could envision a half-moon of my teeth marks 
on the flesh on her forearm, which would swell and 
turn all colors of the rainbow. Shed have to have 
tetanus and rabies shots. Maybe her owner would elect 
to put her to sleep. I smiled politely. Look. Why dont 
we simplify life to some extent. All I really need is a 
current address. Could you check that for me?

No.

Why not?

Because we cant give out that information.

What about the Freedom of Information Act? 
I said.

What about it?

Is there anyone else here I could talk to?

She didnt like my persistence. She didnt like my 
tone. She didnt like anything else about me, either, 
and the feeling was mutual. Her and Gordon Titus. 
God. Some days it doesnt pay to get out of bed. She 
left the desk without another word and returned 
moments later with a female deputy who was pleasant 
but unyielding. I went through the same tiresome 
routine again and got nowhere.

Well, thanks anyway. This has really been fun, 
I said.

I sat in my car out in the parking lot, trying to 
decide what to do next. This is what happens when I 
tell the truth, I thought righteously. No wonder Im 
forced to lie, cheat, and steal. Honesty will get you 
nowhere, especially with these law-and-order types. 
I glanced down at the police report sitting on the 
passenger seat beside me. I waited for my flush of 
frustration to subside and then I picked it up.

According to the account shed given to the officer 
at the scene, Bibianna had been proceeding south on 
Valdesto at 30 MPH when shed been forced to slam 
on her brakes, swerving to avoid a cat that streaked 
across her path. Her car had skidded sideways 
and shed plowed into a parked car. There were no 
witnesses, of course. Paramedics called to the scene 
had administered first aid for superficial contusions 
and abrasions and then transported her to St. Terrys 
emergency room for X-ray examination when she 
complained of neck and back pain. I wondered if 
the hospital billing department had a good address 
for her. There was probably a second insurance 
company, representing the owner of the vehicle shed 
hit, and it was always possible that the other claims 
adjuster had something in his files. Bibianna lived 
somewhere and I was determined to get a line on her. I went back to the office and made the requisite 
phone calls, which netted me nothing. I gave Mary 
Bellflower a quick call next door and told her I was 
still working on it.

At two-fifteen, aggravated, I set the matter aside 
and spent the rest of the day on routine paperwork. I 
knew I could ill afford to get obsessed with Bibianna 
Diaz. Now that I had Gordon Titus breathing down 
my neck, I was going to have to cover some ground. 
I plowed on, but even while I was concentrating on 
other cases, finishing off the paperwork, I could feel 
the pull. Something was bothering me. Its not like 
passing a file along to another adjuster is any big 
deal, but Parnell was dead and that seemed to make 
all the difference.
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The next morning, I showered and donned my generic 
uniform. I had this outfit done up for me years ago 
by an ex-con who learned to sew working the big 
machines in some federal penitentiary. The slacks 
were blue gray and unflattering, with a pale stripe 
along the seam. The matching pale blue shirt had a 
circle of Velcro sewn on the sleeve, which usually 
sported a patch that read Southern California 
Services. The shoes, left over from my days on the 
police force, were black and made my feet look like 
theyd be hard to lift. Once I added a clipboard and a 
self-important key ring, I could pass myself off as 
just about anything. Usually, I pretend Im reading a 
water meter or checking for gas leaks, any officious 
task that necessitates crawling through somebodys 
bushes and tampering with their security systems. 
Today, I slapped on an FTD patch and headed for 
the nearest florist, where I laid out thirty-six dollars for a massive bouquet. I bought a syrupy get-well 
card, scribbled an illegible name, and put in a quick 
call to the dry cleaning establishment where Bibianna 
worked. A woman answered this time. Oh, hi, said 
I. May I speak to the owner, please?

This the plant. He just left on his way over to 
the other place, she said. You want that number?

Sure.

She recited the number to me carefully and I 
recited it back as if I were writing it down. What did 
she know? She couldnt see what I was doing anyway.

Thanks, I said. I hung up and hopped in my car, 
flowers on the seat beside me. I drove over to the 
plant. There was a nice green length of curb out in 
front, fifteen minutes of free parking. I locked the car 
and went in. I stood at the counter briefly, waiting 
for service. The place smelled of soap products, damp 
cotton, chemicals, and steam. The area behind the 
counter was a forest of clothing in clear plastic bags. 
On my left, an elaborate electronic tram moved hanging 
garments in a tortuous track that snaked up and 
around, returning to the point of origin so that any 
garment on board could be delivered to the station 
when the proper number was punched in.

To the right, a maze of overhead pipes supported 
garments in the process of being pressed. There were 
ten women within my visual range, most of them Hispanic, working machines whose function one could 
only guess. A radio had been tuned to a Spanish-language 
station that was blasting out an up-tempo 
cut from a Linda Ronstadt album. Two of the women 
sang as they worked, moving mens shirts expertly 
across the machines in front of them. With the syncopated 
rhythm of the irons, the shirt machines, the 
clouds of billowing steam, the place looked like the 
perfect setting for a musical number.

One of the two singing women finally noticed me. 
She left her machine and came over to the counter 
where I was waiting. She was short and compact, 
with a round face, eyes the color of chocolate 
M&Ms, and coarse dark hair pulled into a snood. 
The loose gold satin blouse she wore was sprinkled 
with sequins. She glanced at the bouquet. Those for 
me?

I checked the attached florists card. Are you 
Bibianna Diaz?

Nah. Shes off this week.

She wont be in at all?

The woman shook her head. She hurt her back 
in this accident . . . mmm, about two months ago, 
and its still botherin her. The pain flares up, she 
says, real bad. She cant hardly walk. Boss told her, 
No way, dont come in. He dont want no kind of 
lawsuit. She got a boyfriend?

I turned the card over, holding it up to the light. 
Looks like a get-well card, actually. Shoot. Now 
what am I supposed to do?

Take em to her house, she said.

I cant. This is the only address he gave. You 
dont happen to have her home address, do you?

Nah. I never been there myself, the woman said. 
She turned to one of the other women. Hey, Lupe. 
Wheres Bibianna live?

The second woman shook her head, but a third 
piped up. On Castano. I dont know the number, 
but its this big brown house in front and her place 
in back. Shes got this little bungalow. Real cute. 
Between Huerto and Arroyo.

The woman at the counter turned back to me. 
You know the block shes talkin about?

Ill find it, I said. Thanks. Youve been a big 
help.

Im Graciela. Tell the guy to look me up he gets 
tired of her. I got all the same equipment, just 
arranged different.

I smiled. Ill do that.




The second address on Bibianna turned out to be a 
dank-looking brown cottage at the back of a dank 
brown house, located in a midtown neighborhood distinctly down at the heel. I spotted the house in 
passing, then circled the block and parked across 
the street. I sat and scanned the premises. The lot 
was long and narrow, sheltered by the overhanging 
branches of magnolia, juniper, and pine trees. There 
was not a shred of grass anywhere and what vegetation 
there was seemed in desperate need of a trim. A 
cracked concrete drive cut along the property to the 
right. In the larger house in front, someone had nailed 
sagging floral print bedsheets across the windows in 
lieu of drapes.

There were no cars in the drive. According to the 
claim form, her 1978 Mazda was still in the body 
shop, having the right side panel replaced (among 
other things). I waited twenty minutes, but there was 
no visible activity. I torqued myself around, reaching 
into the backseat for the locked briefcase where I 
keep assorted false IDs for occasions such as this. 
I pulled a set for Hannah Moore, neatly tucked 
into a plastic accordion file: California drivers license 
with my stats and a photo of me, Social Security, and 
credit cards for Visa and Chevron gasoline. Hannah 
Moore even had a library card since I wanted her to 
appear literate. I shoved my shoulder bag under the 
front seat and tucked the ID in my trouser pocket. I 
got out, locked my car, crossed the street, and made 
my way down the driveway.

The tall trees on the property shaded it to an 
unpleasant chill, and I found myself wishing Id 
brought a windbreaker or a sweat shirt. The exterior 
of Bibiannas vintage cottage was a shaggy brown 
shingle, the perfect little snack for a swarm of hungry 
termites. I climbed two wide creaking wooden steps 
to a tiny porch piled with junk. A casement window 
on the right side had a length of red cotton hung 
across the glass. I tried to peek in, but I really couldnt 
see much. The interior seemed quiet and there were 
no lights visible. I knocked on the front door, taking 
advantage of the moment to survey my immediate 
surroundings. A metal mailbox was nailed to the 
siding near the front door. Seven addressed and 
stamped envelopes were loosely tucked in the catch 
rack, awaiting pickup by the mailman. So far no one 
had answered my knock. The cottage had an unoccupied 
air, and I fancied I could already pick up the 
faintly musty scent generated by some dwellings 
with even the briefest of absences. I knocked again, 
waiting an interminable few minutes before concluding 
there was really no one home. Casually, I looked 
toward the big house, but there were no signs of life, 
no accusing faces peering out the windows at me. 
I reached over and let my fingers tippy-toe through 
the envelopes. When no alarms went off, I picked 
up the whole batch and sorted through them at my leisure. Four were bills. She was paying telephone, 
gas, electricity, and a department store. There were 
two number ten envelopes, one addressed to Aetna 
Insurance and one to Allstate, both with Lola Flores 
listed on the return address. Oh, gee, wonder 
what that could be, I thought. Cheaters never quit. It 
looked like the scam extended beyond the claim 
against California Fidelity. The seventh piece of mail 
was a personal letter addressed to someone in Los 
Angeles. I plucked it out of the stack, folded it, slipped 
it down the waistband of my trousers and into my 
panties. Shame on me. Thats a federal crimethe 
stealing part, not the underpants. I returned the rest 
of the letters to the catch rack. Suppressing the impulse 
to run, I sauntered off the porch, ambled up the drive, 
and crossed the street to my waiting car.

I opened the car door on the passenger side, tossed 
the clipboard on the front seat, barely missing the 
bouquet, and locked up again. I could see a mini-market 
at the corner of Huerto and Arroyo, about 
ten houses down on the right. I headed in that 
direction in hope of finding a telephone. The market 
was a tiny mom-and-pop operation, the front windows 
papered over with hand-lettered advertisements 
for beer, cigarettes, and dog food. The interior was 
dimly lighted and there was sawdust on the uneven 
wooden floor that looked like it had been there since the place was built. The shelves were a jumble of 
canned goods in no particular order that I could discern. 
Free-standing shelves formed two narrow aisles 
crowded with everything from Pampers to Jell-O to 
lawn care products. Near the front, there was a 
refrigerated soft drink case and an ancient crypt-style 
freezer filled with frozen vegetables, fruit juices, and 
ice-cream bars. Mom was standing at the front 
counter in a white wraparound apron, a half-smoked 
cigarette in one hand. She was probably sixty-five with 
a stiffly sprayed flip of blond hair and a wide scab 
mustache where shed had the wrinkles dermabraded 
off her upper lip. The skin on her face had been hiked 
up and tacked behind her ears, and her eyes had been 
stitched into an expression of permanent amazement.

You have a pay telephone?

Back by the stockroom, she said, pointing with 
her cigarette. A half-inch of ash dropped off and 
tumbled down the front of her apron.

I dropped four nickels into the coin slot and called 
Mary Bellflower, giving her Bibianna Diazs hard-won 
address.

Thanks. This is great, she said. Ive got a 
packet of forms I can ship right out. Are you coming 
back to the office?

Yeah, Ill be there in a bit. I thought Id hang 
around for a while and see if Bibianna shows.

Well, stop in later and well figure out where we 
go from here.

Has Gordon Titus come back?

Nope. Not yet. Maybe it was a rout.

I doubt that, I said. When I hung up the receiver, 
a nickel tumbled down into the return coin slot. 
My lucky day. On my left, there was a meat counter 
with a slanted glass front. A sign above it advertised 
the lunch special: chili beans, coleslaw, and a tri-tip 
sandwich for $2.39. The smell was divine. Tri-tip is 
apparently a regional phenomenon, some cut of beef 
nobody else has ever heard of. Periodically, a local 
journalist will try to trace the origin of the term. The 
accompanying article will show a moo-cow in profile 
with all the steaks drawn in. Tri-tip is on the near 
end, opposite the heinie bumper. Its usually barbecued, 
sliced, and served with homemade salsa on a 
bun or wrapped in a tortilla with a sprig of cilantro.

Pop emerged from the walk-in freezer. A breath 
of winter wafted out. He was a big man in his sixties, 
with a benign face and mild eyes. What can I get 
you?

How about the tri-tip to go.

He winked at me, smiling slightly, and prepared it 
without a word.

Sandwich in hand, I grabbed a Diet Pepsi from the cooler and paid at the front register. I returned to 
my car, where I dined in style, being careful not to 
spill salsa down the front of my uniform. The 
flowers, getting limper by the minute, filled the VWs 
interior with the smells of a funeral home. I kept an 
eye on Bibiannas driveway for two hours, perfecting 
my surveillance Zen. In many P.I. firms, surveillance 
work is charged off at a higher rate than any other 
service offered because its such a yawn. There were 
no signs of activity, no visitors, no lights coming on. 
It occurred to me if I intended to watch the place for 
long, Id better contact the beat officer and let him 
know what was going on. Also, it might be smart to 
borrow another vehicle and maybe cook up some 
reason to be loitering in the vicinity. The postman 
came by on foot and picked up the letters waiting in 
Bibiannas box, replacing them with a handful of 
mail. I would have given a lot to see who was writing 
to her, but I didnt want to press my luck. Where was 
the woman? If her back hurt so bad, how come she 
was out all day? Maybe she was at the chiropractors 
getting all her vertebrae lined up or her head replaced. 
At three I started up the car and headed back toward 
town.

When I arrived at the California Fidelity offices, I 
gave the bouquet to Darcy at the front desk. She had the good taste not to mention my little run-in with 
Titus. Her gaze rested briefly on my uniform. You 
join the air force?

I just like to dress like this.

Those shoes look like theyd be lethal in a kickboxing 
contest, she remarked. If youre here for 
Mary, shes got some clients with her, but you can 
probably mosey on back.

Mary had been hired as a CF claims representative 
in May, when Jewel Cavaletto retired. Shed 
been assigned the desk Vera had occupied before her 
promotion to the glass-enclosed office up front. Mary 
was smart but inexperienced, a young twenty-four, 
with the kind of face just pretty enough to net her 
second runner-up in a regional beauty contest. I gave 
her credit for the fact that she had flagged the Diaz 
claim. She had a good eye and if she could hang in 
long enough, shed be a real asset to the company. 
Shed been married for three months to a salesman 
for the local Nissan dealership and was taking an 
avid interest in Veras wedding plans. One of Marys 
own wedding invitations (gauzy pink background 
depicting daisies blowing in a field) had been framed 
in brass and propped up on her desk. Where Vera 
had always tucked the latest issue of Cosmopolitan 
magazine under the stacks of claim folders on her 
desk, Mary read Brides, whose influence apparently extended from the engagement through the first year
of marriage. Mary had once appealed to me for my
recipe for chicken divan until Vera set her straight.
Now she tended to regard me with the pity of the
newly married for those of us determined to stay
single.

I chatted with Darcy for a few minutes more and 
then made my way back to Marys work station, 
pausing to say hi to a couple of other claims 
adjusters en route. Word of my skirmish with Titus 
had apparently spread and Id been accorded celebrity 
status, which I figured would last until I got fired, one 
day at best. Marys clients, a man and a woman, were 
just leaving as I reached her cubicle. The woman was 
in her thirties with a shaggy mane of bleached hair, 
the styling faintly punk. Her eyes were lined with 
harsh black, her lashes clearly false. Her patterned 
black hose and the trashy sling-back pumps with 
spike heels seemed at odds with the severe cut of her 
business suit. She seemed far less aware of me than 
I was of her, barely glancing in my direction as she 
passed by in the narrow aisle between cubicles. Her 
companion followed at a leisurely pace, an attitude 
of arrogance displayed in the very way he walked. 
He had his hands in his pockets as if he had all day, 
but I could have sworn he was keeping a tight rein 
on himself. His dark hair was combed away from his face. He had thick brows above big, dark eyes, high 
cheekbones, and a mustache cut so that it seemed to 
trail down around his mouth. He was well over six 
feet tall, the heft of his broad shoulders exaggerated 
by the padding in his plaid sport coat He looked like 
the bad guys ominous sidekick in a prime-time television 
show. As he came abreast of me, he tried to 
sidestep but bumped me in the process. He caught 
my arm apologetically and murmured a Hey, sorry 
as he headed on down the corridor. I caught a whiff 
of the hair tonic he was using to subdue the wave 
in his dark pompadour. I found myself staring after 
them as I moved into Marys cubicle.

She wasnt at her desk, but she appeared a half 
second later, eyes pinned on a Dixie cup filled with 
water to the brim. She wore a red cashmere sweater 
with the sleeves pushed up. Her complexion was fresh 
and clear, her skin shiny with good health. Her coloring 
was the stuff of magazine ads. Here we are, she 
said, and then she glanced up at me with some surprise. 
Oh. Did they leave? The pair that was here?

They went that-a-way. You missed them by a half 
a second.

She peered out into the corridor, but there was no 
sign of them. Well, thats weird. She said she wasnt 
feeling good, so I went to get her this.

She looked okay to me.

Marys mouth pulled down with puzzlement and 
she set the cup of water on her desk. I wish theyd 
hung around. I was hoping you could talk to them.

About what?

She shook her head. Theyre investigators from 
the Insurance Crime Prevention Institute. She was, 
at any rate. Hes a special agent with the California 
Department of Insurance. She handed me the womans 
business card.

Him? Are you sure?

He was hired last month. Shes been showing him 
the ropes.

He looked like a hood.

She laughed uncomfortably as if she were somehow 
responsible for his appearance now that Id mentioned 
it. He did, didnt he? Its that tacky coat, Im sure. 
Id never let Peter out in public in a thing like that. 
Have a seat. Did you talk to Bibianna Diaz? God, now 
whered I stick her file? She sat down and began to 
sort through a stack of fat manila folders on her desk.

Nope. Shes still out. I may take my camera with 
me next time I go over there. Maybe I can snap a 
picture of her doing backflips on the lawn. I passed 
on the information about Lola Flores and the two 
other insurance companies. Bibianna has to be running 
a second scam as Lola Flores. Theres no telling 
how many other claims shes filed concurrently.

Mary was properly incensed. Oh, God, I dont 
believe this. Ill get on it right away and let em know 
whats going on.

Just make sure they start documenting any dealings 
they have with her. When we send the files to 
ICPI, they can send theirs along, too. It should make 
quite a splash.

I was still half distracted by the couple whod just 
left. I checked the womans business card. The ICPI 
logo was legitimate, looking somehow like a place 
mat complete with cutlery. According to the card, 
she was Karen Hedgepath from an office in Los 
Angeles. The problem was she didnt look like any 
ICPI investigator Id ever met. Most of them are real 
button-down typesties, white shirts, dark conservative 
business suits. This woman looked like a rock 
star in civilian clothes. I couldnt believe the regional 
manager would tolerate the punk hairstyle, let alone 
the spike-heeled shoes.

Here we go, Mary said, extracting a file from 
the middle of the stack. The folder was marked 
Diaz, a piece of scratch paper with the new address 
clipped to the front. She reached for an invoice 
stapled to the envelope it had arrived in. I just got 
a whole new sheaf of bills. I guess she saw a chiropractor.

Probably a subluxation specialist, I said, using 
the only chiropractic term Id ever heard.

She punched some holes in the invoice and pronged 
it in the file. Actually, they were here about Bibianna. 
Thats why I wanted them to talk to you. I 
guess ICPI got wind shed moved up here. She ran a 
couple of scams in Santa Monica last year and they 
were hoping to track her down.

Well, thats nice. Insurance scams?

They didnt spell it out, but it almost has to be 
insurance-related, dont you think?

I considered the situation briefly, wondering why 
an ICPI employee would show the ropes to someone 
working for another agency. Its not as though 
the ICPI and the Department of Insurance dont 
cooperate, but the Insurance Crime Prevention Institute 
isnt a law enforcement agency. And why would 
investigators make the trip up here in the first place? 
Why not put a call through to CF instead of driving 
the hour and a half? It just made no sense. Unless 
they lied. Did you give them this address? I asked, 
indicating the penciled note.

I didnt give em anything. Thats why I was so 
surprised when you said theyd left. All I did was 
confirm we were checking on a claim here. Why?

They could have spotted this while you were off at the water cooler. All they had to do was rifle the 
stack of files on your desk.

Oh, come on. You dont think theyd really do 
that.

Who knows? Lets just hope they were legitimate.

She put her hand on her chest like she was about 
to recite the Pledge of Allegiance. Oh, Lord. Whats 
that supposed to mean?

Well, you know how it is. You can hand out a 
business card that says anything. Ive done it myself.

Mary seemed affronted, suddenly shifting from 
anxiety into action mode. Give me that, she said. 
She snatched the womans business card and laid it 
on the desk with a snapping sound. I watched her 
pick up the phone and punch in the telephone number 
with its 213 area code. Im going to kill myself if 
she isnt who she said she was. She listened for a 
moment and then her expression changed. She held 
up the receiver, which was emitting a sound like a 
garbage disposal grinding up a live duck.

Maybe you dialed it wrong, I said helpfully.

God, I cant believe Id fall for something so 
obvious, but it never occurred to me to question her 
identity. How could I be so dumb?

Well, you dont have to be so hard on yourself. 
After years in the business, I can still be conned. Its human nature to trust, especially if youre honest to 
begin with. Not that Im that honest, but you know 
what I mean.

What do you think they were up to?

Beats me, I said. Obviously, they knew Bibianna 
and they were aware of her inclination to cheat. 
The real question is, howd they get to us? There 
must be a hundred insurance agencies in Santa Teresa. 
Why CF?

This is terrible. Im just sick. What could they 
want with her? Marys cheeks had turned a bright, 
wholesome pink.

Probably nothing pleasant or they would have 
played it straight.

What should we do?

I dont see what we can do until we know whats 
going on. Why dont you track down the current 
phone number for ICPI and ask if theyre investigating 
her. I held the note up. In the meantime, Ill try 
to catch up with her and well fake it out from there.
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I went home and stripped off the uniform. I transferred 
the fake ID from the pocket of my uniform 
pants to my blue jeans, which I pulled on with a navy 
turtleneck. I slipped into gym stocks and tenny bops 
and headed back to Bibiannas.

I hoped Mary Bellflowers navet hadnt put Ms. 
Diaz at risk. There were still no cars in the drive and 
no sign of the couple Id seen at the CF offices. Had 
they already looked up the address and hightailed it 
over here? They had maybe thirty minutes on me, so 
it was always possible that they were in the cottage 
right now or had been and gone. If theyd actually 
been quick enough to nick off her address. A few cars 
passed on the street, but no familiar faces peered out. 
For the second time that day, I left my car, locked, 
on the street and moved down Bibiannas driveway. 
It was now four thirty-five, and I could see lights on 
in the cottage. As I approached, I caught a tantalizing whiff of onions and garlic being sauted in olive oil. I
climbed the wide wooden steps. From inside, this
time, I could hear the jaunty theme song of a television
sitcom, probably a cable station doing reruns.

I knocked on the front door, which was opened 
moments later by a Hispanic woman of perhaps 
twenty-five. She was barefoot, dressed in a red satin 
teddy with a short red satin robe pulled over it and 
tied at the waist. She was slimnay, petitewith 
flawless olive skin and big dark eyes in a heart-shaped 
face. She had two tortoiseshell hairpins clamped in 
her teeth as if Id caught her in the midst of redoing 
her hair. Dark hair trailed halfway down her back 
like a shawl, a few silken strands spilling across her 
right shoulder. As I watched, she gathered the length 
of it and made a complicated knot, which she secured 
with the two hairpins. Yes?

My true inclination was to stand on tiptoe so I 
could peer over her shoulder at the space beyond. 
The interior of the cottage was essentially one big 
room, divided into living areas by the use of brightly 
dyed cloth panels that swayed with the eddy of 
moving air from the open door. A vibrant green panel 
separated the living room from the kitchen, an electric 
blue shielded most of a brass bed frame from view. 
The windows were draped in the bolt ends of purple 
cotton twisted across brass hooks. Id seen the same idea in a womens magazine in the dentists office but
had never seen it used to such effect. The furniture
was a mismatched collection of wicker and castoffs,
swathes of navy-and-purple cotton distinguishing
the worn arms, lending continuity to the look of the
place. The effect was striking and seemed to suggest
boldness and confidence.

I realized, belatedly, that I hadnt come up with a 
cover story. Happily, Im an old hand at lying, and 
I could feel one bubble up. Sorry to disturb you, I 
said. Im, uhm, looking for an apartment in the area 
and someone said you might be giving notice.

Her look was cautious and her tone was blunt. 
Who said?

Gee, I dont remember. A neighbor, I guess. Ive 
been knocking on doors for days, it feels like.

Why you want to live around here? Its depressing.

Its close to where I work, I said, praying she 
wouldnt ask where that was. Id probably pretend 
to be a waitress, but I couldnt, for the life of me, 
remember any restaurants close by.

She stared at me. Actually, Im hoping to move 
in a couple of weeks, she said. I got some money 
coming in that I should hear about pretty soon.

Thats great. Do you mind if I keep in touch?

She pulled her mouth down in a shrug. Sure. Id let you see the place, but its kind of a mess. Its only 
one room, but its fine if youre by yourself. You got 
furniture?

Well, some.

The landlords pretty good about stuff like that. 
Most of this Ill leave when I move out. Youd need a 
bed.

I got that, I said. You have a pen I could use? 
Ill make a note of your name and number and maybe 
give you a call in a couple of weeks.

Just a minute, she said. She closed the door, 
returning moments later with a scrap of paper and a 
pen. I looked at her expectantly.

She tilted her head so she could watch me write. 
Diaz. Bibianna with two ns.

Thanks.

I left Bibianna and went home, where I finally 
had a moment to examine the letter Id stolen from 
Bibiannas mailbox. I made a note of the name and 
address of the recipient, a Gina Diaz in Culver City, 
California. Bibiannas mother or a sister, by my 
guess. From my desk drawer, I pulled out an aerosol 
can of some chemical concoction that turns opaque 
paper translucent for thirty to sixty seconds. Spray it 
on an envelope and you can read whats inside without 
going to the trouble of steaming it open. Clearly 
marked on the can, of course, is a stiffly worded warning, reminding the user that tampering with
written communications while in United States Postal
Service channels is punishable by up to five years in
prison and/or a $2,000 fine. God, I should really open
up a little savings account in case I get caught doing
stuff like this.

I depressed the nozzle and dampened the surface 
of the envelope with a fine mist, then held it up to 
the light. The note said: Hi, Ma. Im fine so far. 
$$ should come thru any time. Please dont let 
Raymond know youve heard from me. Love, B.

I watched the envelope become opaque again without 
any visible mark, discoloration, or odor. I took it 
out to the street and tucked it in my mailbox for 
tomorrows pickup. I returned to my apartment and 
put a quick call through to Mary Bellflower. I caught 
her just as she was getting ready to close up her desk 
for the day. Have you heard anything from ICPI?

Not really. Im still waiting for a call back.

Keep me posted, I said.

Right.

I put on a pot of coffee and went up the spiral 
stairs to the loft. I changed clothes again, this time 
pulling on a black tank top, tight ankle-length black 
pants, short white socks with an edging of lace, and 
scuffed low-heeled black pumps. I ratted my hair, 
securing one hunk of it in a rubber band so that it stuck straight up like a little hair spout. I applied 
(inexpertly, Ill admit) eyeliner, mascara, blushers, 
and gaudy red lipstick, then clipped on big dangle 
earrings replete with red stones that no one in their 
right mind would mistake for rubies. Then I sprayed 
my entire upper body with cheap scent. I stared at 
myself in the bathroom mirror. I half turned away 
from the mirror and looked back, pulled one shoulder 
up, and pursed my lips. What a vamp . . . what a 
tramp! I didnt know I had it in me.

I clomped down my spiral stairs to the kitchenette 
and made myself an olive-pimento cheese sandwich, 
which I packed in a metal lunch box with an apple, 
some graham crackers, a Thermos of hot coffee; 
and a Dick Francis paperback. I grabbed my black 
leather jacket, tucked the fake Hannah Moore ID 
in my pants pocket, and snagged my car keys. I drove 
back over to Bibiannas neighborhood and parked a 
few doors away. I got out of the car and hiked down 
to the minimarket to use the pay phone. The meat 
counter was locked up and the guy was stocking 
shelves. I didnt see Mom.

I dropped in two dimes and dialed Bibiannas 
number. When she answered after two rings, I held 
my nose and asked for Mame. I sounded like a cold 
sufferer on a TV commercial for an antihistamine.

Who?

Mame?

You got a wrong number.

Sorry, I said. I returned to my car and settled in.

From my position, I could see the mouth of the 
driveway, much of the big brown house, and a portion 
of the yard, but nothing of Bibiannas cottage, 
which was located in the rear. My assumption was 
that if she left the premises, shed surface somewhere 
in front and I could follow by car or on foot, 
whichever seemed more appropriate. I had no idea 
if she intended to go out or where she might go if 
she did, but she struck me as the restless type, and 
I was hoping shed find some reason to stir, even 
if her purpose was no more important than a run to 
the corner market for a six-pack. I turned on the car 
radio just in time for the five-thirty news. The talk 
of rain was beginning to sound like something more 
than mere rumor. I stuck my head out the car window 
and stared upward. A ceiling of darkening clouds was 
creating the illusion of sudden twilight. The wind 
was picking up, blowing a dried palm frond along the 
street. Secretly I wished I could go back to my place 
and lock myself in for the night instead of spying on 
Bibianna Diaz. I switched from station to station, 
listening to a rotating selection of popular songs that 
all seemed to sound the same. I kept one eye on the 
driveway and one on my book, but the dark came so quickly I wasnt able to read much. The streetlights
popped on and I could see that the tree leaves had
taken on a patent-leather sheen, a deep, glossy green
that seemed to shimmer in the darkness. At suppertime,
the neighborhood began to stir with life, people
coming home from work, houselights coming on.

A single-car surveillance is usually considered the 
least productive technique in any private investigators 
little bag of tricks. In order to be discreet, you 
have to keep so much distance between yourself and 
the subject that visual contact is tough to maintain 
without being made. Then, too, if Bibianna was 
picked up by car, I had a fifty-fifty chance of being 
headed in the right direction. If Id guessed wrong, 
I was sunk. A sudden U-turn in a residential neighborhood 
is a conspicuous move and one almost 
guaranteed to alert the driver of the car youre following. 
With a two-car surveillance you can at least 
trade off positions and the subject is less likely to 
become suspicious. Unfortunately, I hadnt been authorized 
to hire outside help on this. For all I knew, 
Gordon Titus had fired me in absentia. It certainly 
seemed like the wrong time to ask for a cash advance. 
I was operating on the cheap, trying to establish a 
relationship with the woman so I could find out 
what she was up to. A well-documented claim file is 
fundamental to successful prosecution under theft by deception statutes. Before handing over the files 
to the Insurance Crime Prevention Institute, CF would 
want to provide proof of a material false representation, 
proof of intent to defraud, evidence that 
the claims adjuster relied upon representations by the 
claimant in paying the claim, and evidence of payment. 
If Bibianna was scamming Aetna and Allstate along 
with California Fidelity, it would probably mean 
hiring a handwriting expert to establish the links, 
though there might well be matching fingerprints on 
all the claim forms shed sent. With fraud, as with 
most crimes, the perpetrators job was a lot easier 
than ours.

At seven twenty-five, to relieve the boredom, I ate 
my sandwich and two graham crackers. It was now 
fully dark, and a pale mist filled the air, a rain so 
fine that it scarcely dampened the pavement. I turned 
the engine on twice, letting it run for brief periods 
until the car warmed up. A pizza was delivered to 
a nearby apartment complex. The passing scent of 
pepperoni and melted mozzarella nearly brought tears 
to my eyes. An old lady walked by in a robe and a 
shawl with her cocker spaniel on a leash. Cars passed, 
moving in both directions, but none slowed down 
and there was no sign of Bibianna. By nine, I found 
myself slouched down on my spine, knees propped 
up against the steering wheel, trying to keep from nodding off. The couple from the CF offices had
never made an appearance and I was about to write
them off. Either they had no idea where Bibianna
Diaz now lived or they had no compelling interest in
her in the first place. I couldnt imagine why theyd
gone to the trouble of tracking her down if they
didnt mean to pursue the point. Maybe something
had scared them off. Idly, I wondered if they were in
a parked car nearby, waiting for her themselves.

At nine forty-five, quite suddenly, Bibianna 
appeared in the driveway. She was wearing red 
again, a body-hugging chemise that hit her midthigh. 
Dark hose and red spike heels. For someone so petite, 
her legs looked incredibly long and shapely, giving an 
impression of height when she was probably barely 
five feet one. She had one hand tucked in the pocket 
of a cracked brown leather bomber jacket that shed 
left unzipped. With the other hand, she held a section 
of newspaper above her head, shielding her hair from 
the drizzle. She had her face turned in my direction, 
scanning the street, but she didnt seem to register the 
fact that she was being observed. Five minutes later, 
a Yellow Cab passed and came to a stop in front of 
her. She got in. I started my VW while she slammed 
the taxi door and settled herself in the backseat. I 
eased out into the street, flipping my headlights on as 
the taxi pulled away, hoping my appearance behind it would seem part of the natural flow of traffic in the
area.

We traveled sedately on surface streets, heading 
toward Cabana Boulevard, the wide avenue that 
parallels the beach. This was my turf and I had to 
imagine she was heading toward the big restaurant/bar out on the wharf, or perhaps to one of the bawdy 
bars at the lower end of State Street. It turned out 
to be the latter. The cab slowed in front of a lowlife 
bar called the Meat Locker. The ABC had shut the 
place down twice in the past for serving alcohol to 
minors, and the previous owner had consequently lost 
his liquor license. The bar had been sold and was 
open now under new management. I drove on past. 
Through my rearview mirror, I watched as Bibianna 
emerged from the cab, paid the driver, and headed 
toward the entrance. I hung a left, drove around 
the block, and returned to the parking lot, where 
I squeezed the VW into a quasi-legal parking spot 
against the wall. As I locked the car, ducking my 
head against the sprinkle of rain, I could feel the 
pavement vibrate with the music from the bar. I took 
my last breath of fresh air and walked into the place.

Just inside the door, I paid the five-dollar cover 
charge and had the back of my hand stamped in 
purple with a USDA designation of choice. The 
Meat Locker looked like it had been designed originally for industrial purposes and converted to commercial 
use without much concession to aesthetics. 
The room was cavernous and drab, with a concrete 
floor and metal beams showing high up in the shadowy 
reaches of the ceiling. A nineteen-foot bar ran 
along the wall to the right, packed three deep with 
guys whose faces looked like they belonged on the 
post office wall. The place smelled of beer and cigarette 
smoke, corn tortillas fried in lard, with an 
occasional whiff of dope wafting through the side 
door from the alleyway. All the houselights were blue. 
There was a live band, five guys who looked like 
junior high school thugs and sounded like they should 
still be practicing in someones garage. The music was 
a raunchy blend of thumping bass, pulsing synthesizers, 
relentlessly repeated chords, and lyrics that were 
vile if you managed to discern the words above the 
piercing electronic howls. The dance floor was a portable 
wooden pallet, maybe twenty feet on a side, 
jammed with bouncing bodies, faces lathered in sweat.

This was where the C-singles came to hunt. There 
were no yuppies, no preppies, no slumming execs, 
no middle-class, white-bread college types. This was 
a hard-core pickup place for bikers and hamburger 
hookers, whod screw anyone for a meal. Bar fights 
and knifings were taken as a matter of course, uniformed 
beat cops strolling through so often they were assumed to be customers. The noise level was intolerable, 
punctuated by an intermittent bam! and bursts 
of raucous laughter. The bar was famous for a drink 
called a slammer: tequila and 7-Up in an old-fashioned 
glass. When the drink was served, a cloth 
napkin was placed across the mouth of the glass, 
which was then slammed down on a wooden board 
the waitress carried. The blow forced the tequila 
and 7-Up together in a high-test infusion, which the 
patron was expected to toss down in one gulp. 
Usually the limit was two slammers per customer. 
After two, most women had to be helped, toes dragging, 
to the car. After three, men had the urge to 
break wooden chairs or bash a hand through glass.

As I inched my way across the bar, I murmured, 
Pardon me, Excuse me, and Oops, sorry, as I 
progressed, sensing an occasional anonymous hand 
on my ass. I found an unoccupied spot and claimed 
temporary ownership, leaning against the wall like 
everybody else. I ordered a beer from a passing 
barmaid who was decked out in an orange Day-Glo 
leotard that was cut straight up her crack in the rear. 
Her buns were hanging out like water-filled balloons. 
There was no place to sit, so I stood where I was, 
wedged in against a beam, while I surveyed the crowd.

I spotted Bibianna on the dance floor, undulating 
with remarkable energy and grace to some grinding sex tune. Mens eyes seemed to follow every shimmy, 
every bump. The blue lights reacted with the olive 
tones of her skin to create an unearthly radiance that 
emphasized the smooth oval of her face above the 
bulging breasts in the low-cut chemise. The dress 
seemed to glow more purple than red, pulled taut 
across the flat belly, slim hips, and trim thighs. When 
the music ended, she gave her dark hair a toss and 
moved away from the dance floor without a backward 
glance. Her partner, visibly winded, looked 
after her with admiration.

She began to make the rounds. She was apparently 
well known, pausing to exchange laughing comments 
with a number of guys. I made myself conspicuous, 
pretending to be oblivious when, by my calculations, 
her path would soon be intersecting mine. Foiled. 
Before she reached me, she changed directions, and 
I could see her inching toward the short corridor 
where the restrooms were located. I headed in that 
direction, risking rude remarks as I pushed my way 
through.

By the time I reached the ladies room, she had 
entered one of the stalls. I stood at the mirror, fussing 
with my topknot until the toilet flushed and Bibianna 
emerged. She moved to the sink beside mine, glancing 
at me idly in the mirror. I sensed more than saw the 
little jolt of recognition. She said, Hey.

I gave her a blank look.

Didnt you stop by this afternoon to ask about 
my place?

I looked over at her politely and then allowed 
myself the same double take. Oh, hi! I didnt realize 
it was you. What a coincidence. Thats amazing. How 
are you?

Im fine. Howd the house hunting go? Did you 
find anything?

I made a face. Not really. I got a line on an 
apartment about a block away from yours, but it isnt 
half as nice.

Bibianna took out her lipstick. She applied an arc 
of red to her lower lip, rubbing it against the upper 
lip until the color had spread uniformly across her 
mouth. I made a few little gestures of my own, 
imitating hers.

She capped the lipstick. You ever been here 
before?

I shrugged. Couple of times. Before this new 
management. Its kind of unnerving, isnt it? I dont 
appreciate guys grabbing my butt every time I make 
a move.

She studied me briefly. Depends on what youre 
used to, I guess. Doesnt bother me. She turned her 
attention from my reflection to hers, leaning forward 
to adjust the wisps of hair around her face. She checked her eye makeup for flaws, staring at herself 
gravely before she glanced back at me. I hope you 
dont mind my saying this, but that hair and the 
getup are completely wrong.

They are? I looked down at myself, a feeling of 
despair washing over me. What is it about me that 
invites this kind of comment? Here I think of myself 
as a kick-ass private eye when other people apparently 
see me as a waif in need of mothering.

Mind if I make a suggestion? she asked.

Fine with me, I said.

The next thing I knew, shed whipped the rubber 
band out of my hair. She reached in her purse 
and took out some kind of bottled hair snot which 
she rubbed between her palms and then massaged 
through my hair. I felt like a dog being groomed, 
but I liked the effect. My tresses looked faintly wet 
now with just the suggestion of curl. The two of us 
checked my reflection in the mirror.

Bibiannas mouth pulled down judiciously. Better, 
she said. You got a scarf on you anywhere?

I shook my head.

Let me see what I got. She began to root around 
in her handbag, pulling out a joint in the process. 
You want a smoke? she asked idly.

I shook my head. I already toked up out in the 
parking lot before I came in.

She tucked the dope away without further comment, 
intent on her search through the various 
compartments of her voluminous bag. Here we go. 
Hows this? She pulled up a square of lime-green 
silk and then made a face. Eh, no good. Colors 
not right for you. Dump the earrings. Thatll help.

How do women know these things? More important, 
how come I dont? I removed the gaudy baubles 
from my ears and massaged my lobes with relief.

Meanwhile, shed managed to unearth a second 
scarf, this one hot pink. She held it near my face, 
squinting at it critically. I thought she was going to 
make me dampen it with spit so she could wash my 
face, but she did some kind of tricky fold and tied the 
thing around my neck. Immediately, my color seemed 
to improve.

That looks great. Now what?

You come on with me. Ill keep the worst of these 
shit-heads away from you.
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I followed her into the crowd like a rookie soldier 
into battle. Male eyes surveyed us from head to toe, 
grading us according to the size of our tits, how much 
butt we had hanging out, and how available we 
seemed. Bibianna netted a lot of mouth noises, a hand 
gesture, and some disgusting propositions which she 
seemed to find amusing, tossing casual insults at the 
guys most vocal in their appreciation. She was easy-going, 
good-natured, with a quick, infectious laugh.

The music started up again and she began to dance 
as she walked, snapping her fingers, working her 
way through the crowd with an occasional crotch-activating 
bump and grind. She was scanning faces 
and I wondered who she was looking for. It didnt 
take long to find out. Her animation kicked up a 
notch, like the sudden surge in electric current preceding 
a blackout. Her body seemed to suffuse with a 
palpable heat.

Stick around, she said. Ill be back.

A blond guy separated himself from the pack of 
studs at the bar. He was curly haired, with wire-rimmed 
glasses, a mustache, strong chin, a slight 
smile turning up the corners of his mouth. I found 
myself making note of his physical characteristics 
like a beat cop on patrol at the sight of a suspect. 
I knew the guy. He was of medium height, broad 
shoulders, narrow hips, dressed in jeans and a tight-fitting black Polo shirt with short sleeves pushed up 
by well-developed biceps. Tate. Crazy Jimmy. How 
many years had it been since Id seen him? He looked 
at Bibianna possessively, his thumbs tucked into his 
belt loops so that his hands seemed to bracket the 
bulge in the front of his pants. His manner was 
tempered with self-mocking, an irresistible blend of 
humor and awareness. I watched as he moved in her 
direction, already engaging her in some kind of wordless 
foreplay. No one else seemed to be aware of 
them. They approached the dance floor from adjacent 
sides, meeting somewhere in the middle as if every 
move were choreographed. This was mating behavior.

A table opened up and I snagged one of the empty 
chairs, putting my jacket across the back of the 
chair beside me to ward off any poachers. By the time 
I looked back at the dance floor, Id lost sight of 
Bibianna, but I caught a flash of her red dress in the pulsating mass of dancers and occasional glimpses 
of her partners face. I had known him in another 
context altogether, and I couldnt quite reconcile the 
incongruity of my past perception of him with the 
setting in which I now saw him. His hair had been 
shorter then and the mustache was new, but the aura 
was the same. Jimmy Tate was a copprobably an 
ex-cop by now if the rumors were correct. Our paths 
had crossed the first time in elementary schoolfifth 
grade, where for half a year we were soulmates, 
bound by a pact wed sealed by touching tongues. 
Solemn stuff. Jimmy was into what they call acting 
out. Im not sure what had happened to his parents, 
but hed lived in foster homes all his life, getting 
kicked out of first one, then another. He was a kid 
whod been labeled incorrigible by the age of 
eight, rebellious, prone to fistfights and bloody noses. 
He was frequently truant, and since I was given to 
truancy myself back then, we formed an odd bond. 
In many ways I was a timid child, but I had a wild 
streak of my own born of grief at the loss of my 
parents when I was five. My mutiny originated in 
fear, Jimmys in rage, but the net result was the 
same. I could see that under his defiance, there was 
such pain and such sweetness. I may even have loved 
him in my own innocent, prepubescent way. He was 
twelve years old to my eleven when I met him, a bewildered boy who had no concept of self-control. 
More than once he came to my defense, beating the 
snot out of some bullying fifth-grade boy whod 
tried pushing me around. I could still recall the 
exhilaration I felt every time we raced away from the 
schoolyard, giddy with freedom, knowing how short-lived 
our liberation would be. He introduced me to 
cigarettes, tried getting me high on aspirin and Coke, 
showed me the difference between boys and girls. I 
can still remember the mix of mirth and pity I felt 
when I realized all boys were afflicted with a doo-dad 
that looked like an ill-placed thumb stuck between 
their legs. Eventually, Jimmys foster mother declared 
him out of control and sent him back to wherever it 
was unwanted kids were sent in those days. Juvenile 
hall, I guess.

I didnt see him for eight years, and then I was 
astonished when he showed up my first day at the 
police academy. By then, his toughness had a manic 
edge. He was a pretty boy and a boozer, out until 
all hours. How he got accepted into the academy, 
Ill never know. Candidates are put through rigorous 
psychological evaluation, at which point the unsuitable 
and the unstable are quickly eliminated. He must 
have eluded the wily probing of his examiners, or 
maybe he was one of those rare individuals whose 
personality flaws dont show up under scrutiny. His academy grades were usually borderline, but he never 
missed a class and his competitive nature kept him in 
the game. He was savvy enough to turn the heat 
down when he had to, but he never kept himself in 
check for long. He did manage to graduate with the 
rest of us, but he was always skirting disaster in some 
form. Id kept my distance, too invested in my own 
career at that point to risk the taint of his reputation.

Hed applied for a job with the Santa Teresa Police 
Department at the same time I did, but hed been 
turned down. I lost track of him for a while and then 
I heard hed joined the Los Angeles County Sheriffs 
Department. Word of his exploits started leaking 
back to us. In bars after hours, the talk would start, 
cops trading tales about the crazy things Jimmy Tate 
had done. He was the kind of officer you wanted next 
to you any time there was trouble. In a pinch, he was 
absolutely fearless, oblivious of danger. In a pissing 
contest with the bad guys, he was right out in 
front. His aggression seemed to generate a force field 
around him, a protective shield. Other cops had told 
me that watching him under fire, you became aware 
that in his own way, he was as dangerous as they 
werethe bank robbers, the dopers, gang members, 
snipers, all the lunatics who had it in for us law-and-order 
types. Unfortunately, his ferocity pushed him 
across the line more than once. I gathered he did things you didnt talk about laterthings you pretended 
you hadnt seen because hed saved your life 
and you owed him. Eventually, he was tapped as part 
of a special investigating unit put together to monitor 
the activities of known criminals. Six months later, 
the section was disbanded after a series of questionable 
shootings. Twelve officers were suspended, Jimmy 
Tate among them. All were reinstated after review by 
the police commission, but it seemed clear it was only 
a matter of time before something blew in a big way.

Two years ago, Id come across his name in the 
L.A. Times. Hed been reassigned to a narcotics unit 
and had just been indicted, along with six other 
deputies, in a money-skimming scandal that was 
rocking the department. The details were spelled out 
day after day during preliminary hearings. Five of 
the six were bound over for trial and one of those 
blew his brains out. I followed the court proceedings 
in occasional copies of the L.A. Times, though I 
never heard the outcome. It wouldnt have surprised 
me to learn he was guilty as charged. He was reckless 
and self-destructive, but as odd as it sounds, I knew 
if Id had a brother, Id have wanted him to be exactly 
like Jimmy Tate, not for his conduct and the dubious 
underlying morality, but because of his loyalty and 
his passionate commitment to survival. We live in a 
society piously concerned about the rights of criminals when their victims lives have been trashed 
without any consideration of the price in pain and 
suffering. With Jimmy Tate in charge, believe me, 
justice was served. There simply wasnt much attention 
paid to the technicalities involved.

He and Bibianna came off the dance floor. The 
band was taking a break and the noise level dropped 
so fast it was almost like turning deaf. I focused on 
Jimmys face, knowing any minute hed spot me and 
the recognition would leap in his eyes. The two of 
them sat down at the table, and Bibianna pulled her 
hair up with one hand and fanned her bare neck with 
the other. She was winded, laughing, the color high 
in her cheeks, her hair damp at the temples where the 
dark strands had separated into little tendrils. Thiss 
the woman I was telling you about, came to look at 
my place, she said to him, indicating me. Whatd 
you say your name was?

Jimmys smile was polite as his gaze traveled from 
her face to mine. I held a hand out.

Hello, Jimmy. Im Hannah Moore, I said. You 
remember me?

Clearly he did, and I knew from his look my real 
name was attached to the recollection. Whatever his 
current status, he was still too thoroughly trained as 
a cop to blow my cover. He smiled as he took my 
hand, dosing me with the same low-voltage sexuality hed turned on Bibianna. He lifted my hand to his 
mouth, kissing my knuckle affectionately. God, babe. 
How are you? Its been years, he said.

You two know each other? she asked.

He returned my hand to me reluctantly. We were 
in grade school together, he said without pause, and 
I felt myself flush with pleasure since that was the 
connection I cared about. The academy and whatever 
happened after that was the stuff of our grown-up 
years. The other had a magical quality that would 
always take precedence in my book.

He pulled a crumpled bill out of his pants pocket 
with a glance at Bibianna before his eyes returned 
to my face. I need some cigarettes, doll. Can you do 
me that?

She hesitated just long enough to let him know her 
cooperation was a gift. Her smile was underlined 
with irony and the look she gave me was knowing. 
She tucked the bill between her breasts and walked 
away without a word. Jimmys gaze traced a loving 
line up her legs to her hips. She was moving with the 
self-conscious thrust and sway of a model or a starlet, 
aware of her effect. She sent a slow smile back to 
him, puckering her mouth in a gesture that was half 
pout, half promise.

I felt a laugh bubble up. I cant believe running into you this way, I said. How do you know Bibianna?

He smiled. I met her in L.A. at a Halloween party 
a year ago. I saw her a couple times down there, then 
ran into her again up here.

I had no idea you were back. What have you 
been up to?

Not much, he said. His eyes flicked across my 
face as he checked me out. How about yourself? 
Last I heard youd left the department and were 
working for some agency.

I was. I got licensed. Now I work for myself. Are 
you still with the L.A. County Sheriffs?

Not exactly.

What exactly are you doing? Last I heard you 
were being tried for theft, I said.

Shes something, isnt she? he said, avoiding my 
question.

Whats the story, Jimmy?

He propped his chin on his fist, smiling at me with 
his eyes. Im retired. I sued the shit out of themten million bucks.

You sued them? I said. What about the 
charges?

My reaction seemed to amuse him and I watched 
him shrug. I was acquitted. Thats the way the system works. Sometimes you get the bear, sometimes 
the bear gets you. Id been on medical leave, 
collecting disability for job-related pain and stress. 
Next thing I know, theres a bunch of us charged 
with conspiracy, money laundering, income tax evasion, 
God knows what else. They put us through hell 
and by the time I got from under that, all my benefits 
were cut and I was being asked to resign. Forget that. 
No way. I found a lawyer and filed suit.

After you were cleared?

Shit, yes. Im not going to let them get away with 
that. The way they see it, I got off on a technicality. 
I was the only one acquitted, but I still did the whole 
nine yards the same as the others, so why am I being 
penalized twice? A jury said I was innocent.

Were you?

Of course not, but thats not the point, he said. 
The prosecution had a shot at me and couldnt make 
it stick, so now Im off the hook. Doesnt matter if I 
did it or not. Court says Im clear, Im clear. Thats 
the law.

So they fired you?

In effect. What they did was they axed my disability. 
They decided I was trouble and they wanted 
me outta there, which is why they cut my benefits. 
Said I had an attitude. No way I was going to put up 
with that, so I sued their asses off. We just settled last week. Seven hundred and fifty thou. Of course, when 
the check comes through, my attorneys going to 
take his cut off the top, but Im still going to end up 
with three sixty-five. My retirement fund. Pretty good, 
yes?

Thats great.

Meantime, Im flat broke, but what are you going 
to do?

What about Bibianna? Does she know youre a 
cop?

Does she know youre a P.I.?

I shook my head to one side, his smile fading as 
he saw my expression shift. Youre not investigating 
her?

I didnt answer, which was answer enough.

What for? he asked.

I figured I might as well level with him. Hed find 
a way to get it out of me eventually. Insurance 
fraud, I said, watching for his reaction. If Id hoped 
to surprise him, I was out of luck.

Who are you working for?

California Fidelity.

Can you make a case?

Probably. By the time Im done, at any rate, I 
said.

He looked away from me then, eyes straying 
toward the jukebox. I followed the line of his gaze, catching sight of Bibianna. A rainbow of lights played 
across her face. There was something about hera 
dusky beauty, a physical perfection, that must have 
been irresistible, judging by the way he watched her. 
I saw her throw her head back and laugh, though the 
sound didnt carry. She was flirting with the drummer, 
one hand resting lightly on his arm in a gesture 
both intimate and casual. The drummer was tall and 
skinny with a face like a collie, his eyes close together 
and glittering with chemical substances the human 
body doesnt manufacture naturally. He was staring 
at her breasts, probably emitting the high-pitched, 
hopeful whine of a pup hoping for a Milk-Bone. She 
wasnt looking at us, but every phrase in her body 
language conveyed her awareness of Jimmy. Tit for 
tat, as it were. She turned to the jukebox and dropped 
in some coins, making her selection carelessly. After 
a moment, the pounding began, some popular song 
that was all bass and percussion. Bibianna moved out 
onto the dance floor with the drummer in tow. He 
was practically wetting himself, he was so excited by 
her attention.

I always hated undercover, Jimmy said, raising 
his voice to be heard. He was still watching Bibianna, 
whod begun to move with the beat, pelvis rolling 
like she was doing aerobic exercises to develop her 
glutes.

I took a sip of my beer, making no response. Id 
never actually done undercover work myself, but 
Id heard plenty, none of it good.

His eyes came back to mine. Tell her what youre 
up to, he said.

And blow this? Youre crazy. Im not going to do 
that. And you better not tell her, either. This is my 
turf.

I understand that.

Then whats the hesitation, Jimmy? I know that 
look.

Im crazy about this lady and I dont want to see 
her hurt. Ive been telling her for months shes going 
to get caught. If she knows youre on to her, shell 
clean up her act.

Thats not my concern. She filed a fraudulent 
claim with CF, and God knows how many phony 
claims shes filed with other carriers. Im going to 
turn her ass in.

Shes getting out of the business.

Ill bet.

No, she really is. She filed that claim months 
ago, but I talked her out of it. Shes going straight, 
I swear.

Dream on, Tate. Why not drop the claim, then, if 
she wants out?

She did.

Bullshit! Shes got a request for payment pending 
right this minute. I saw the damn thing myself. Shes 
sticking it to us, putting the pressure on for a quick 
settlement. Thats why the case was passed to me in 
the first place.

I dont believe it.

Ask her.

His smile was pained. I cant very well do that 
without telling her whats going on.

Then you better find a way around it before I 
wrap this thing up.

Theres more here than meets the eye.

Theres always more than meets the eye. Its 
usually crooked, I replied.

Jimmys troubled gaze strayed back to Bibianna. 
He watched her with absorption, rubbing his thumb 
across his lower lip. He didnt want to believe me. 
His infatuation with the girl (and thats what she 
was, a girl) had apparently clouded his perception. 
After years of dealing with scammers, hed suddenly 
decided that this one could change her wicked ways 
like magic if it suited her. Hed forgotten just how 
addictive crime can be. Repeat offenders are motivated 
more by withdrawal symptoms than necessity.

Id never seen him caught up like this. In the 
past, his relationships with women had been easy to 
track, light-hearted forays with no emotional strings attached. A few laughs, some quick sex, a couple 
of weeks of companionship. Im not sure how it 
appeared from their perspective. The women he dated 
were often smart but self-deluding, announcing up 
front that all they were looking for was fun and 
games when in fact they bonded with him at the drop 
of a hat and quickly shifted into emotional bait and 
switch. The turnabout became apparent in the way 
they looked at him, in their determination to be 
understanding, nonpossessive, compliant, and considerate. 
Id watched eight or ten of these women pass 
through his life in a period of ten months. All were 
slim, attractive, bright, and competentprofessional 
women with careers in advertising, sales, graphic 
arts, TV production. Each would become fixated, 
hooked by his availability, his casual charm, the 
sexuality that hovered in the air around him. Theyd 
begin to service him, cooking meals, ironing shirts, 
subtly demonstrating how much better his life could 
be if they were somewhere on the premises. Theyd 
begin to quiz him about his past relationships, trying 
to figure out what the last woman did wrong, trying to 
delete from their own behavior the qualities that had 
generated their predecessors demise. This phase was 
brief because Jimmys behavior would remain exactly 
the same throughout. Personal sacrifice netted these 
women nothing except, perhaps, a case of housemaids knee. He was irresponsible, as promiscuous as 
ever, though he tried to be polite. He never flaunted 
his indiscretions, but he made no secret of them, 
either, since nonexclusivity was the agreement he 
and this latest girlfriend had started out with. Their 
anger would begin to surface because there was no 
payoff to the subservience. Each woman, in turn, 
would start to feel victimized, and Jimmy was the 
obvious target of the discontent. This, of course, 
provided him with the perfect justification to pull 
away from them. Within a month, never much more 
than two, theyd make some demand, perhaps complain, 
voicing barely controlled expressions of disappointment 
and rebuke. The minute that happened, 
Jimmy Tate was out the door without so much as a 
Thank you, maam. Id never seen him look at one 
of them the way he looked at Bibianna Diaz.

She returned to the table, where she arranged 
herself provocatively on Jimmys lap, straddling him, 
with her skirt hiked up to her crotch, her breasts so 
close to his face I thought hed munch on them like 
cupcakes. I spent the next half hour having my 
hearing impaired by the music while Jimmy Tate 
and Bibianna Diaz exchanged steamy glances, (more 
or less) making love in an upright position with their 
clothes on, the resulting friction scorching all the 
layers of fabric between them. The air smelled of desire, like the sweet perfume of wet grass after a
rainstorm. That or cat spray.

The band finished one number and began the next, 
the only slow song Id heard all night. Bibianna went 
off to dance with someone else. Jimmy didnt seem to 
mind. The fact that other men in the bar were seeking 
out her company apparently lent him stature. It also 
gave me time to figure out where his head was and 
whether he represented a help or a hindrance in my 
attempt to get close to Bibianna. Jimmy held his hand 
out. Dance with me, he said.
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I put my hand in his and followed. He was one of 
those men who can make you feel like Ginger Rogers 
on the dance floor, conveying an entire set of suggestions 
in the way he applied pressure to the small of 
my back. He moved automatically while he scanned 
the bar, his gaze shifting restlessly across the room. 
It was behavior I recognized. Theres really no such 
thing as an ex-cop or a cop whos off-duty or 
retired. Once trained, once indoctrinated, a cop is 
always alert, assessing reality in terms of its potential 
for illegal acts. Whatever Jimmys failings as a police 
officer, corruption being foremost, I couldnt picture 
him doing anything else with his life. It was hard for 
me to believe hed sabotaged himself so thoroughly, 
cutting himself off from the only work hed ever 
cared about. It wasnt really out of character for him, 
but it wasnt smart. What was he going to do now? 
Retire to what?

He sensed my preoccupation and refocused his 
attention. Why so quiet?

I was thinking about the trial, wondering how 
you got caught up in that stuff to begin with.

I started out as a JD, he reminded me.

You were twelve. You didnt have anything at 
stake back then. I know youve had problems, but I 
never thought you were dirty.

Lighten up. Whats that supposed to mean? Im 
no dirtier than anybody else. Come on, Kinsey. You 
know how it is. I palmed cash sometimes. Hell, everybody 
does. I saw guys palming cash the first day I ever 
went to work. So its not like this was anything newit just wasnt organized. I didnt cheat little old ladies 
out of their Social Security checks. These were fuckin 
coke dealershuman garbage. The worst. The money 
wasnt even legal, but there it sat. You have any idea 
what its like to make a bust like that? You could have 
two hundred thousandhell, half a million dollarslayin on the table in these nice neat stacks, all tied up 
with rubber bands. It doesnt even seem real. Its like 
funny money. Props. So whos gonna point a finger if 
a stack of bills disappears? The launderers? Get real. 
Those guys repudiate cash on the spot because then 
you got no hard evidence. By the time it gets booked 
in, theres twenty thousand less. Who knows where it 
went? Who even gives a shit?

You were skimming off more than twenty thousand, 
from what the papers said. Didnt it ever occur 
to you that you were being set up?

Sergeant Renkes was rakin off four times the 
money we were, so why would I think he was setting 
us up? On the face of it, he had more to lose than we 
did.

But why all the conspicuous consumption? I 
said. The newspapers talked about speedboats and 
condos . . . luxury cars. On a cops salary? Didnt you 
think anybodyd notice?

Jimmy laughed. Nobody said we were smart. I 
wanted the perks. We all did, and why not? So it 
turns out the whole thing was a setup. Maybe we 
shoulda guessed. Anyway, thats why Bosco blew his 
brains out. Because wed been stung and he couldnt 
see any other way out. Renkes headed up the unit 
we were working . . . he set the game up, invited us 
to play, and then he turned us in. It was all departmental 
housecleaning, and Danny Renkes was the 
janitor.

Did you know the bust was coming?

In some ways, sure. There were rumors for 
months. Nobody really wanted to believe it. I was on 
disability by then, so I wasnt an active player when 
the bust went down. Id done my share, of course, 
and Renkes knew that. First time I heard the scuttlebutt, I started asking around. Everybody said the 
same thing. Run for cover, dude. Bail out. Get a 
lawyer before the shit hits the coast like a hurricane. 
I hired the smartest motherfucker in the business. 
Had to hock everything I owned to pay the mans 
retainer, but it was worth every penny. Wilfred Brentnell. 
You ever heard of him?

Who hasnt? I was told the only case he ever lost 
was up here. Nikki Fife, remember her? I guess the 
Santa Teresa courts werent that impressed with his 
expertise.

Thats the price you pay for living in the provinces. 
The mans a whiz. First rate. They call him 
Bent Willy because hes got a finger crooked like 
that from some kind of accident.

What about Renkes? Arent you bitter about 
him?

I dont hold it against him. I mean, I understand 
why the man did it. I wouldnt have done it 
myself, but then I wasnt caught first like he was. I 
didnt have the DA breathin down my neck, cuttin 
deals.

Deals?

Shit, yes. They got him on another rap. You knew 
that, didnt you?

I shook my head. I only caught the story in 
fragments.

Oh, yeah. They had that dude cold. Thing about 
Renkes is he sold out cheap. He got burnt. He should 
have taken it on the chin instead of blowin the 
whistle on the rest of us. But thats life, right?

The music ended. We moved toward the table, 
passing Bibianna. Jimmy uttered a low growl and 
gripped her by the back of the neck, claiming her 
with his touch. She turned with a smile and he pulled 
her in against him in a hip-grinding embrace, probably 
meant to reassert his proprietary rights. Bibianna 
pushed him away, but she was laughing as she did it 
and the gesture had no force. He slung an arm across 
her shoulder in an affectionate hammerlock. They 
kissed again. I could feel my eyes roll heavenward. 
We sat down and ordered yet another round of beers.

The noise level was rising, alcohol unleashing a 
manic babble of laughter and loud talk, with quarrelsome 
undertones. The air was gray with cigarette 
smoke, the sharp report of slammers coming down 
one after another in steady succession, like a trio 
of carpenters with hammers. The music started up 
again, this time with lighting effects added, guaranteed 
to send you into seizures. Out on the dance floor, 
a drunk toppled backward, crashing into a table. A 
shriek went up, a chair broke, glasses flew in a spray 
of glass shards and tequila. Jimmy and Bibianna 
didnt seem to notice. They were doing a sit-down version of the dirty-boogey, imitating all those terrible 
movie scenes where couples tongue each other on the 
screen and chew each others lips. Being with lovers 
can be such a trial to those of us who are celibate. 
The very air was charged, sparks leaped between 
them in a nearly imperceptible arc. Every time their 
eyes locked, I could sense their underwear getting 
damp.

I glanced at my watch: eleven-fifteen. Enough of 
this. I scraped my chair back. Thats it for me, 
I said. Time to go. Good night. Its been great. It 
took a while to get their attention. Jimmy managed 
to pull out of a nosedive of a kiss. He looked up at 
me with heavy-lidded surprise, still breathing hard.

Hope I didnt interrupt anything, I said.

Lust had slowed his responses and I could see him 
grope for his speaking voice. Dont go, he croaked. 
Stick around. We need to talk.

About what?

Bibianna had to lean forward in order to be heard, 
but she seemed pretty cool by comparison. Too 
noisy here. Were going next door to grab a bite to 
eat. Why dont you come with us?

I was torn, I confess. Id spent much of the day 
setting up the contact and I knew Id be smart to 
cement the relationship. There was a possibility, of 
course, that Jimmy Tate might reveal the truth about my identity, but I thought I could trust him to keep
his mouth shut. At the moment, he seemed more
concerned about getting laid. They were teasing
themselves, postponing the inevitable, while I was
only marking time. Oh, hell, I thought, Im going
to end up alone in my bed anyway, so why rush?
I zipped up my leather jacket while I waited for
them to disentangle all the various body parts. As
we moved through the crowd toward the front door,
I got a couple of offers, but I didnt take them
seriously. Both were addressed to Hey, you . . . yeah,
you . . . accompanied by much display and posturing.
One kid looked like he was sixteen. The other
had a big gold tooth sticking out in front.

The three of us left the bar, stepping into a light 
rain. Jimmy grabbed Bibiannas hand and they began 
to run. I trotted behind them, catching up when 
they reached the little restaurant three doors down. 
After the high-decibel racket in the bar, the cafe we 
entered was as quiet as a deprivation tank. Bourbon 
Street was small, essentially one long, narrow room 
that resembled a mock New Orleans alleyway. The 
walls were brick, broken up by a series of false windows 
and doorways, backlighted to create the illusion 
of warm interiors. A series of balconies jutted out at 
the level of the second floor, suggesting a gallery of 
apartments surrounded by wrought-iron railings, the pseudo-French Quarter setting complete with wall-mounted 
lamps in which tapered light bulbs flickered 
like windblown candles. Fake green ivy snaked its 
way up the wall, looking so real I could have sworn I 
smelled the breeze that seemed to rattle through the 
leaves.

The restaurant kitchen was hidden around one 
corner where a wall angled out. The scent of shrimp 
touffe and blackened red fish hovered in the air 
as if youd caught a whiff of someone elses Sunday 
dinner. There were seventeen tables in all, most of 
them empty, each covered with white butchers 
paper. Hurricane lamps provided illumination that 
flattered the patrons, at the same time dispensing light 
sufficient to eat by.

Jimmy ordered Cajun popcorncrawfish parts 
fried crisp with a spicy sauceand then a pot of 
jambalaya for the three of us. Bibianna wanted 
oysters on the half shell first. I watched them negotiate 
the meal, feeling strangely passive myself. They 
argued the issue of wine versus beer and finally 
ordered both. Theyd become nearly playful, while I 
felt myself disconnect. I picked at a cornbread muffin, 
trying to figure out what time it was in Dietzs life. 
Germany was what, eight hours ahead of us? I 
entertained a few wicked fantasies about Dietz, 
while observing Bibianna and Jimmy idly as if through a two-way mirror. It seemed clear to me that there 
was more going on here than a quick fling. Jimmy 
Tate was a good-looking guy with all the sunny charm 
of a California surfer, wire-rimmed glasses adding 
interest to a face that might otherwise have been too 
handsome to warrant serious consideration. Handsome 
men have never held a fascination for me, but 
he was an exception, probably because of our shared 
history. Hed played hard in his lifebooze and 
drugs, late nights, bar fightsand at thirty-four was 
just beginning to show evidence of self-abuse. I could 
see fine lines near his eyes, deeper lines around his 
mouth. Bibiannas youth and her dark Latina beauty 
were a perfect counterpoint to his blond, blue-eyed 
attractiveness. They seemed suited for one another, a 
crooked cop and a con artist . . . both willing to cut 
corners, both manipulating the system, looking for a 
fast buck. Neither was malicious but they must have 
recognized the lawlessness in each others natures. I 
wondered what had drawn them together in the first 
place, whether they had sensed the shared bonds of 
mutiny and trespass. The similarities certainly werent 
apparent on the surface, but I suspect lovers have 
some unerring instinct for the qualities that both 
attract and condemn them in relationships.

When the food arrived, they fell on it with the 
same lusty appetites they exhibited for one another, killing a bottle of red wine between them. I wasnt 
interested in anything more to drink. I concentrated 
on the meal in front of me with the kind of gusto that 
can only be thought of as sexual sublimation. After 
the beers Id had, it was nice to have the opportunity 
to clear my head for the drive home. The place was 
beginning to fill up with the late night crowd. The 
noise was on the rise, but it couldnt begin to compete 
with the bar wed just left. Dimly, I was aware of 
the front door behind me, opening at intervals as the 
midnight rush beganpeople looking for hot coffee, 
a wedge of sweet potato pie. Nature called again in 
response to all the beers Id drunk. Where are the 
restrooms?

Bibianna pointed toward the rear. She and Tate 
were both bombed and I began to wonder if Id have 
to ferry them both back to her place in the interests 
of safety.

Be right back, I said.

I wound my way through the tables, spotting the 
posted sign that indicated the location of the restrooms 
and the public telephones. I pushed through 
hurricane shutters and found myself in a short corridor, 
lighted by the same flickering bulbs. At the 
end of the hallway, there were two pay phones 
flanking an exit with a sign above it reading THIS 
DOOR MUST BE KEPT UNLOCKED DURING BUSINESS HOURS.
To my right were two doors marked M and 
W. I pushed into the W. The light was better. There 
was a two-sink counter to my left with a mirror 
running above it, a paper towel rack above a metal 
trash bin, and two stalls, one of which was in use. I 
entered the other. Under the raised partition between 
the stalls, I could see the feet of the others occupant, 
whose copious urination sounded like a quart of 
lemonade being poured from a great height. I glanced 
idly at her shoes: patterned stockings, sling-back 
pumps with spike heels. I squinted, bending for a 
closer look. Id seen the same shoes or a pair just like 
them on the blonde at the CF offices earlier. I heard 
the toilet flush. I reassembled myself in haste while 
she washed her hands and snatched a towel from the 
dispenser. I heard the rustle of paper as she dried her 
hands. I flushed the toilet in my cubicle, stalling for 
time. I didnt dare leave the cubicle until I knew she 
was gone because she might well recognize my face. I 
heard the tip-tap of her heels crossing the tile floor. 
As soon as the door closed behind her, I emerged and 
moved swiftly to the door. I poked my head out into 
the corridor. I caught sight of her at one of the pay 
phones, inserting numerous coins into the slot. She 
turned away slightly as if to ensure privacy. It was 
the woman who called herself Karen Hedgepath: spiky, 
punk blond hair, severely cut business suit. She kept herself in profile with her right hand pressed to her 
ear to block out noises from the restaurant. From the 
shift in her posture, I guessed that her call had been 
picked up. She began to speak rapidly, making gestures 
with her free hand. I did an about-face and 
returned to the main part of the restaurant while she 
was still occupied. A quick check revealed the presence 
of the big guy with the plaid sport coat. He was 
seated with his back to me at a two-top on the side 
wall, but I recognized his jacket and the set of his 
shoulders. He was smoking a cigarette, a bottle of red 
wine visible on the table in front of him.

At our table, the seats were arranged so that I was 
facing the restrooms, my back to the front door, with 
Bibianna on my right and Jimmy Tate across from 
me. I kept my voice down, one eye cocked in case 
the blonde returned unexpectedly. Bibianna looked 
at me with curiosity, sensing my alarm. I handed 
her the menu and said, I would like for you, very 
discreetly, to check that doorway leading to the restrooms. 
A blonde is going to make an appearance in a 
moment. See if you know her, but dont let her know 
youre looking. You got that?

Why? Whats going on? Bibianna said to me.

I heard her on the pay phone outside the john 
and she was talking about you.

About me?

Jimmy leaned forward. What is this?

The blonde appeared, coming through the shutters 
from the corridor. Her gaze settled lightly on 
our table and moved on. Do not crank your head 
around, I sang under my breath.

Bibiannas eyes flicked to the woman. The reaction 
was subtle, but I could see the animation fade from 
her face. Oh, hell. I gotta get out of here, she said.

I handed her an open menu, pointing to the first 
item in the dessert list, which was the key lime pie. 
Conversationally, I said, Take your handbag and go 
to the ladies room. Go out through the door at the 
end of that hall and wait at the mouth of the alley. 
One of us will pick you up. Leave your jacket draped 
across the chair. We dont want it to look like youre 
really going anywhere, okay?

Jimmys gaze shifted from my face to Bibiannas. 
Whats going on?

Bibianna got to her feet, groping blindly for her 
handbag. Too late. The couple converged on us. The 
blond woman placed a firm hand on my shoulder, 
effectively nailing me to the chair. The guy pressed a 
Browning .45 against Bibiannas spine as if he might 
be an orthopedist probing for a herniated disk. I saw 
Jimmy reach for his .38, but the guy shook his head. 
I got the option to smoke her if theres any problem 
whatsoever. Your choice.

Jimmy put both hands flat on the table.

Bibianna picked up her jacket and her handbag. 
Jimmy and I watched helplessly as the three of them 
moved toward the back door. Jimmy had better 
instincts about these things than I did. The minute 
they were out of sight, he bolted for the front, attracting 
startled looks from all the patrons he bumped in 
passing. He didnt bother to be polite. The front door 
banged open and he was gone. I threw some money 
on the table and headed after him.

By the time I hit the street, he was already pounding 
toward the corner, elbows pumping, gun drawn. 
The streets were damp, the air filled with a fine mist. 
I ran after him, plowing straight through a puddle on 
the walk. In the distance, I could hear tires squeal in 
the alleyway where the couple must have had a car 
parked. I reached the intersection moments after 
Jimmy did. A Ford sedan shot out of the mouth of 
the alley three doors down. Jimmy, as if moving in 
slow motion, took a stance and fired. The back 
window shattered. He fired again. The right rear tire 
blew and the Ford took a sudden fishtailing detour 
into a van parked at the curb. There was the gut-wrenching 
wham! of metal objects colliding. The 
Fords front bumper clattered to the pavement, and 
glass fragments showered down with a delicate tinkling. 
The few pedestrians within range were running for cover, and I could hear a womans protracted 
scream. The front doors of the Ford seemed to open 
simultaneously. The blond woman emerged from the 
passenger side, the big guy from the drivers side, 
taking cover behind the yawning car door as he 
turned and took aim. I hit the pavement and flattened 
myself in the shelter of a line of trash cans. The 
ensuing shots sounded like kernels of popcorn in a 
lidded saucepan. I hunched my shoulders, tasting grit, 
sucking up the mixed smell of garbage and rain-wet 
cement. I heard three more shots fired in succession, 
one of them plowing into the pavement near my 
head. I feared for Jimmy, felt a sick sense of dread for 
Bibianna, too. Someone was running. At least somebody 
was still aliveI just wasnt sure who. I heard 
the footsteps fade, then silence. I pulled myself up 
onto my hands and knees and scrambled toward a 
parked car, peering over the hood. Jimmy was standing 
across the street. Abruptly, he sank down on the 
curb and put his head on his knees. There was no 
sign of the blonde. Bibianna, apparently unhurt, 
clung to the Fords rear fender and wept hysterically. 
I rose to my feet, puzzled by the sudden quiet. I 
approached her with care, wondering where the guy 
in the plaid sport coat had gone.

I could hear panting, a labored moan that suggested both anguish and extreme effort. On the far 
side of the Ford, I caught sight of him, dragging 
himself along the sidewalk. There was a wet patch 
of bright blood between his shoulder blades. There 
was blood streaming down the left side of his face 
from a head wound. He seemed completely focused 
on the journey, determined to escape, moving with 
the same haphazard coordination of a crawling 
baby, limbs occasionally working at cross-purposes. 
He began to weep with frustration at the clumsiness 
of his progress. He must have been a man whod 
always counted on his physical strength to carry 
him through, whod enjoyed a certain unquestioned 
supremacy by reason of his size. Now the sheer bulk 
of his body was an impediment, a burden he couldnt 
quite manage. He laid his head down, resting for a 
moment before he inched forward again. A crowd 
had collected, like the spectators at the finish line of 
a marathon. No one cheered. The faces were respectful, 
uncertain, perplexed. A woman moved toward 
the injured man and dropped beside him, reaching 
out tentatively. At her touch, a deep howl seemed 
to rise from him, guttural and pain-filled. There is 
no sound so terrible as a mans sorrow for his own 
death. The woman looked up, dazed, at the people 
standing nearby.

Help, she called hoarsely. She couldnt get any 
volume in her voice. Please help this man. Cant 
anybody help?

No one moved.

Already, there were sirens. Jimmy Tate lifted his 
head.
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