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    The basic question is this: given human nature, are any of us really capable of change? The mistakes other people make are usually patently obvious. Our own are tougher to recognize. In most cases, our path through life reflects a fundamental truth about who we are now and who weve been since birth. Were optimists or pessimists, joyful or depressed, gullible or cynical, inclined to seek adventure or to avoid all risks. Therapy might strengthen our assets or offset our liabilities, but in the main we do what we do because weve always done it that way, even when the outcome is bad . . . perhaps especially when the outcome is bad.


    This is a story about romancelove gone right, love gone wrong, and matters somewhere in between.


    I left downtown Santa Teresa that day at 1:15 and headed for Montebello, a short ten miles south. The weather report had promised highs in the seventies. Morning cloudiness had given way to sunshine, a welcomed respite from the overcast that typically mars our June and July. Id eaten lunch at my desk, feasting on an olive-and-pimiento-cheese sandwich on wheat bread, cut in quarters, my third-favorite sandwich in the whole wide world. So what was the problem? I had none. Life was great.


    In committing the matter to paper, I can see now what should have been apparent from the first, but events seemed to unfold at such a routine pace that I was caught, metaphorically speaking, asleep at the wheel. Im a private detective, female, age thirty-seven, working in the small Southern California town of Santa Teresa. My jobs are varied, not always lucrative, but sufficient to keep me housed and fed and ahead of my bills. I do employee background checks. I track down missing persons or locate heirs entitled to monies in the settlement of an estate. On occasion, I investigate claims involving arson, fraud, or wrongful death.


    In my personal life, Ive been married and divorced twice, and subsequent relationships have usually come to grief. The older I get, the less I seem to understand men, and because of that I tend to shy away from them. Granted, I have no sex life to speak of, but at least Im not plagued by unwanted pregnancies or sexually transmitted diseases. Ive learned the hard way that love and work are a questionable mix.


    I was driving on a stretch of highway once known as the Montebello Parkway, built in 1927 as the result of a fund-raising campaign that made possible the creation of frontage roads and landscaped center dividers still in evidence today. Because billboards and commercial structures along the roadway were banned at the same time, that section of the 101 is still attractive, except when its jammed with rush-hour traffic.


    Montebello itself underwent a similar transformation in 1948, when the Montebello Protective and Improvement Association successfully petitioned to eliminate sidewalks, concrete curbs, advertising signs, and anything else that might disrupt the rural atmosphere. Montebello is known for its two-hundred-some-odd luxury estates, many of them built by men whod amassed their fortunes selling common household goods, salt and flour being two.


    I was on my way to meet Nord Lafferty, an elderly gentleman, whose photograph appeared at intervals in the society column of the Santa Teresa Dispatch. This was usually occasioned by his making yet another sizable contribution to some charitable foundation. Two buildings at UCST had been named for him, as had a wing of Santa Teresa Hospital and a special collection of rare books hed donated to the public library. Hed called me two days before and indicated he had a modest undertaking he wanted to discuss. I was curious how hed come by my name and even more curious about the job itself. Ive been a private investigator in Santa Teresa for the past ten years, but my office is small and, as a rule, Im ignored by the wealthy, who seem to prefer doing business through their attorneys in New York, Chicago, or L.A.


    I took the St. Isadore off-ramp and turned north toward the foothills that ran between Montebello and the Los Padres National Forest. At one time, this area boasted grand old resort hotels, citrus and avocado ranches, olive groves, a country store, and the Montebello train depot, which serviced the Southern Pacific Railroad. Im forever reading up on local history, trying to imagine the region as it was 125 years ago. Land was selling then for seventy-five cents an acre. Montebello is still bucolic, but much of the charm has been bulldozed away. Whats been erected insteadthe condominiums, housing developments, and the big flashy starter castles of the nouveau richeis poor compensation for what was lost or destroyed.


    I turned right on West Glen and drove along the winding two-lane road as far as Bella Sera Place. Bella Sera is lined with olive and pepper trees, the narrow blacktop climbing gradually to a mesa that affords a sweeping view of the coast. The pungent scent of the ocean faded with my ascent, replaced by the smell of sage and the bay laurel trees. The hillsides were thick with yarrow, wild mustard, and California poppies. The afternoon sun had baked the boulders to a golden turn, and a warm chuffing wind was beginning to stir the dry grasses. The road wound upward through an alley of live oaks that terminated at the entrance to the Lafferty estate. The property was surrounded by a stone wall that was eight feet high and posted with No Trespassing signs.


    I slowed to an idle when I reached the wide iron gates. I leaned out and pushed the call button on a mounted keypad. Belatedly I spotted a camera mounted atop one of two stone pillars, its hollow eye fixed on me. I must have passed inspection because the gates swung open at a measured pace. I shifted gears and sailed through, following the brick-paved drive for another quarter of a mile.


    Through a picket fence of pines, I caught glimpses of a gray stone house. When the whole of the residence finally swept into view, I let out a breath. Something of the past remained after all. Four towering eucalyptus trees laid a dappled shade on the grass, and a breeze pushed a series of cloud-shaped shadows across the red tile roof. The two-story house, with matching one-story wings topped with stone balustrades at each end, dominated my visual field. A series of four arches shielded the entrance and provided a covered porch on which wicker furniture had been arranged. I counted twelve windows on the second floor, separated by paired eave brackets, largely decorative, that appeared to support the roof.


    I pulled onto a parking pad sufficient to accommodate ten cars and left my pale blue VW hunched, cartoonlike, between a sleek Lincoln Continental on one side and a full-size Mercedes on the other. I didnt bother to lock up, operating on the assumption that the electronic surveillance system was watching over both me and my vehicle as I crossed to the front walk.


    The lawns were wide and well tended, and the quiet was underlined by the twittering of finches. I pressed the front bell, listening to the hollow-sounding chimes inside clanging out two notes as though by a hammer on iron. The ancient woman who came to the door wore an old-fashioned black uniform with a white pinafore over it. Her opaque stockings were the color of doll flesh, her crepe-soled shoes emitting the faintest squeak as I followed her down the marble-tiled hall. She hadnt asked my name, but perhaps I was the only visitor expected that day. The corridor was paneled in oak, the white plaster ceiling embossed with chevrons and fleurs-de-lis.


    She showed me into the library, which was also paneled in oak. Drab leather-bound books lined shelves that ran floor to ceiling, with a brass rail and a rolling ladder allowing access to the upper reaches. The room smelled of dry wood and paper mold. The inner hearth in the stone fireplace was tall enough to stand in, and a recent blaze had left a partially blackened oak log and the faint stench of wood smoke. Mr. Lafferty was seated in one of a pair of matching wing chairs.


    I placed him in his eighties, an age Id considered elderly once upon a time. Ive since come to realize how widely the aging process varies. My landlord is eighty-seven, the baby of his family, with siblings whose ages range as high as ninety-six. All five of them are lively, intelligent, adventurous, competitive, and given to good-natured squabbling among themselves. Mr. Lafferty, on the other hand, looked as though hed been old for a good twenty years. He was inordinately thin, with knees as bony as a pair of misplaced elbows. His once sharp features had at least been softened by the passing years. Two small clear plastic tubes had been placed discreetly in his nostrils, tethering him to a stout green oxygen tank on a cart to his left. One side of his jaw was sunken, and a savage red line running across his throat suggested extensive surgery of some vicious sort.


    He studied me with eyes as dark and shiny as dots of brown sealing wax. I appreciate your coming, Ms. Millhone. Im Nord Lafferty, he said, holding out a hand that was knotted with veins. His voice was hoarse, barely a whisper.


    Nice to meet you, I murmured, moving forward to shake hands with him. His were pale, a tremor visible in his fingers, which were icy to the touch.


    He motioned to me. You might want to pull that chair close. Ive had thyroid surgery a month ago and more recently some polyps removed from my vocal cords. Ive been left with this rasping noise that passes as speech. Isnt painful, but its irksome. I apologize if Im difficult to understand.


    So far, Im not having any problem.


    Good. Would you like a cup of tea? I can have my housekeeper make a pot, but Im afraid youll have to pour for yourself. These days, her hands arent any steadier than mine.


    Thanks, but Im fine. I pulled the second wing chair closer and took a seat. When was this house built? Its really beautiful.


    1893. A man named Mueller bought a six-hundred-forty-acre section from the county of Santa Teresa. Of that, seventy acres remain. House took six years to build and the story has it Mueller died the day the workers finally set down their tools. Since then, the occupants have fared poorly . . . except for me, knock on wood. I bought the property in 1929, just after the crash. Fellow who owned the place lost everything. Drove into town, climbed up to the clock tower, and dived over the rail. Widow needed the cash and I stepped in. I was criticized, of course. Folks claimed I took advantage, but Id loved the house from the minute I laid eyes on it. Someone would have bought it. Better me than them. I had money for the upkeep, which wasnt true of many folks back then.


    You were lucky.


    Indeed. Made my fortune in paper goods in case youre curious and too polite to inquire.


    I smiled. Polite, I dont know about. Im always curious.


    Thats fortunate, Id say, given the business youre in. Im assuming youre a busy woman so Ill get right to the point. Your name was given to me by a friend of yoursfellow I met during this recent hospital stay.


    Stacey Oliphant, I said, the name flashing immediately to mind. Id worked a case with Stacey, a retired Sheriffs Department homicide detective, and my old pal Lieutenant Dolan, now retired from the Santa Teresa Police Department. Stacey was battling cancer, but the last Id heard, hed been given a reprieve.


    Mr. Lafferty nodded. He asked me to tell you hes doing well, by the way. He checked in for a battery of tests, but all of them turned out negative. As it happened, the two of us walked the halls together in the afternoons, and I got chatting about my daughter, Reba.


    I was already thinking skip trace, missing heir, possibly a background check on a guy if Reba were romantically involved.


    He went on. I only have the one child and I suppose Ive spoiled her unmercifully, though that wasnt my intent. Her mother ran off when she was just a little thing, this high. I was caught up in business and left the day-to-day raising of her to a series of nannies. If shed been a boy I could have sent her off to boarding school the way my parents did me, but I wanted her at home. In retrospect, I see that mightve been poor judgment on my part, but it didnt seem so at the time. He paused and then gestured impatiently toward the floor, as though chiding a dog for leaping up on him. No matter. Its too late for regrets. Pointless, anyway. Whats done is done. He looked at me sharply from under his bony brow. You probably wonder what Im driving at.


    I proffered a slight shrug, waiting to hear what he had to say.


    Rebas being paroled on July twentieth. Thats next Monday morning. I need someone to pick her up and bring her home. Shell be staying with me until shes on her feet again.


    What facility? I asked, hoping I didnt sound as startled as I felt.


    California Institution for Women. Are you familiar with the place?


    Its down in Corona, couple of hundred miles south. Ive never actually been there, but I know where it is.


    Good. Im hoping you can take time out of your schedule for the trip.


    That sounds easy enough, but why me? I charge five hundred dollars a day. You dont need a private detective to make a run like that. Doesnt she have friends?


    Not anyone Id ask. Dont worry about the money. Thats the least of it. My daughters difficult. Willful and rebellious. I want you to see to it she keeps the appointment with her parole officer and whatever else is required once shes been released. Ill pay you your full rate even if you only work for a part of each day.


    What if she doesnt like the supervision?


    Its not up to her. Ive told her Im hiring someone to assist her and shes agreed. If she likes you, shell be cooperative, at least to a point.


    May I ask what she did?


    Given the time youll be spending in her company, youre entitled to know. She was convicted of embezzling money from the company she worked for. Alan Beckwith and Associates. He does property management, real estate investment and development, things of that type. Do you know the man?


    Ive seen his name in the paper.


    Nord Lafferty shook his head. I dont care for him myself. Ive known his wifes family for years. Tracys a lovely girl. I cant understand how she ended up with the likes of him. Alan Beckwith is an upstart. He calls himself an entrepreneur, but Ive never been entirely clear what he does. Our paths have crossed in public on numerous occasions and I cant say Im impressed. Reba seems to think the world of him. I will credit him for thishe spoke up in her behalf before her sentencing. It was a generous gesture on his part and one he didnt have to make.


    How long has she been at CIW?


    Shes served twenty-two months of a four-year sentence. She never went to trial. At her arraignmentwhich Im sorry to say I missedshe claimed she was indigent, so the court appointed a public defender to handle her case. After consultation with him, she waived her right to a preliminary hearing and entered a plea of guilty.


    Just like that?


    Im afraid so.


    And her attorney agreed to it?


    He argued strenuously against it, but Reba wouldnt listen.


    How much money are we talking?


    Three hundred fifty thousand dollars over a two-year period.


    Howd they discover the theft?


    During a routine audit. Reba was one of a handful of employees with access to the accounts. Naturally, suspicion fell on her. Shes been in trouble before, but nothing of this magnitude.


    I could feel a protest welling but I bit back my response.


    He leaned forward. You have something to say, feel free to say it. Stacey tells me youre outspoken so please dont hesitate on my account. It may save us a misunderstanding.


    I was just wondering why you didnt step in. A high-powered attorney might have made all the difference.


    He dropped his gaze to his hands. I should have helped her . . . I know that . . . but Id been coming to her rescue for many, many years . . . all her life, if you want to know the truth. At least thats what I was being told by friends. They said she had to face the consequences of her behavior or she was never going to learn. They said Id be enabling, that saving her was the worst possible action under the circumstances.


    Whos this they youre referring to?


    For the first time, he faltered. I had a lady friend. Lucinda. Wed been keeping company for years. Shed seen me intercede on Rebas behalf on countless occasions. She persuaded me to put my foot down and thats what I did.


    And now?


    Frankly, I was shocked when Reba was sentenced to four years in state prison. I had no idea the penalty would be so stiff. I thought the judge would suspend sentence or agree to probation, as the public defender suggested. At any rate, Lucinda and I quarreled, bitterly I might add. I broke off the relationship and severed my ties with her. She was much younger than I. In hindsight, I realized she was angling for herself, hoping for marriage. Reba disliked her intensely. Lucinda knew that, of course.


    What happened to the money?


    Reba gambled it away. Shes always been attracted to card play. Roulette, the slots. She loves to bet the ponies, but she has no head for it.


    Shes a problem gambler?


    Her problem isnt the gambling, its the losing, he remarked, with only the weakest of smiles.


    What about drugs and alcohol?


    Id have to answer yes on both counts. She tends to be reckless. She has a wild streak like her mother. Im hoping this experience in prison has taught her self-restraint. As for the job itself, well play that by ear. Were talking two to three days, a week at the most, until shes reestablished herself. Since your responsibilities are limited, I wont be requiring a written report. Submit an invoice and Ill pay your daily rate and all the necessary expenses.


    That seems simple enough.


    One other item. If theres any suggestion that shes backsliding, I want to be informed. Perhaps with sufficient warning, I can head off disaster this time around.


    A tall order.


    Im aware of that.


    Briefly, I considered the proposition. Ordinarily I dont like serving as a babysitter and potential tattletale, but in this case, his concern didnt seem out of line. What time will she be released?
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    On my way back into town, I picked up my dry-cleaning and then cruised through a nearby supermarket, picking up odds and ends, which I intended to drop off at my place before I returned to work. I was hoping to touch base with my landlord before the arrival of his lady visitor later in the day. I was running the errands to provide myself with props to explain my unexpected midafternoon appearance. Henry and I confide in each other on many issues, but his love life isnt one. If I wanted information, I knew Id do well to proceed with finesse.


    My studio apartment was originally the single-car garage attached to Henrys house by way of a now glass-enclosed breezeway. In 1980 he converted the space to the snug studio Ive been renting ever since. What began as a basic square fifteen feet on a side is now a fully furnished great room, which includes a living room, a bump-out galley-style kitchen, a laundry nook and bathroom, with a sleeping loft and a second bathroom up a set of spiral stairs. The space is compact and cleverly designed to exploit every usable inch. Given the pegs and cubbyholes, walls of polished teak and oak, and the occasional porthole window, the studio has the scale and feel of a ships interior.


    I found a parking spot two doors away and hauled out my cleaning and the two grocery bags. My timing couldnt have been more perfect. As I pushed through my squeaky metal gate and followed the walkway around to the rear, Henry was just pulling into his two-car garage. Hed taken his bright yellow five-window Chevy coupe for its annual checkup and it was back now, the exterior polished to a fare-thee-well. The interior was probably not only spotless, but scented with faux pine. He bought the vehicle new in 1932 and hes taken such good care of it youd swear it was still under warranty, assuming cars had warranties back then. He has a second vehicle, a station wagon he uses for routine errands and the occasional trip to the Los Angeles airport, ninety-five miles south. The coupe he reserves for special occasions, today being one.


    I have trouble remembering that hes eighty-seven years old. I also have trouble describing him in terms that arent embarrassingly laudatory given our fifty-year age difference. Hes smart, sweet, sexy, trim, handsome, vigorous, and kind. In his working days, he made a living as a commercial baker, and though hes been retired now for twenty-five years, he still makes the best cinnamon rolls Ive ever eaten. If I were forced to accord him a fault, Id probably cite his caution when it comes to affairs of the heart. The only time Id seen him smitten, he was not only deceived, but nearly taken for every cent he had. Since then, hes played his cards very close to his chest. Either he hadnt run into anyone of interest or hed looked the other way. That is, until Mattie Halstead appeared.


    Mattie was the artist-in-residence on a Caribbean cruise he and his siblings had taken in April. Soon after the cruise ended, shed stopped in to see him on her way to Los Angeles to deliver paintings to a gallery down there. A month later, hed made an unprecedented trip to San Francisco, where he spent an evening with her. Hed kept mum on the subject of their relationship, but I noticed hed spiffed up his wardrobe and started lifting weights. The Pitts family (at least on Henrys mothers side) is long-lived, and he and his siblings enjoy remarkably good health. Williams a bit of a hypochondriac and Charlies almost entirely deaf, but that aside, they give the appearance of going on forever. Lewis, Charlie, and Nell live in Michigan, but there are visits back and forth, some planned and some not. William and my friend Rosie, who owns the tavern half a block away, would be celebrating their second wedding anniversary on November 28. Now it looked like Henry might be entertaining similar thoughts . . . or such was my hope. Other peoples romances are so much less hazardous than ones own. I was looking forward to all the pleasures of true love without suffering the peril.


    Henry paused when he caught sight of me, allowing me to fall into step with him as he proceeded to the house. I noticed his hair had been freshly trimmed, and he wore a blue denim work shirt with his crisply pressed chinos. Hed even traded in his usual flip-flops for a pair of deck shoes with dark socks.


    I said, Hang on a second while I drop this stuff off.


    He waited while I unlocked my door and dumped my armload on the floor just inside. Nothing Id bought would go funky in the next thirty minutes. Rejoining him, I said, You had your hair trimmed. It looks great.


    He ran a self-conscious hand across his head. I was passing the barbershop and realized I was long overdue. You think its too short?


    Not at all. It shaves years off your age, I said, thinking Mattie would have to be an idiot if she didnt understand what a treasure he was. I held open the screen door while he pulled out his keys and unlocked his back door. I followed him inside, watching as he set his groceries on the kitchen counter.


    Nice that Matties coming down. Ill bet youre looking forward to seeing her.


    Its only the one night.


    Whats the occasion?


    She did a painting on commission for a woman in La Jolla. Shes delivering that one plus a couple more in case the woman doesnt care for the first.


    Well, its nice she can manage a visit. Whens she getting in?


    She hoped to be here by four, depending on traffic. She said shed check into the hotel and call once shes had a chance to freshen up. She agreed to supper here as long as I didnt go to any trouble. I said Id keep it simple, but you know me.


    He began to unload his sack: a packet wrapped in white butchers paper, potatoes, cabbage, green onions, and a big jar of mayonnaise. While I watched, he opened the oven door and checked his crock of soldier beans bubbling away with molasses, mustard, and a chunk of salt pork. I could see two loaves of freshly baked bread resting on a rack on the counter. A chocolate layer cake sat in the middle of the kitchen table with a glass dome over it. There was also a bouquet of flowers from his gardenroses and lavender hed arranged artfully in a china teapot.


    Cake looks fabulous.


    Its a twelve-layer torte. I used Nells recipe, which was originally our mothers. We tried it for years, but none of us could duplicate her results. Nell finally managed, but she says its a pain. I ended up tossing half a dozen layers before I mastered the thing.


    What else are you having?


    Henry took out a cast-iron skillet and set it on the stove. Fried chicken, potato salad, coleslaw, and baked beans. I thought wed have a little picnic on the patio, unless the temperature drops. He opened his spice cabinet and sorted through the contents, taking down a bottle of dried dill. Why dont you join us? Shed love to see you.


    Oh please. Socializing is the last thing she needs. After six hours on the road? Give the woman a drink and let her put her feet up.


    No need to worry about her. She has energy to spare. Shed be delighted, Im sure.


    Lets just see how it goes. Im on my way back to the office, but Ill check in with you again as soon as I get home.


    Id already decided to decline, but I didnt want to seem rude. In my opinion, they needed time to themselves. Id pop my head in and say hi, primarily to satisfy my curiosity about her. She was either widowed or divorced, I wasnt sure which, but during her last visit, Id noticed shed made a number of references to her husband. At one point, when Henry was nursing a bum knee, shed gone hiking alone, taking her watercolors with her so she could paint a spot in the mountains she and her husband had enjoyed for years. Was she still emotionally entrenched? Whether hubby was dead or alive, I didnt like the idea. Henry, meanwhile, was busy being nonchalant, perhaps in denial of his feelings or in response to covert signals from her. Of course, there was always the possibility that I was imagining all this, but I didnt think so. At any rate, I intended to have my supper at Rosies, resigned to my usual weekly allotment of her bullying and abuse.


    I left Henry to his preparations and went back to the office, where I put a call through to Priscilla Holloway, Reba Laffertys parole agent. Nord Lafferty had given me her name and phone number at the end of our appointment. I was already back at my car, opening the drivers side, when the elderly housekeeper had called from the front door and then hurried down the walk, a photograph in hand.


    Winded, shed said, Mr. Lafferty forgot to give you this. Its a photograph of Reba.


    Thanks. I appreciate that. Ill return it as soon as we get back.


    Oh, no need. He said to keep it if you like.


    I thanked her again and tucked the photo into my bag. Now, while I waited for Parole Agent Holloway to answer her phone, I plucked out the photo and studied it again. Id have preferred something recent. This had been taken when the woman was in her mid- to late twenties and almost puckish in appearance. Her large dark eyes were intent on the camera, her full lips half-parted as though she were on the verge of speaking. Her hair was shoulder-length and dyed blond, but clearly at considerable expense. Her complexion was clear with a hint of blush in her cheeks. After two years of prison fare, she might have packed on a few extra pounds, but I thought Id recognize her.


    On the other end of the line, a woman said, Holloway.


    Hi, Ms. Holloway. My name is Kinsey Millhone. Im a local private investigator


    I know who you are. I had a call from Nord Lafferty, telling me hed hired you to pick up his daughter.


    Thats why Im calling, to clear it with you.


    Fine. Have at it. Itll save me the trip. If youre back in town before three, bring her over to the office. Do you know where I am?


    I didnt, but she gave me the address.


    See you Monday, I said.


    I spent the rest of the afternoon taking care of paperwork, mostly sorting and filing in a vain attempt to tidy up my desk. I also did some boning up on parole regulations from a pamphlet printed by the California Department of Corrections.


    Returning to my apartment for the second time that day, I saw no sign of picnic items on the patio table. Perhaps hed decided the meal was better served indoors. I crossed to his back door and peeked in. As it turned out, my hopes for their romantic interlude were squelched by Williams presence in the kitchen. Looking aggrieved, Henry sat in his rocking chair with his usual glass of Jack Daniels while Mattie nursed a goblet of white wine.


    William, two years Henrys senior, has always looked enough like him to be his twin. His shock of white hair was thinning where Henrys was still full, but his eyes were the same hot blue and he carried himself with the same erect military bearing. He wore a dapper three-piece suit, his watch chain visible across the front of his vest. I tapped on the glass and Henry motioned me in. William rose to his feet at the sight of me, and I knew hed remain standing unless I urged him to sit. Mattie rose to greet me, and though we didnt actually hug, we did clasp hands and exchange an air kiss.


    She was in her early seventies, tall and slender, with soft silver hair she wore pulled into a knot on the top of her head. Her earrings glinted in the lightsilver, oversize, and artisan-made.


    I said, Hey, Mattie. How are you? You must have arrived right on time.


    Good to see you. I did. She wore a coral silk blouse and a long gypsy skirt over flat-heel suede boots. Will you join us in a glass of wine?


    I dont think so, but thanks. Ive got business to take care of so I have to run.


    Henrys tone was morose. Have a glass of wine. Why not? Stay for supper as well. Williams invited himself so whats the difference? Rosie couldnt tolerate having him underfoot so she sent him over here.


    William said, She had a small conniption fit for no reason at all. Id just returned from the doctors office and I knew shed want to hear the results of my blood work, especially my HDLs. You might want to take a look yourself. He held the paper out, pointing with significance at the long column of numbers down the right side of the page. My gaze slid past his glucose, sodium, potassium, and chloride levels before I caught the expression on Henrys face. His eyes were crossed so close to the bridge of his nose I thought theyd trade sides. William was saying, You can see my LDL-HDL risk ratio is 1.3.


    Oh, sorry. Is that bad?


    No, no. The doctor said it was excellent . . . in light of my medical condition. Williams voice carried a hint of feebleness suggestive of a weakened state.


    Well, good for you. Thats great.


    Thank you. I called our brother Lewis and told him as well. His cholesterol is 214, which I think is cause for alarm. He says hes doing what he can, but he hasnt had much success. You can pass the paper on to Mattie once youve studied it yourself.


    Henry said, William, would you sit down? Youre giving me a crick in my neck. He left his rocker and took another wineglass from the kitchen cabinet. He poured wine to the brim and passed the glass to me, slopping some liquid on my hand.


    William declined to sit until hed pulled out my chair. I settled myself with a murmured Thank you and then I made a show of running a finger down the column of reference and unit numbers from his doctors report. Youre in good shape, I remarked as I passed the paper to Mattie.


    Well, I still have palpitations, but the doctors adjusting my medication. He says Im amazing for a man my age.


    If youre in such terrific health, how come youre off to the urgent care center every other day? Henry snapped.


    William blinked placidly at Mattie. My brothers careless with his health and wont acknowledge that some of us are proactive.


    Henry made a snorting sound.


    William cleared his throat. Well now. On to a new subject since Henrys apparently unable to handle that one. I hope this is not too personal, but Henry mentioned your husband is deceased. Do you mind my asking how he was taken?


    Henry was clearly exasperated. You call that a different subject? Its the same onedeath and disease. Cant you think of anything else?


    I wasnt addressing you, William replied before returning his attention to Mattie. I hope the topic isnt too painful.


    Not at this point. Barry died six years ago of heart failure. I believe cardiac ischemia is the term they used. He taught jewelry making at the San Francisco Art Institute. He was a very talented man, though a bit of an eccentric.


    William was nodding. Cardiac ischemia. I know the term well. From the Greek, ischein, meaning quench or seize, combined with haima, or blood. A German pathology professor first introduced that term in the mid-1800s. Rudolf Virchow. A remarkable man. What age was your husband?


    William, Henry sang.


    Mattie smiled. Really, Henry. Im not sensitive about this. He died two days shy of his seventieth birthday.


    William winced. Pity when a mans struck down in his prime. I myself have suffered several episodes of angina, which Ive miraculously survived. I was discussing my heart condition with Lewis, just two days ago by phone. You remember our brother, Im sure.


    Of course. I hope he and Nell and Charles are all in good health.


    Excellent, William said. He shifted in his chair, lowering his voice. What about your husband? Did he have any warning prior to his fatal attack?


    Hed been having chest pains, but he refused to see the doctor. Barry was a fatalist. He believed you check out when your time is up regardless what precautions you take. He compared longevity to an alarm clock that God sets the moment youre born. None of us knows when the little bell will ring, but he didnt see the point in trying to second-guess the process. He enjoyed life immensely, Ill say that about him. Most folks in my family dont make it to the age of sixty, and theyre miserable every minute, dreading the inevitable.


    Sixty! Is that right? Thats astonishing. Is there a genetic factor in play?


    I dont think so. Its a little bit of everything. Cancer, diabetes, kidney failure, chronic pulmonary disease . . .


    William put his hands on his chest. I hadnt seen him so happy since hed had the flu. COPD. Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. The very term brings back memories. I was stricken with a lung condition in my youth


    Henry clapped his hands. Okay, fine. Enough said on that subject. Why dont we eat?


    He moved to the refrigerator and took out a clear glass bowl piled with coleslaw, which he plunked on the table with rather more force than was absolutely necessary. The chicken hed fried was piled on a platter on the counter, probably still warm. He placed that in the center of the table with a pair of serving tongs. The squat little crockery pot now sat on the back of the stove, emitting the fragrance of tender beans and bay leaf. He removed serving utensils from a ceramic jug and then took down four dinner plates, which he handed to William, perhaps in hopes of distracting his attention while he brought the rest of the dinner to the table. William set a plate at each place while he quizzed Mattie at length about her mothers death from acute bacterial meningitis.


    Over supper Henry steered the conversation into neutral territory. We went through ritual questions about Matties drive down from San Francisco, traffic, road conditions, and matters of that sort, which gave me ample opportunity to observe her. Her eyes were a clear gray and she wore very little makeup. She had strong features, with nose, cheekbones, and jaw as pronounced and well proportioned as a models. Her skin showed signs of sun damage, and it lent her complexion a ruddy glow. I pictured her out in the fields for hours with her paint box and easel.


    I could tell William was reflecting on the subject of terminal disease while I was calculating how soon I could make my excuses and depart. I intended to drag William with me so Henry and Mattie could have some time alone. I kept an eye on the clock while I worked my way through the fried chicken, potato salad, coleslaw, baked beans, and cake. The food, of course, was wonderful, and I ate with my usual speed and enthusiasm. At 8:35, just as I was formulating a plausible lie, Mattie folded her napkin and laid it on the table beside her plate.


    Well, I should be on my way. I have some phone calls to make as soon as I get back to the hotel.


    Youre leaving? I said, trying to cover my disappointment.


    Shes had a long day, Henry said, getting up to remove her plate. He took it to the sink, where he rinsed it and set it in the dishwasher, talking to her all the while. I can wrap up some chicken in case you want some later.


    Dont tempt me. Im full but not stuffed, which is just the way I like it. This was wonderful, Henry. I cant tell you how much I appreciate the effort that went into this meal.


    Happy you enjoyed it. Ill get your wrap from the other room. He dried his hands on a kitchen towel and moved off toward the bedroom.


    William folded his napkin and scraped back his chair. I should probably run along as well. Doctor urged me to adhere to my regimeneight full hours of sleep. I may engage in some light calisthenics before bed to aid the digestive process. Nothing strenuous, of course.


    I turned to Mattie. You have plans for tomorrow?


    Unfortunately, Im taking off first thing in the morning, but Ill be back in a few days.


    Henry returned with a soft paisley shawl that he laid across her shoulders. She patted his hand with affection and picked up a large leather bag that shed set beside her chair. I hope to see you again soon, she said to me.


    I hope so, too.


    Henry touched her elbow. Ill walk you out.


    William straightened his vest. No need. Ill be happy to see her off. He offered Mattie his arm, and she tucked her hand through the crook with a brief backward look at Henry as the two went out the door.
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    Saturday morning, I slept in until 8:00, showered, dressed, made a pot of coffee, and sat at my kitchen counter, where I ate my ritual bowl of cereal. Having washed both bowl and spoon, I returned to my stool and surveyed the place. Im inordinately tidy and Id just done a thorough house-cleaning earlier in the week. My social calendar was unblemished and I knew Id spend Saturday and Sunday alone as I did most weekends. Usually this doesnt bother me, but today I felt an unsettling sensation. I was bored. I was so desperate for something to do, I thought about returning to the office to set up the files for another case Id taken on. Unfortunately, my office bungalow is depressing and I wasnt motivated to spend another minute at my desk. Which left me to do what? Damned if I knew. In a moment of panic, I realized I didnt even have a book to read. I was on the verge of leaving for the bookstore to stock up on paperbacks when my telephone rang.


    Hi, Kinsey. This is Vera. Im glad I caught you. You have a minute?


    Of course. I was on my way out, but its nothing pressing, I said. Vera Lipton had been a colleague of mine at California Fidelity Insurance, where I spent six years investigating arson and wrongful-death claims. She was the claims manager while I worked as an independent contractor. She had since left the business, married a doctor, and settled into life as a full-time mom. Id seen her briefly in April with her husband, a physician named Neil Hess. Also in tow was a rowdy golden retriever pup, and her eighteen-month-old son, whose name I forgot to ask. She was massively pregnant and due to deliver her second child within days, judging by her belly. I said, Tell me about the baby. You looked ready to drop one the day I saw you at the beach.


    No kidding. I was sway-backed as a mule. I had shooting pains in both legs, and the babys head pressing on my bladder made me dribble in my pants. I went into labor that night and Meg was born the next afternoon. Listen, the reason I called, wed love to have you over. We never see you these days.


    Sounds good to me. Give me a toot and well set something up.


    There was a pause. Thats what Im doing. I just invited you to come over and have a drink with us. Were putting some people together for a barbecue this afternoon.


    Really? What time?


    Four oclock. I know its short notice, but Im hoping youre free.


    As it happens, I am. Whats the occasion?


    Vera laughed. No occasion. I just thought itd be nice. Weve invited a few neighbors. Strictly casual and lowkey. If you have a pencil handy, Ill give you the address. Why dont you plan to be here a little early and we can catch up.


    I took down the information, not at all convinced. Why would she call like this out of the blue? Vera, are you sure youre not up to something? I dont mean to sound rude, but we chatted for five minutes in April. Before that, there was a gap of four years. Dont get me wrong. Id be happy to see you, but it does seem odd.


    Mmm.


    I said, What, not even bothering to make a question of the word.


    Okay, Ill level with you, but you have to promise you wont scream.


    Im listening, but this is making my stomach hurt.


    Neils younger brother, Owen, is in town for the weekend. We thought you should meet him.


    What for?


    Kinsey, occasionally men and women are introduced to each other, or havent you heard?


    Like a blind date?


    Its not a blind date. Its drinks and a few snacks. Therell be tons of other people so its not like youll be stuck with him one-on-one. Well sit on the back deck. Cheez Whiz and crackers. If you like him, thats swell. If you dont, no big deal.


    The last time you fixed me up, it was with Neil, I said.


    My point exactly. Look how that turned out.


    I was silent for a moment. Whats he like?


    Well, aside from the fact that he walks with his knuckles barely grazing the floor, he seems to do okay. Look, Ill have him fill out an application. You can do a background check. Just be here at three-thirty. Im wearing my only pair of jeans that havent been split up the back. She hung up while I was saying, But . . .


    I listened to the dial tone in a state of despair. I could see now I was being penalized for shirking my job. I should have gone in to work. The Universe keeps track of our sins and exacts devious and repugnant punishments, like dates with unknown men. I went up the spiral staircase and opened my closet so I could stare at my clothes. Heres what I saw: My black all-purpose dresswhich is the only dress I own, good for funerals and other somber occasions, not suitable for meeting guys, unless theyre already dead. Three pairs of jeans, a denim vest, one short skirt, and the new tweed blazer I bought when I had lunch with my cousin, Tasha, eighteen months before. Also, an olive-green cocktail dress Id forgotten about, given to me by a woman who was later blown to bits. In addition, there were castoffs from Vera, including a pair of black silk pants so long I had to roll em up at the waist. If I wore those, shed ask to have them back, thus forcing me to drive home essentially naked below the waist. Not that I thought harem pants would be suitable for a barbecue. I knew better than that. Shrugging, I opted for my usual jeans and turtleneck.


    At 3:30 promptly I was ringing Veras doorbell. The address shed given me was on the upper east side of town, in a neighborhood of older homes. Theirs was a ramshackle Victorian painted dark gray with white trim and an Lshaped wooden porch complete with frou-frou along the rail. The front door had a stained-glass rose in the center that made Veras face look bright pink when she peered out at me. Behind her, the dog barked with excitement, eager to jump up and slobber on someone new. She opened the door, holding the dog by its collar to prevent its escape.


    She said, Dont look so glum. Youve been given a reprieve. I sent the guys out to buy Pampers and beer, so its just us for twenty minutes. Come on in. Her hair was cropped short and streaked with blond. She still sported her glasses with wire frames and enormous pale blue lenses. Veras the type of woman who attracts admiring glances wherever she goes. Her figure was substantial, though shed already dropped much of the weight she gained with Meg. She was barefoot, wearing tight jeans and an oversize tunic with short sleeves and a complicated cut to the top. All the toddler and baby toting had firmed her biceps.


    She held the door for me, angling her body so the dog couldnt lunge at me just yet. Hed doubled in size since Id seen him on the beach. He didnt seem like a mean mutt, but he was exuberant. She leaned close to his face, put a hand around his muzzle, and said, No! in a tone that had no particular effect. He seemed to like the attention and licked her in the mouth the first chance he got.


    This is Chase. Ignore him. Hell settle down in a bit.


    I made an effort to ignore the dog while he pranced around, barking happily, and then snagged the hem of my pant leg and began to tug. He emitted a puppy growl, his feet braced on the hall carpet so he could rip my jeans to shreds. I stood there, captive, and said, Gee, this is fun, Vera. Im so glad I came.


    She gave me a look, but let the sarcasm pass. She snagged the dog by the collar and dragged him toward the kitchen while I followed. The foyer ceiling was high with a set of stairs to the right, the living room on the left. A short hall led straight to the kitchen across the back. The passage was the usual land mine of wooden blocks, plastic toy parts, and abandoned doggie bones. She shoved Chase into a kennel the size of a steamer trunk. This didnt dismay the dog, but I felt guilty nonetheless. He placed a baleful eye to one of the air vents in the kennel and stared at me with hope.


    The kitchen was large and I could see a wide deck accessible through a set of French doors. The cabinets were dark cherry, the counters dark green marble, with a six-burner stove-top built into a central island. Both the baby and Veras son, whom she introduced as Peter, were already bathed and dressed for bed. Near the kitchen sink, a woman in a pale blue uniform was piping a star of yellow filling into each of a dozen hard-boiled egg halves.


    This is Mavis, Vera said. She and Dirk are helping, to save the wear and tear on me. Ive got a babysitter on her way.


    I murmured greetings and Mavis smiled in response, hardly pausing as she squeezed the filling from a pastry bag. Parsley had been tucked around the platter. On the counter nearby there were two baking sheets of canapes ready for the oven and two other serving platters, one arranged with fresh cut vegetables and the other an assortment of imported cheeses interspersed with grapes. So much for Cheez Whizwhich I personally adored, being a person of low tastes. This party had clearly been in the works for weeks. I now suspected the designated blind date had come down with the flu and Id been elected to take her place . . . a B-list substitute.


    Dirk, in dress pants and a short white jacket, was working near the walk-in pantry where hed set up a temporary bar with a variety of glasses, an ice bucket, and an impressive row of wine and liquor bottles.


    How many are you expecting?


    Twenty-five or so. This is strictly last minute so a lot of people couldnt make it.


    Ill bet.


    Im still off the booze because of Twinkletoes here.


    The baby, Meg, was strapped in an infant seat in the middle of the kitchen table, looking around with a vague expression of satisfaction. Peter, aged twenty-one months, had been secured in a high chair. His tray was littered with Cheerios and green peas that he captured and ate when he wasnt squishing them instead.


    Vera said, Thats not his dinner. Its just to keep him occupied until the babysitter shows. Speaking of which, Dirk can fix you a drink while I take Peter upstairs. She removed the tray from the high chair and set it aside, then lifted the boy and set him on one hip. Ill be back shortly. If Meg cries, its probably because she wants to be picked up.


    Vera disappeared down the hall with Peter, heading for the stairs.


    Dirk said, What can I get for you?


    Chardonnays fine. Id appreciate that.


    I watched while he removed a bottle of Chardonnay from an ice tub behind him. He poured me a glass and added a cocktail napkin as he passed the wine across the makeshift bar.


    Thanks.


    Vera had set out Brie and thinly sliced French bread, bowls of nuts and green olives. I ate one, being careful not to crack my teeth on the pit. I was curious to tour the rest of the downstairs rooms, but I didnt dare leave Meg. I had no idea what a baby her age was capable of doing while strapped in an infant seat. Could they hop in those things?


    One end of the kitchen had been furnished with two sofas upholstered in a floral fabric, two coordinating chairs, a coffee table, and a television set built into an entertainment center that ran along the wall. Wineglass in hand, I circled the periphery, idly studying the silver-framed photos of family and friends. I couldnt help wondering if one of the fellows pictured was Neils brother, Owen. I imagined him, like Neil, on the short side and probably dark-haired as well.


    Behind me, Meg made a restless sound of the sort that suggested more to follow at twice the volume. I tended to my responsibilities, setting down my wineglass so I could free the child from her infant seat. I picked her up, so unprepared for how light she was I nearly flung her through the air. Her hair was dark and fine, her eyes a bright blue with lashes as delicate as feathers. She smelled like baby powder and maybe something fresh and brown in her pants. Amazingly, after staring at me briefly, she laid her face against my shoulder and began to gnaw on her fist. She squirmed and the little oinking sounds she made hinted at feeding urges I hoped wouldnt erupt before her mother returned. I jiggled her a bit and that seemed to satisfy her temporarily.


    I had now exhausted my vast fund of infant-care tricks.


    I heard a manly trampling outside on the wooden deck. Neil opened the back door bearing a grocery sack bulky with disposable diapers. The guy who came in behind him carried two six-packs of bottled beer. Neil and I exchanged greetings and then he turned to his brother and said, Kinsey Millhone. This is my brother, Owen.


    I said, Hi. The babe in my arms precluded anything in the way of handshakes.


    He responded with hey-how-are-you-type things, talking over his shoulder while he delivered the beer into Dirks capable hands.


    Neil set the sack on a kitchen stool and removed the package of disposable diapers. Let me run these on up. You want me to take her? he asked, indicating Meg.


    This is fine, I said, and surprisingly, it was. After Neil left, I peered down at her and discovered that shed gone to asleep. Oh, wow, I said, scarcely daring to breathe. I couldnt tell if the ticking I heard was my biological clock or the delayed timing device on a bomb.


    Dirk was in the process of making a margarita for Owen, ice clattering in the blender. With his attention occupied I had an opportunity to study him. He was tall, compared with his brother, over six feet while Neil topped out closer to my height at five-feet-seven. His hair was sandy, lightly dusted with gray. He was lean, an ectomorph, where Neils build was stocky. Blue eyes, white lashes, a good-size nose. He glanced over at me and I dropped my gaze discreetly to Meg. He wore chinos and a navy short-sleeved shirt that revealed the light downy hair along his forearms. His teeth were good and his smile seemed sincere. On a scale of 1 to 1010 being Harrison FordId place him at 8, or maybe even 8 plus plus.


    He moved to the counter where I was standing and helped himself to a canape. We chatted idly, exchanging the sort of uninspired questions and answers that tend to pass between strangers. He told me he was visiting from New York, where he worked as an architect, designing residential and commercial structures. I told him what I did and how long Id done it. He feigned more interest than he probably felt. He told me he and Neil had three other brothers, of which he was the second from the bottom of the heap. Most of the family, he said, was scattered up and down the East Coast with Neil the lone holdout in California. I told him I was an only child and let it go at that.


    Eventually, Neil and Vera came downstairs. She took the baby and settled on the couch. Vera fiddled with her shirt, popped a boob out, and began to breast-feed while Owen and I made a point of looking somewhere else. Eventually several other couples arrived. There were introductions all around as each new twosome was incorporated. The kitchen was gradually taken up with guests, standing in small groups, some spilling into the hallway and out onto the deck. When the babysitter arrived, Vera took Meg upstairs and returned wearing a different shirt. The noise level rose. Owen and I were separated by the crowd, which was all right with me as Id run out of things to say to him.


    I made an effort to be friendly, chitchatting with any poor soul who caught my eye. Everyone seemed nice enough, but social gatherings are exhausting to someone of my introverted nature. I endured it as long as I could and then eased toward the foyer where Id left my shoulder bag. Good manners dictated that I say thank you and goodbye to host and hostess, but neither were in sight and I thought itd be expedient to tiptoe away without calling attention to my escape.


    As I closed the front door and made my way down the wooden porch stairs, I caught sight of Cheney Phillips coming up the walk in a deep red silk shirt, cream dress pants, and highly polished Italian loafers. Cheney was a local cop, working vice last I heard. I tended to run into him at a dive called the Caliente Cafalso known as CCsoff Cabana Boulevard by the bird refuge. Rumor had it hed met a girl at CCs and the two had taken off for Vegas to get married a scant six weeks later. I remembered the pang of disappointment with which Id greeted the news. That was three months ago.


    He said, Leaving so soon?


    Hey, how are you? What are you doing here?


    He tilted his head. I live next door.


    I followed his gaze to the house, another two-story Victorian that appeared to be a twin of the one Id just left. Not many cops can afford the tab on a Santa Teresa residence of that size and vintage. I thought you lived in Perdido.


    I did. Thats where I grew up. My uncle died, leaving me a great whack of dough so I decided to invest it in real estate. He was probably thirty-four, three years younger than I, with a lean face and a mop of dark curly hair, five-eight or so, and slim. Hed told me that his mother sold high-end real estate and his father was X. Phillips who owned the Bank of X. Phillips in Perdido, a town thirty miles to the south. Hed clearly been raised in an atmosphere of privilege.


    Nice house, I said.


    Thanks. Im still getting settled or Id offer you a tour.


    Maybe another time, I said, wondering about his wife.


    What are you up to these days?


    Nothing much. A little this and that.


    Why dont you return to the party and have a drink with me? We should talk.


    I said, Cant. I have to be someplace and Im late as it is.


    Rain check?


    Of course.


    I waved, walking backward for a moment before I turned and headed to my car. Now why had I said that? I could have stayed for a drink, but I couldnt face another minute in that crowd. Too many people and too much chitchat.


    I was home again by 6:15, relieved to be alone but feeling let down nonetheless. Given that I hadnt wanted to meet Veras brother-in-law in the first place, I was disappointedthe blind date had turned out to be a bland date. Nice guy, no sparks, which was probably just as well. Sort of. It was entirely possible the regrets were attached to Cheney Phillips instead of Owen Hess, but I didnt want to deal with that. What was the point?
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    I left for the prison at 6:00 Monday morning. The drive was boring and hot, my route taking me from Santa Teresa down the 101 as far as Highway 126, which cuts inland at Perdido. The road runs between the Santa Clara River on the right and a fencework of power lines on the left, skirting the southern reaches of the Los Padres National Forest. Id seen contour maps of the area, which detailed numerous hiking trails through that bleak and mountainous terrain. Dozens of creeks are threaded along the canyon floors. There are a surprising number of public campgrounds distributed throughout the 219,700 acres that constitute the wilderness. If I werent preternaturally opposed to bugs, black bears, rattlesnakes, coyotes, heat, stinging nettles, and dirt, I might enjoy seeing the rumored sandstone cliffs and pines growing at odd angles along the boulder-strewn hills. In years past, even from the safety of the highway, I sometimes spotted one of the last of the California condors circling in the sky, its ten-foot wingspan stretched out as gracefully as a soaring kite.


    I passed countless avocado orchards and citrus groves laden with ripening oranges, with produce stands set up every two to three miles. I caught a red light in each of three small communities of newly constructed housing and lavish shopping malls. An hour and a half later, I reached the junction of the 125 and Highway 5, which I followed to the south. It took me another hour to reach Corona. The incarceration-prone family couldnt do much better than to serve their separate bids in this area, which has the California Youth Authority, the California Institution for Men, and the California Institution for Women all within shooting range of one another. The land was flat and dusty, interrupted by power lines and water towers, parcels separated by low barbed-wire fences. A thin line of trees appeared at intervals, but it was hard to see the point. They provided no shade and only the sparsest screening from the cars speeding by. The houses had flat roofs and looked shabby, with dilapidated outbuildings. There were thick, knobby trees, whose amputated branches were, if not dead, devoid of foliage. As is true of most raw acreage in California, housing developments were taking root like a slew of weeds.


    By 8:30 I found myself sitting in my car in the parking lot adjacent to the Processing Center at the California Institution for Women. For years, the CIW was known as Frontera, the feminine derivative of the word frontier. The 120-acre campus (as they referred to it back then) opened in 1952, and until this year, 1987, it was the only facility in California housing female felons. Id already been inside the building where I showed the officer my photo ID and told him I was there to pick up Reba Lafferty, whose CDC number was, by an amusing coincidence, the same as my birthdate. The officer checked his roster, found her name, and then called Receiving and Release.


    Hed suggested that I wait in the parking lot, so Id hoofed it back to my VW. So far, the community of Corona seemed a bit grim for my taste. A trail of yellow smog hung on the horizon like something a crop-dusting plane might have left in its wake. The mid-July heat was as thick as soured milk and smelled of feedlots. A buffeting wind was blowing and there were flies everywhere. My T-shirt was sticking to my back and I could feel a sheen of moisture on my facethe sort of clamminess that wakes you from a dead sleep when youve just come down with the flu.


    The view through the ten-foot chain-link fences was an improvement. I could see green lawns, walkways, and hibiscus plants with showy red and yellow blossoms. Most of the buildings were dun-colored and built close to the ground. Female inmates strolled the yards in groups of two and three. I knew from reading Id done that construction had just been completed on a 110-bed Special Housing Unit. Total staff was 500, give or take a few, while the prison population varied between 900 and 1,200. Whites were in the majority, with ages bunched in the thirty-to-forty range. The prison provided both academic and vocational programs, including computer programming. Prison industries, largely textiles, produced shirts, shorts, smocks, aprons, handkerchiefs, bandannas, and fire-fighting clothing. Frontera also served as a hub for the selection and training of firefighters, who would be assigned work in the forty-some conservation camps across the state.


    For the umpteenth time, I looked at the snapshot of Reba Lafferty taken before her legal ills and her felony quarantine. If shed abused alcohol and drugs, the excess didnt show. Restlessly, I returned the photo to my shoulder bag and fiddled with the tuner on the radio. The morning news was the usual disheartening mixture of murder, political shenanigans, and dire economic predictions. By the time the news anchor cut to the station break, I was ready to cut my own throat.


    At 9:00 A.M. I glanced up and caught sight of activity near the vehicle sally port. The gates had been rolled back and an outbound sheriffs department van now idled while the driver presented his paperwork to the sally port officer. The two of them exchanged pleasantries. I got out of my car. The van pulled through the gate, made a wide right-hand turn, and then slowed to a stop. I could see a number of women onboard, parolees headed for the real world, their faces turned to the window like a row of plants seeking light. The doors to the van hissed open and closed, and then the vehicle moved off.


    Reba Lafferty stood on the pavement in prison-issue tennis shoes, blue jeans, and a plain white T-shirt without benefit of a brassiere. All inmates are obliged to surrender their personal clothing on arrival at the prison, but I was surprised her father hadnt sent her something of her own to wear home. I knew shed been compelled to purchase the outfit she wore since the articles were considered government property. Shed apparently declined the prison-issue bra, which was probably about as flattering as an orthopedic brace. Inmates are also required to leave prison without anything in hand, except their two hundred bucks in cash. Startled, I saw that she looked exactly like the photo. Given Nord Laffertys advanced age, Id pictured Reba in her fifties. This girl was barely thirty.


    Her hair was now cropped short and looked damp from a shower. During her incarceration, the blond had grown out and the natural dark strands were spikey, as though shed stiffened them with mousse. I expected her to be heavy, but she was trim almost to the point of looking frail. I could see the bony hollows of her collarbones beneath the cheap fabric of her T-shirt. Her complexion was clear but faintly sallow, and her eyes were smudged with dark shadows. There was something sensual about her; a defiance in her posture, a touch of swagger in her walk.


    I lifted my hand in greeting and she crossed the road, moving in my direction.


    You here for me?


    Thats right. Im Kinsey Millhone, I said.


    Great. Im Reba Lafferty. Lets hit the friggin road, she said as we shook hands.


    We walked to the car and for the next hour, that was the extent of our conversation.


    I prefer silence to small talk so the lack of chitchat wasnt awkward. I varied my route, catching Highway 5 south until it intersected the 101. A couple of times I thought of asking her a question, but I didnt think the ones that came to mind were any of my business. Whyd you steal the money and Howd you screw it up and get caught being foremost.


    It was Reba who finally broke the silence. Pop told you why I was in?


    He said you took money, but thats all, I said. I noticed that Id bypassed the word embezzlement, as though it might be rude to name the crime that resulted in her prison term.


    She rested her head against the back of the seat. Hes a love. He deserves a lot better than me.


    May I ask how old you are?


    Thirty-two.


    No offense, but you look about twelve. How old was your dad when you were born?


    Fifty-six. My mother was twenty-one. Theres a match made in heaven. No telling what her deal was. She dropped me like a litter of kittens and hit the road.


    Does she keep in touch?


    Nope. I saw her once, when I was eight. We spent one day togetherwell, half a day. She took me to Ludlow Beach and watched me splash in the waves until my lips turned blue. We had lunch at that snack stand, you know the one near High Ridge Road?


    Know it well.


    I had a milk shake and ate fried clams, which I havent eaten since. I must have been hyper. I remember my stomach was full of butterflies from the minute I woke up, knowing shed be there. We were on our way to the zoo when I got sick in the car and she ended up taking me home.


    Whatd she want?


    Who knows? Whatever it was, she hasnt wanted it since. Pops been great, though. Im lucky in that regard.


    He feels guilty about you.


    She turned and looked at me. How come? None of this is his fault.


    He thinks he neglected you when you were young.


    Oh. Well, he did, but whats that got to do with it? He made his choices and I made mine.


    Yeah, but generally speaking, its better to avoid the ones that are going to land you in jail.


    She smiled. You didnt know me back then. I was either drunk or stoned or sometimes both.


    Howd you hold down a job?


    I saved the drinking for nights and weekends. I smoked dope before and after work. I never did the hard stuffheroin, crack, or speed. Those can really mess you up bad.


    Didnt anyone ever notice you were stoned?


    My boss.


    Howd you manage to take the money? Seems like that would necessitate a clear head.


    Trust me, I was always clear about some things. Have you ever been in jail?


    I did an overnight once, I said, making it sound like an outing with my Girl Scout troop.


    For what?


    Assaulting a cop and resisting arrest.


    She laughed. Wow. Whoda thunk? You look like a real button-down type. Ill bet you cross the street with the light and never fudge the numbers on your tax return.


    Well, true. Is that bad?


    No, its not bad. Its just boring, she said. Dont you ever want to cut loose? Take a risk and maybe blow yourself through the roof?


    I like my life as it is.


    What a drag. Id go nuts.


    What makes me nuts is being out of control.


    So what do you do for laughs?


    I dont know . . . I read a lot and I jog.


    She looked at me, waiting for the punch line. Thats it? You read a lot and you jog?


    I laughed. It does sound pathetic when you think of it.


    Where do you hang out?


    I dont do any hanging out as such, but if I want dinner or a glass of wine, I usually go to a tavern in my neighborhood called Rosies. The owners a mama bear, which means I can eat without being hassled by guys on the make.


    You have a boyfriend?


    Not sos youd notice, I said, slipping into the vernacular. Better not to let her venture too far down that path. I glanced over at her. If you dont mind my asking, have you been in trouble before?


    She turned to look out the passenger-side window. Depends on your point of reference. I went through drug rehab twice. I did six months in county jail on a bad-check charge. By the time I got out, my finances were in the shitter so I declared bankruptcy. Heres the weird part. Once I filed? I got a ton of credit card offers in the mail and all of them were preapproved. How could I resist? Of course, I ran those up, too. Thirty thousand bucks worth before the gates clanged shut.


    Thirty thousand for what?


    Oh, you know. The usual. Gambling, drugs. I blew a bunch at the track and then went to Reno where I played the slots. I sat in on some high-stakes poker, but the cards were running cold. Not that Id quit because of that. I figured I could only lose so many times before the game turned around and started working my way. Unfortunately, I never reached that point. Next thing you know, I was broke and living on the streets. That was 1982. Pop moved me into his house and then he cleaned up my debts. What about your vices? You must have one.


    I drink wine and the occasional martini. I used to smoke cigarettes, but then I gave that up.


    Hey, me, too. I quit a year ago. Talk about tough.


    The worst, I said. What made you quit?


    Just to prove I could, she said. What about other stuff? You ever do coke?


    Nope.


    Ludes, Vicodan, Percocet?


    I turned and stared at her.


    Im just asking, she said.


    I smoked dope in high school, but then I straightened up my act.


    She flopped her head to one side and said, Snore.


    I laughed. Why snore?


    You live like a nun. Wheres the friggin joy?


    I have joy. I have a lot of joy.


    Oh, dont be so defensive. I wasnt judging you.


    Yes, you were.


    Well, okay, maybe a little bit. Im mostly curious.


    About what?


    How you make it in this world if you give up living on the edge.


    Maybe youll find out.


    I wouldnt bet on that, but one can always hope.
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    As we approached Santa Teresa, a drifting fog had curled across the landscape, wispy and pale. I drove along the beach, palms standing out darkly against the soft white of the Pacific. Rebad been staring at the ocean since it came into view south of Perdido. As we passed the Perdido Avenue off-ramp, she turned her head, watching it recede into the mist. You ever hear of the Double Down?


    Whats that?


    Perdidos only poker parlorscene of my downfall. Had some great times there, but thats over and done with. Or so I hope.


    The highway angled inland and she watched the ebb and flow of citrus groves on either side of the road. Houses and businesses began to accumulate until the town itself appearedtwo- and three-story white stucco buildings with red tile roofs, palm trees, evergreens, the architecture defined by the Spanish influence.


    Whatd you miss most? I asked.


    My cat. Long-haired orange tabby Ive had since he was six weeks old. He looked like a little powder puff. Hes seventeen now and a great old guy.


    As I took the Milagro off-ramp, I glanced at my watch. It was 12:36. Are you hungry? We have time for lunch if you want to eat before you meet your PO.


    Thatd be great. Ive been hungry since we hit the road.


    You should have spoken up. You have a preference?


    McDonalds. Id kill for a Quarter Pounder with Cheese.


    Me, too.


    Over lunch, I said, Twenty-two months. Whatd you do with your time?


    I learned computer programming. Thats a hoot and a half. Also, I memorized prison stats, she said.


    Sounds like fun.


    She began dunking her fries in a lake of ketchup, eating them like worms. Well, it was. I spent a lot of time in the library reading all the studies theyve done on female inmates. Used to be, Id pick up an article like that and it had nothing to do with me. Now its all relevant. Like in 1976? There were eleven thousand women in state and federal prisons. Last year, the number jumped to twenty-six thousand and you want to know why? Womens Liberation. Judges used to take pity on women, especially those with little kids. Now its equal-opportunity incarceration. Thank you, Gloria Steinem. Only something like three percent of convicted felons do any prison time anyway. And heres something else. Five years ago half the killers released from prison had served less than six years. Can you believe that? Murder someone and youre back on the street after six in the can. Most parole violations, you end up doing a bullet, which is a lot if you look at it proportionately. I flunk one drug test and Im back on the bus.


    A bullet?


    A year. Im telling you, the systems really screwed. I mean, what do you think paroles about? You serve your sentence on the street. What kind of punishment is that? You have no idea how many vicious guys you got walking around out here. She smiled. Anyway, lets go meet my PO and get it over with.
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    The parole offices were housed in a low yellow brick building of a style popular during the sixtieslots of glass and aluminum and long horizontal lines. Dark green cedars grew under an overhang that ran the length of the faade. The parking lot was generous and I found a spot without difficulty. I shut down the engine. Want me to go with you?


    Might as well, she said. Who knows how long Ill have to wait. I could use the company.


    We crossed the parking lot and hung a right, moving toward the entrance. We pushed through the glass doors and found ourselves facing a long drab hallway lined with offices on both sides. There was no reception area that I could see, though at the far end of the corridor there were a few folding chairs where a smattering of men were seated. As we entered, a big woman with red hair and a fat file in hand peered out of an office and called to one of the guys loitering against the wall. A sorrowful-looking man in his sixties stepped forward, dressed in a shabby sport coat and pants that were none too clean. Id seen guys like him sleeping in doorways and picking half-smoked cigarette butts out of the sand-filled ashtrays in hotel lobbies.


    She glanced over at us, catching sight of Reba. Are you Reba?


    Thats right.


    Im Priscilla Holloway. We spoke on the phone. Ill be with you in a sec.


    Great. Reba watched them depart. My parole officer.


    I figured as much.


    Priscilla Holloway was in her forties, strong-featured, big-boned, and tan. Her dark red hair was pulled back in a French braid that extended halfway down her back. Her dark slacks were wrinkled from sitting. Over them she wore a white shirt, hem out, and a zippered red knit jacket that was open down the front, discreet concealment for the firearm she wore holstered at her side. Her build was athletic, and my guess was she played the fast, hard-sweating sports: racquetball, soccer, basketball, and tennis. When I was in grade school a girl her size would have scared the crap out of me, but I learned, in those days, that if I cultivated a friendship, Id end up with playground protection for life.


    Reba and I staked out our claim on a tiny section of the hallway where we variously leaned and slouched, trying to find a comfortable position in which to wait. There was a pay phone mounted on the wall nearby and I could see Rebas focus sharpen at the sight of it. You have any change? I need to make a phone call. Its local.


    I opened my shoulder bag and did a quick search along the bottom, fishing for stray coins. I passed her a handful of change, watching as she moved to the phone and picked up the handset. She dropped in the coins, punched in a number, and then turned her body at an angle so I couldnt read her lips while she talked. She was on the line for three minutes and when she finally put the handset back in the cradle, she was looking happier and more relaxed than Id seen her so far.


    Everything okay?


    Sure. I was touching base with a friend. She sank down along the wall and took a seat on the floor.


    Ten minutes later, Priscilla Holloway appeared, walking her fusty-looking client to the front door. She issued him an admonition and then turned to Reba. Why dont you come on back?


    Reba scrambled to her feet. What about her?


    She can join us in a bit. Weve got a couple of things we need to talk about first. Ill come get you in a minute, she said to me.


    The two moved down the bleak hallway, Reba looking half Holloways size. Reconciled to the wait, I leaned against the wall, my shoulder bag on the floor. The glass doors opened and Cheney Phillips came in, passing me on his way down the hall. I saw him tap on Priscilla Hollo-ways open door and stick his head in. He chatted briefly with her and then turned, walking in my direction. He still hadnt recognized me, which gave me a moment to study him.


    Id known Cheney for years, but we hadnt had occasion to interact until a murder investigation two years before. Over the course of several conversations, hed told me hed grown up in circumstances of benign neglect and fixed his sights early on a career in law enforcement. Hed been working undercover vice the last time our paths crossed, but by now his face was probably too well known for anything covert. He was dressed to the nines, as usual: dark slacks and a pin-stripe sport coat, wide in the shoulders and nipped at the waist. His dress shirt was midnight blue worn with a midnight blue tie with a sheen of lighter blue. His dark hair was curly, his dark gaze revealing a curious mix of cop-think and come-hither. When I heard hed gotten married, Id moved his name, in my mental Rolodex, from a prominent place near the front to a category I labeled expunged without prejudice near the back of the file.


    His gaze connected briefly with mine and when he realized it was me, he stopped in his tracks. Kinsey. I dont believe it. I was just thinking about you.


    What are you doing here?


    Getting a bead on a parolee. What about you?


    Babysitting a gal until she gets on her feet.


    Missionary work.


    Hardly. Im getting paid, I said.


    When I ran into you Saturday I meant to ask why I havent seen you at CCs. Dolan told me the two of you were working a case. I figured youd be in.


    I dont do bars at my age except for Rosies, I said. What about you? Last I heard, you were off in Las Vegas getting married.


    Geez, word gets around. So what else did you hear?


    That you met her at CCs and only knew her six weeks before the two of you ran off.


    Cheneys smile was pained. Sounds so crass when you put it that way.


    What happened to your other girlfriend? I thought youd been dating someone else for years.


    That wasnt going anywhere. She realized it before I did and dumped my sorry butt.


    So whatd you do, marry on the rebound?


    That would cover it, I guess. What about you? Hows your friend Dietz?


    Kinsey, would you like to join us?


    I glanced up to see Priscilla Holloway approaching.


    Cheney turned his head, following my gaze. His eyes flicked from the parole officer to me. I better let you go.


    Nice seeing you again, I said.


    Ill give you a call as soon as Im free, Priscilla said to him as he turned to go.


    I glanced back, watching him as he pushed out the glass doors and turned toward the parking lot.


    How do you know Cheney? she asked.


    Through a case I worked. Nice guy.


    Hes good. Did the drive go okay?


    Piece of cake, but it was hot down there.


    And way too many bugs, she said. You can hardly open your mouth without swallowing one.


    Her office was small and the furniture was plain. A window overlooked the parking lot, the view cut into slices by a dusty Venetian blind. There was a Polaroid camera resting on the windowsill and two instant photos of Reba lay on top of a stack of thick files. I assumed Priscilla kept current photos in the file in case Reba took off without notice. There were file cabinets on her side of the desk and two metal chairs on ours. Reba sat in the one closest to the window. Priscilla took a seat in her swivel chair and looked at me. Reba says youll be squiring her around town.


    Just for a couple of days, until shes settled.


    Priscilla leaned forward. Ive been over this with her, but I think it bears repeating so you know the score. No drugs, no alcohol, no firearms, no knife with a blade longer than two inches, except knives in her residence or in her place of employment. No crossbow of any kind. She paused to smile, directing the rest of her remarks to Reba as though for emphasis. No consorting with known felons. Any change of residence has to be reported within seventy-two hours. No traveling more than fifty miles without authorization. You will not be out of Santa Teresa County for more than forty-eight hours and not out of California at all without my written consent. Cops pick you up and you dont have the magic piece of paper, youll be back in the clink.


    Im cool with that, Reba said.


    One thing I forgot to mention. If youre seeking employment, a special condition of your parole prohibits a position of trust: no handling of payroll, taxes, no access to checks


    What if the employer knows about my record?


    Holloway paused. Under those circumstances, maybe, but talk to me first. She turned back to me. Any questions?


    Not me. Im just along for the ride.


    Ive given Reba my number if she should need me. If Im not available, leave a message on my machine. I check four or five times a day.


    Right.


    In the meantime, I have two concerns. The first is public safety. The second is her successful reentry. Lets not screw up on either count, okay?


    Im with you, I said.


    Priscilla stood up and leaned across her desk to shake first Rebas hand and then mine. Good luck. Nice meeting you, Ms. Millhone.


    Make it Kinsey, I said.


    Let me know if theres any way I can be of help.


    Once we were in the car again, I said, I like Holloway. She seems nice.


    Me, too. Shes says Im the only female she handles. Every other parolee she has is a 288A or a 290.


    Which is what?


    Registered sex offenders. 288A signifies a child molester. A couple of em are considered sexually violent predators. Nice company. Youd never guess just from looking at those guys, she said. She took out a folded pamphlet with Department of Corrections printed on the front. I could see her scanning the information as she turned the page. At least Im not classified as High Control. Those guys really have to jump through hoops. I see her once a week at first, but she says if I behave myself, shell move me to once a month. Ill still have to attend AA meetings and Ill be subjected to weekly drug tests, but thats just peeing in a jar and its really not so bad.


    What about employment? Will you be looking for a job?


    Pop doesnt want me to work. He thinks it stresses me out. Besides, its not a condition of parole and Holloway doesnt care as long as I keep my nose clean.


    Then lets get you home.


    At 2:30 I dropped Reba off at her fathers estate, making sure she had both my home and office numbers. I suggested she take a couple of days to get settled, but she said shed been cooped up, idle and bored, for the past two years and wanted to get out. I told her to call in the morning and wed work out a time to pick her up.


    Thanks, she said, and then opened the car door. The elderly housekeeper was already standing on the front porch, watching for her arrival. Near her sat a big longhaired orange cat. As Reba slammed the car door, the cat stepped down off the porch and strolled toward her at a dignified pace. Reba leaned down and swept the cat into her arms. She rocked him, her face buried in his fur, a display of devotion the cat seemed to accept as his due. Reba carried him to the porch. I waited until shed hugged the housekeeper and disappeared inside, cat tucked under one arm, and then I put the car in gear and headed back to town.
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    I stopped by the office and put in the requisite time returning phone calls and opening the mail. At 5:00, having taken care of as much business as I intended to do, I closed up the office and retrieved my car for the short drive home. Once there, I opened my mailbox and pulled out the usual assortment of junk mail and bills. I pushed through the squeaky gate, engrossed in an ad from a Hong Kong tailor soliciting my business. I had another offer from a mortgage company suggesting ready cash with one simple call. Wasnt I the lucky one?


    Henry was in the backyard hosing down the patio with a steady stream of water as fat as a broom handle. With it. he forced leaves and grit across the flat stones and into the grass beyond. The late afternoon sun had broken through the overcast and we were finally experiencing a touch of summer. He wore a T-shirt and cutoffs, his long, elegant bare feet tucked into a pair of worn flip-flops. William, in his usual natty three-piece suit, stood just behind him, carefully avoiding any spatter from the hose. He was leaning on a black malacca walking stick with a carved ivory handle. The two were arguing but paused long enough to greet me civilly.


    William, whatd you do to your foot? Ive never seen you with a cane.


    The doctor thought it would help keep me steady.


    Its a prop, Henry said.


    William ignored him.


    I said, Sorry to interrupt. I mustve caught you in the middle of a chat.


    William said, Henrys feeling indecisive about Mattie.


    Im not indecisive! Im being sensible. Im eighty-seven years old. How many good years do I have left?


    Dont be absurd, William said. Our side of the family has always lived to be at least a hundred and three. Did you hear what she said about hers? I thought she was reciting from the Merck Manual. Cancer, diabetes, and heart disease? Her mother died of meningitis. Of all things! Take my word for it, Mattie Halstead will go long before you.


    Why worry about that? None of us are going anytime soon, Henry said.


    Youre being foolish. Shed be lucky to have you.


    What in heavens name for?


    Shell need someone to see her through. No one wants to be ill and alone, especially toward the end.


    Theres nothing wrong with her! Shes healthy as a horse. Shell outlive me by a good twenty years, which is more than I can say for you.


    William turned to me. Lewis wouldnt be this stubborn


    Whats Lewis have to do with it? Henry asked.


    He appreciates her. If youll remember, he was most attentive to her on the cruise.


    That was months ago.


    You tell him, Kinsey. Maybe you can get through to him.


    I could feel uneasiness stir. I dont know what to say, William. Im the last person in the world who should give advice about love.


    Nonsense. You were married twice.


    But neither one worked out.


    At least you werent afraid to commit. Henrys being cowardly


    I am not! Henrys temper was climbing. I thought he was going to turn the hose on his brother, but he moved over to the faucet and wrenched the water off with a squawking sound. The ideas preposterous. For one thing, Matties entrenched in San Francisco and my roots are down here. Im a homebody at heart and look at the way she livesalways taking off on cruises, sailing around the world at the drop of a hat.


    She only cruises the Caribbean so it doesnt present a problem, William said.


    Shes gone for weeks on end. Theres no way in the world shes going to give that up.


    Why should she give it up? William said, exasperated. Let her do anything she wants. You can live six months up there and the other six months down here. We can all benefit from a change of sceneyou more than most. And dont give me that song and dance about roots. She can keep her place and you can keep yours, and you can go back and forth.


    I dont want to go anywhere. I want to stay right here.


    Ill tell you your problem. You dont want to do anything that involves risk, William said.


    Neither do you.


    Not so! No sir. Youre completely incorrect. By golly, I got married at the age of eighty-six and if you dont think thats taking a risk, then ask her, he said, pointing to me.


    Really, it is, I murmured dutifully, my hand in the air as though swearing an oath. But guys? Excuse me . . . They both turned to stare at me. Dont you think Matties feelings count? Maybe shes no more interested in him than he is in her?


    I didnt say I wasnt interested. Im discussing the situation from her point of view.


    Shes interested, you dolt! William said. Look at this. Shes coming back to town in a day. She said so herself. Didnt you hear her say that?


    Because its right in her path. She isnt stopping off to see me.


    Oh yes she is, or why wouldnt she drive straight on through?


    Because she has to buy gas and stretch her legs.


    Which she could do without taking the time to see you.


    William has a point. Im with him, I said.


    Henry began to coil the hose, his hands picking up bits of grit and cut grass. Shes a wonderful person and I value our friendship. Lets just leave the subject. Im tired of it.


    William turned to me. Thats how this started. All I did was point out the obvious, that shes a wonderful person and hed better get a move on and snap her up.


    Henry said, Nuts! waving William off as he returned to the house. He opened the screen door and banged it shut.


    William shook his head, leaning on his walking stick. Hes been like this all his life. Unreasonable. Stubborn. Having temper tantrums at the slightest hint of disagreement.


    I dont know, William. If I were you, Id back off and let them work it out for themselves.


    Im only trying to help.


    Henry hates to be helped.


    Because hes mulish.


    Were all mulish when it comes right down to it.


    Well, something has to be done. This may be his last chance at love. I cant bear to see him make a hash of it. There was a gentle pinging sound and William reached into his vest pocket and checked his watch. Time for my snack. He took out a small cellophane packet of cashews that he opened with his teeth. He popped two in his mouth, chewing them like pills. You know Im hypoglycemic. The doctor says I shouldnt go more than two hours without eating. Otherwise Im subject to faintness, weakness, clamminess, and palpitations. Also, tremulousness, which youve doubtless observed.


    Really. I hadnt noticed.


    Precisely. The doctors encouraged me to instruct friends and family in recognizing the symptoms because its imperative to render immediate treatment. A glass of fruit juice, a few nuts. These can make all the difference. Of course, he wants me to undergo tests, but in the meantime, a diet high in protein, thats the trick, he said. You know, with deficient glucose production, an attack can be triggered by alcohol, salicylates, or in rare cases, by ingesting the ackee nut, which produces whats commonly known as the Jamaican vomiting sickness . . .


    I cupped a hand to my ear. I think thats my phone. Id better run.


    Certainly. I can tell you more over supper since youre interested.


    Great, I said. I began to edge toward my door.


    William pointed at me with his walking stick. As for this business with Henry, isnt it better to feel something intensely even if youre wounded in the process?


    I pointed at him. Ill get back to you on that.
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    I had a brief debate with myself about working in a three-mile jog. Id had to skip my morning run in the interest of reaching CIW by nine. I usually run at 6:00 when Im still half-asleep and my resistance is down. Ive discovered that as the day wears on my sense of virtue and resolve both rapidly diminish. Most days, by the time I get home from work, the last thing I want to do is change into my running clothes and drag myself out. Im not so fanatic about exercise that I dont occasionally let myself off the hook; however, Id noticed a growing inclination to seize any excuse to sit on my butt instead of working out. Before I thought too much about it, I went up the spiral stairs to change my clothes.


    I kicked off my loafers, peeled out of my jeans, and pulled my T-shirt over my head, tugging on my sweats and my Sauconys. In circumstances like this, I make a little deal with myself. If I jog for ten minutes and really really hate it, I can turn around and come back. No shame, no blame. Usually by the time the first ten minutes have elapsed, Im into the swing of it and enjoying myself. I tied my house key in the laces of one shoe, locked the door behind me, and set off at a brisk walk.


    Now that the marine layer had burned off, the neighbors were out in their yards, mowing lawns, watering, and pruning deadheads from the rosebushes massed along the fences. I could smell ocean brine mingled with the scent of freshly clipped grass. My block of Albinil Street is narrow. Aside from vehicles parked on either side, theres barely room for two cars to pass. Eucalyptus trees and stone pines provide shade for the assorted stucco and frame houses, most of them small, dating back to the early forties.


    By the time I reached the jogging path, I was sufficiently warmed up to break into a trot. After that, I only had to cope with my protesting body parts, which gradually melded into the smooth rhythms of the run. I was home again forty minutes later, winded, sweating, but feeling virtuous. I let myself into the apartment, stripped off my sweats, and took a short hot shower. I was out and drying myself when the telephone rang. I took the call while turning the towel into a makeshift sarong.


    Kinsey? This is Reba. Did I catch you at a bad time?


    Well, Im standing here soaking wet, but I should be good for a minute until the chill sets in. Whats up?


    Not much. Pop was feeling bad so hes gone to bed. The housekeeper just left and the home-care nurse called to say shed be a little late. I was just wondering if you were free for dinner?


    Sure. I could do that. Whatd you have in mind?


    Didnt you mention a place in your neighborhood?


    Rosies. Thats where I was headed. I wouldnt call it fancy, but at least its close.


    I just need to get out. Id love to join you but only if it doesnt interfere with your plans.


    What plans? I dont mind a bit. You have transportation?


    Dont worry about that. As soon as the nurse arrives, Ill meet you down there. About seven?


    That should work.


    Good. Ill be there as soon as I can.


    Ill grab a good table and see you there, I said, and then gave her the address.


    After she hung up, I finished my routine, putting on fresh jeans, a clean black T-shirt, and a pair of sneakers. I went downstairs and spent a few minutes tidying my already tidy kitchen. Then I flipped on the lights and sat in the living room with the local paper, catching up on the obituaries and other current events.


    At 6:56, I walked the half block to Rosies through the lingering daylight. Two sets of neighbors were having cocktails outside, enjoying conversation from porch to porch. A cat crossed the street and eased its slim body through the palings in a picket fence. I could smell jasmine.


    Rosies is one of six small businesses on my block, including a laundromat, an appliance-repair shop, and an automobile mechanic, who always has clunkers lined up along his drive. Ive been having supper at Rosies three to four nights a week for the past seven years. The exterior is shabby, a building that might have served as the neighborhood market once upon a time. The windows are plate glass, but the light is obscured by sputtering neon beer signs, posters, announcements, and faded placards from the health department. As nearly as I can remember, Rosies has never been awarded a rating higher than a C.


    Inside, the space is long and narrow, with a high, darkly painted ceiling that looks like it was made of pressed tin. Crudely constructed plywood booths form an L on the right. Theres a long mahogany bar on the left, with two swinging kitchen doors and a short corridor leading to the restrooms located at the rear. The remaining floor space is occupied by a number of Formica dinette tables. The accompanying chairs have chrome legs and upholstered marbleized gray plastic seats, variously split and subsequently mended with duct tape. The air always smells of spilled beer, popcorn, ancient cigarette smoke, and Pine-Sol.


    Monday nights are generally quiet, allowing the day-drinkers and the usual sports rowdies to recover from their weekend excesses. My favorite booth was empty, as were most of the others, as a matter of fact. I slid in on one side so I could watch the front door for Rebas arrival. I checked the menu, a mimeographed sheet inserted in a plastic sleeve. Rosie runs these off on a machine at the back, the blurred purple lettering barely legible. Two months before, shed instituted a new style of menu, closely resembling a leather-bound portfolio with a handscripted list of the Hungarian Specialties du Jour of the Day, as she referred to them. Some of these menus had been stolen and others had served as hazardous flying missiles when opposing soccer teams enjoyed a hot dispute about the last big match. Rosie had apparently given up her pretensions to haute cuisine and her old mimeographed sheets were back in circulation. I ran an eye down the list of dishes, though Im not even sure why I bothered to check. Rosie makes all my food decisions for me, compelling me to dine on whatever Hungarian delicacies come to her mind when shes taking my order.


    William was now working behind the bar. I watched him pause to check his pulse, two fingers of one hand pressed to his carotid artery, the other hand holding aloft his trusty pocket watch. Henry came in and flicked a look in his direction. He chose a table near the front, pointedly turning his back to the bar. As I watched, Rosie moved out from behind the bar bearing a glass of lip-puckering white wine that she passes off as Chardonnay. I could see an inch of gray hair growing in along her parting. In the past, shes claimed to be in her sixties, but now shes so quiet on the subject I suspect shes slipped over the line into her seventies. Shes short, pigeon-breasted, and the red portion of her red hair is dyed to a hue somewhere between cinnabar and burnt ocher.


    She placed the glass of wine in front of me. Is new. Very good. You sip and tell what you think. Im saving two dollar a bottle over other brand.


    I sipped and nodded. Very nice, I said. Meanwhile, enamel was being eaten off my teeth. I see Henry and William arent speaking.


    Im telling William to mind his own business, but hes no listen to me. Im shock to see a woman can come between them two brothers.


    Theyll get over it, I said. Whats your take on the situation. You think Mattie has designs on Henry?


    What do I know? That Henrys a catch. You should hev seen little old ladies flirt with him on cruise ship. Was comical. On other hand, her husband die. Meybe she dont want to connect with some guy. Meybe she want freedom all to herself and Henry for a friend.


    Thats what Ive been worried about, but Williams convinced theres something more going on.


    Williams convince she wont be living two more years. He wants Henry to hurry in case shes dropping dead already.


    Thats ridiculous. Shes barely seventy.


    Very young, Rosie murmured. I myself hope to look so good when Im getting her age.


    Im certain you will, I said. I picked up the menu and pretended to study it. Im expecting a friend so Ill hold off on ordering. Actually this all sounds pretty good. What do you recommend?


    Lucky you esk. For you and your friend, Im fixing Krumpli Paprikas. Is stew made of boil potato, ongion, and what you call weenies cut in pieces. Is always serve with rye bread and on the side you hev choice of cucumber salad or sour pickle. Which you want? Im think pickle, she said, scribbling a note on her pad.


    Sour pickle, my favorite. So perfect with the wine.


    Im bring you food as soon as he come.


    Its a she friend, not a he.


    Is pity, she said, shaking her head. She added an emphatic mark to her pad and then returned to the bar.


    At 7:15 Reba appeared, pausing at the door to scan the room. She saw me waving from my booth and made her way toward the back. Shed changed out of her jeans and T-shirt into slacks, a red cotton sweater, and sandals. Her color had improved and her eyes looked enormous in the perfect oval of her face. The spikes were gone from her hair, strands of which shed tucked behind her ears, causing them to protrude like an elfs. When she reached the booth, she slid in on her side, saying, Sorry Im late, but I ended up taking a cab. Turns out my drivers license expired while I was in the can. I was worried Id be pulled over if I tried driving without one. I could have applied for a renewal from prison but never got around to it. Maybe tomorrow we can go to the DMV.


    Sure. No problem. Why dont I pick you up at nine and we can take care of your license and then run any other errands you have in mind.


    Maybe some clothes. I can use a few things. Reba craned her head, doing a quick survey of the room behind her where the patrons were starting to trickle in. Would you mind switching seats? I hate sitting with my back to the room.


    I slid out on my side of the booth and traded places with her, though in truth I wasnt any fonder than she was about sitting with my back to the room. Howd you manage in prison?


    Thats where I learned to keep an eye on my ass. I trust what I can see. The rest is way too scary for my taste. She took up a menu and ran her eye down the page.


    Were you scared?


    She lifted her enormous dark eyes to my face, her smile fleeting. At first. After a while, I wasnt scared so much as cautious. I didnt worry about the staff. It took me about two full seconds to figure out how to get along with them.


    Which was what?


    Compliance. I was nice. Polite. I did as I was told and I obeyed all the rules. It was really no big deal and it made life easier.


    What about the other inmates?


    Most of them were okay. Not all. Some of the girls were mean, so you didnt dare let em see you as weak. You backed down on anything, theyd be all over you like flies. So heres what I learned. Some bitch gets in my face? I get right back in hers. If she escalates, I do the same and keep on upping the ante until it finally dawns on her shed better leave me alone. What made it tricky was you didnt want to be written up, especially for anything involving violencethere was hell to pay for thatso you had to find a way to stand your ground without calling attention to yourself.


    Howd you manage it?


    She smiled. Oh, I had my little ways. The truth is I never messed with anyone who didnt mess with me first. My goal was peace and quiet. You go your way and Ill go mine. Sometimes it just didnt work out that way and then you had to move on to something else. She glanced down at the menu. What is this stuff?


    Those are all Hungarian dishes, but you dont need to fret. Rosies already decided what were having. You can argue with her if you like, but youll lose.


    Hey, just like prison. What a happy thought.


    I saw Rosie approach, bearing another glass of second-rate wine. Before she could put it down in front of Reba, I reached for it, saying, Thanks. Ill take that. What about you, Reba? What would you like to drink?


    Ill have iced tea.


    Rosie made an officious note to herself like a proper journalist. Sweet or no sweet?


    I prefer plain.


    Im bring lemon on the side in little diaper so you squeeze in your tea with no seeds come out.


    Thanks.


    Once Rosie left, Reba said, I would have turned that down. It really doesnt bother me to see you drink.


    I wasnt sure. I dont want to be a bad influence.


    You? Not possible. Dont worry about it. She set the menu aside and clasped her hands on the table in front of her. You have other questions. I can tell.


    I do. What were they in for, the mean ones?


    Murder, manslaughter. A lot for selling drugs. The lifers were the worst because what did they have to lose? Theyd get thrown in detention? Whoopee-do. Big deal.


    I couldnt stand having all those people around. Didnt that drive you nuts?


    It was terrible. Really bad. Women living in close proximity always end up on the same monthly cycle. I guess there must be primitive survival advantagesfemales fertile at the same time. Talk about PMS. You tack a full moon on top of that and the place turned into a loony bin. Moodiness, quarrels, crying jags, suicide attempts.


    You think being among hardened criminals corrupted you?


    Corrupted me? Like how?


    Didnt you pick up new and better ways to break the law?


    She laughed. Are you kidding? All of us were in there because we got caught. Why would I take instruction from a bunch of fuckups? Besides which, women dont sit around trying to teach other women how to rob banks or fence stolen property. They talk about what lousy attorneys they had and how their case is going on appeal. They talk about their kids and their boyfriends and what they want to do when they get out, which usually involves food and sexnot necessarily in that order.


    Was there an upside?


    Oh, sure. Im clean and sober. The drunks and druggies are the ones who end up back in the can. They go out on parole and the next thing you know, theyre on the bus again, coming through Reception. Half the time they cant even remember what they did while they were out.


    Howd you survive?


    I walked the yard or read books, sometimes as many as five a week. I did tutoring. Some of the girls barely knew how to read. They werent dumb; theyd just never been taught. I did their hair and looked at pictures of their kids. That was hard, watching them try to maintain contact. The phones were a source of conflict. You wanted to make an afternoon call, you had to get your name on a list first thing in the morning. Then when your turn came, you had twenty minutes max. The big beefy dykes took as long as they liked and if you had objections, tough patooties to you. I was a shrimp compared to most. Five-two, a hundred and four pounds. Thats why I learned to be devious. Nothing sweeter than revenge, but you dont want to leave your fingerprints all over the deed. Take my advice: never do anything that points back to you.


    Ill remember that, I said.


    Rosie returned with a tray bearing Rebas iced tea, the lemon swaddled in cheesecloth, and an order of Krumpli Paprikas for each of us. She set down rye bread, butter, and sour pickles, and disappeared again.


    Reba leaned close to her bowl. Oh. Caraway seeds. For a minute, I thought I saw something move.


    The potato stew was tasty, served in big porcelain bowls flecked with caraway seeds. I was using my last piece of buttered rye bread to sop up the remaining traces of gravy when I saw Reba glance over my left shoulder toward the front of the restaurant, her eyes widening. Oh my goodness! Look whos here.


    I leaned left, peering around the edge of the booth so I could follow her gaze. The front door had opened and a guy had come in. You know him?


    Thats Beck, she said as though that explained everything. She pushed herself out of the booth. Ill be right back.
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    I waited a decent interval and then peered at the two of them standing near the door. The guy was tall, lean, and rangy in jeans and a supple black suede jacket. He had his hands in his jacket pockets and his collar turned up, which didnt look as thuglike as it sounds. His hair was a tawny mix of blond and brown, and his half-smile created a deep crease on either side of his mouth. Beside him, Reba was diminutive, a full head shorter than he, which forced him to lean toward her attentively as the two of them talked. I went back to cleaning my bowlfood, in this instance, taking precedence over idle speculation.


    A moment later they appeared and Reba gestured at him. Alan Beckwith. I used to work for him. This is Kinsey Millhone.


    He held his hand out, his wrist thin, his fingers long and slim. Nice to meet you. Im Beck to most.


    I put him in his thirtiesfine lines on his face, but no pouches anywhere. Nice meeting you, too, I said, shaking hands with him. Are you joining us?


    If you dont mind. I dont want to butt in.


    Were just chatting, I said. Have a seat.


    On their side of the booth, Reba slid in first, scooting over to make room for him. He sat down, half-slouching, his long legs outstretched. He was clean shaven, but I could see the shadow of a beard. His eyes were the dark, rich brown of Hersheys Kisses. I picked up the scent of cologne, something spicy and light. Id seen him before . . . not here, but somewhere in town, though I couldnt imagine why our paths would have crossed.


    He tapped on the back of Rebas hand. So. Howve you been?


    Fine. It feels great to be home.


    I tuned them out, watching as the two exchanged pleasantries. For people whod once worked together, both seemed ill at ease, but that might have been because hed turned her over to the cops, a move that would put a damper on most relationships.


    You look good, he said.


    Thanks. I could use a decent haircut. I did this myself. What about you? What have you been up to?


    Not much. Traveling a lot on business. I just got back from Panama last week and I may be heading out again. Were in the new building, part of the mall that was finished last spring. Restaurants and shops. Its really slick.


    That was in the works when I left and I know what a pain in the ass it was. Congratulations.


    Have you seen it?


    Not yet. Must be convenient for you, working right downtown.


    Dynamite, he said.


    She smiled. Hows the office gang? I hear Onni took my old job. Is she doing okay?


    Shes fine. It took her a while to learn the system, but shes doing great. Everyone else is pretty much the same.


    What did I sense? I tested the air with my little feelers, trying to identify the nature of the tension between them.


    Idly, I listened while Beck continued. I got a new deal in the works. Commercial property up near Merced. I just met with some guys who have capital to invest so we may pull something together. I stopped in here for a good-luck drink before I headed home. His attention shifted in an effort to include me in the conversation. A smooth move, I thought. He wagged a finger between Reba and me, like a windshield wiper. How do you two know each other?


    Id opened my mouth to speak, but Reba got in first. We dont. We just met this morning when she picked me up and brought me home. I was going nuts, stuck at the house. Pop went to bed early and I was too hyper to sit still. The silence was really creeping me out so I called her.


    His gaze settled on mine. You live around here?


    Half a block down. I rent a studio apartment. Matter of fact, thats my landlord over there, I said, gesturing toward Henry at his table near the front. The bartenders his older brother William, whos married to Rosie, the gal who owns this place, just to fill you in.


    Beck smiled. A family affair. He was one of those guys who understands the power of being totally focused on the person hes talking to. No barely disguised glances at his watch, no surreptitious shifts in his gaze to see whos coming in the door. Now he seemed as patient as a cat staring at a crack in a rock where a lizard has disappeared.

    
    You live in the area? I asked.


    He shook his head. Im in Montebello, right where East Glen and Cypress Lane intersect.


    I rested my chin on my hand. Ive seen you someplace.


    Im a native, Santa Teresa born and bred. My folks had a place in Horton Ravine, but theyve been gone now for years. My dad owned the Clements, he said, referring to a three-story luxury hotel that folded in the late seventies. Subsequent ownerships had failed as well and the building had been converted to a retirement facility. If I remembered correctly, his father had been involved in numerous businesses around town. Major bucks.


    I glanced over to see Rosie moving toward us with an empty tray, her sights fixed on Beck, her approach as direct and unwavering as a heat-seeking missile. When she reached the table, she made a point of directing all her comments to me, a minor eccentricity of hers. She seldom looks a stranger in the eye. Male or female, it doesnt matter to her. Any new acquaintance is treated like an odd appendage of mine. The effect, in this instance, was coquettish, which I thought was unbecoming in a woman her age. Your friend would like something to drink?


    I said, Beck?


    You have single-malt Scotch?


    She fairly wriggled with pleasure, shooting an approving look at him out of the corner of her eye. Special for him, I hev MaCallums. Is twenty-four years old. You want neat or wit ice?


    Ice. A double with a water back. Thanks.


    Of course. She cleared the table, loading our dinner plates and silverware onto her tray. Hes want supper, perhaps?


    He smiled. No, thanks. It smells wonderful, but I just ate. Maybe next time. Are you Rosie?


    Yes, I em.


    He rose to his feet and offered his hand. An honor to meet you. Alan Beckwith, he said. This is quite a place.


    In lieu of an actual handshake, Rosie allowed him temporary possession of her fingertips. Next time, Im fix something special for you. Hungarian like what youve never had until I give.


    You got a deal. I adore Hungarian cuisine, he said.


    You hev been to Hungary?


    Budapest, once, about six years ago . . .


    Covertly, I watched the interplay between the two of them. Rosie became more girlish as the exchange went on. Beck was too slick for my taste, but I had to give him credit for making the effort. Most people find Rosie difficult, which she is.


    As soon as she went off to fetch his drink, Beck turned to Reba. Hows your dad? I saw him a couple months ago and he wasnt looking good.


    Hes not doing well. I really had no idea. I was shocked to see how much weight hes lost. You know he had surgery for a thyroid tumor. Then it turned out he had polyps on his vocal cords so he had to have those removed. Hes still shaky on his feet.


    Im sorry to hear that. Hes always seemed so vigorous.


    Yeah, well, hes eighty-seven years old. Hes bound to slow down at some point.


    Rosie returned, bringing Beck a hefty glass of Scotch over ice with a small carafe of water on the side. She set his drink on a cardboard coaster and handed him a dainty paper cocktail napkin. I noticed shed found a doily to put on her tray. If the guy had been with me, shed have been measuring the inseam for his wedding tuxedo.


    He picked up his drink and took a measured sip, sending her a smile of approval. Thats perfect. Thanks.


    Rosie departed reluctantly, at a loss for any other service to perform.


    Beck turned back to me. Are you a local as well?


    Yep.


    Whered you go to high school?


    S.T.


    Me, too. Maybe thats where we knew each other. What year did you graduate?


    1967. What about you?


    A year ahead of you1966. Odd I dont remember you. Im usually good about those things.


    I upgraded his age to thirty-eight. I was a low-waller, I said, indicating my association with the badass kids who sat on the low wall at the rear of the school property where the hillside sloped down to meet the street behind. We smoked cigarettes and dope and occasionally mixed vodka in our bottles of orangeade. Tame by later standards, but considered wicked in our day.


    Really, he said. He gave me a brief searching look and then reached for the menu. Hows the food?


    Not bad. Are you really fond of Hungarian cooking, or were you making that up?


    Why would I lie about something like that? He delivered the line lightly, but he could have meant anythingperhaps that hed never bother to lie about the trivial or mundane in life. Why do you ask?


    Im surprised you havent been in before.


    Ive seen the place in passing, but frankly, it always looked like such a dive I never had the nerve. I had a meeting with some guys and thought Id give it a try since I was in the neighborhood. Nicer inside than out, Ill say that.


    My antennae went up with a little whining sound. That was the second time hed explained how he happened to come in. I picked up my glass and took a sip of bad wine. Really, it tasted like a product youd use to clean tar off your feet after a day at the beach. Reba was playing with the straw in her iced tea.


    Looking from her face to his, I realized what a dunce Id been. Shed arranged this in advance. Dinner with me was just a cover for her meeting with him, but why the subterfuge? I rearranged myself so I was sitting with my back against the side wall, my feet on the seat, keeping my demeanor casual while I watched the scenario play out. Youre in real estate? I asked.


    He downed half the whiskey remaining in his glass, adding water to the residue. He swirled the glass, rattling his ice cubes. Thats right. I have an investment company. Development, mostly. I do property management on occasion, though not a lot these days. And you?


    Im a private investigator.


    He smiled, bemused. Not bad for someone who started her career loitering behind the school.


    Hey, the training was good. Hang out with a bunch of budding crooks, you get to know how they think. I made a display of looking at my watch. Ah. I dont know about you, Reba, but its time for me to head out. My cars just half a block down. Give me a minute to go get it and I can drive you home.


    Beck looked at Reba with feigned surprise. You dont have wheels?


    Ive got a car, but no license. Mine expired.


    Why dont I give you a lift and save her the drive?


    I said, I dont mind doing it. Ive got my car keys right here.


    No, no. Ill be happy to take her. No point in your having to go out of your way.


    Reba said, Really. Itd be easier for him than it would be for you.


    Youre sure?


    Beck said, Absolutely. Its right on my way.


    Okay with me. You two stay if you like and Ill take care of the bill. Its my treat, I said, as I slid out of the booth.


    Thanks. Ill take care of the tip.


    Nice meeting you. I shook hands with Beck again and then glanced at Reba. Ill see you in the morning at nine. You want me to call first?


    No need. Just come up to the house whenever you like, she said. Actually, I ought to be heading home myself. Its been a long day and Im bushed. You mind?


    Anything you want. Beck finished his drink, swallowing the watered-down whiskey that remained in his glass.


    I moved over to the bar and paid the bill. Glancing back, I saw that Beck was already on his feet, fishing in his pocket for his money clip. I watched him peel off two bills for the tip, probably fives since he was so eager to impress. They waited for me to join them so we could walk out together. Henry had disappeared by then, but the shank-of-the-evening drinkers were straggling in.


    Outside it was dark, the moon not yet visible. The air was clear and still except for the chirping of crickets. Even the sound of the surf seemed diminished. The three of us ambled toward the intersection, chatting about nothing in particular.


    Im down there, Beck said, pointing toward the shadowy side street to our right.


    What do you drive? I asked.


    87 Mercedes. The sedan. And you?


    74 Volkswagen. The bug. See you later.


    I waved and continued walking while the two of them turned off. Fifteen seconds later, I heard the double report of their respective car doors slamming shut. I paused, waiting for the sound of an engine turning over. Nothing. Maybe theyd decided to sit and talk. When I reached my gate I pushed through, listening to the familiar squeaking of its hinges. I followed the walk around to the rear. Once I reached my front door, I hesitated, debating about Reba and Beck. Maybe I was wrong about them. Curiosity got the better of me. I left my shoulder bag on the porch and took off across the grass, crossing Henrys flagstone patio to the chicken-wire fence that ran along the rear property line. I felt my way from post to post, tracing the length until I reached his garage. I stooped and pushed the fencing aside, slipping through the gap where the fittings had come loose.


    My heart was thumping merrily and I could feel my gut contract with anticipation. I love these nighttime adventures, easing in silence across darkened backyards. Fortunately, none of the neighborhood mutts caught wind of me, so my passage was completed without a chorus of shrill warning barks. At the mouth of the alley, I veered right, emerging onto the side street. I moved forward, scanning the shapes and sizes of the cars parked on either side. A single streetlight cast only the faintest illumination, but once my eyes adjusted to the dark, I had no trouble identifying Becks Mercedes. Every other vehicle was a compact, a minivan, or a pickup truck.


    I could discern his profile where he slouched in the drivers seat half-turned so that he was facing Reba. I stood there for ten minutes and when nothing transpired, I backed up with caution and retraced my steps.


    I let myself into my place and set my bag on a kitchen stool. It was 8:05. I flipped on the TA and watched the front end of a movie that actually seemed amusing, despite all the annoying commercial interruptions. I kept notes so I wouldnt buy anything I saw. At 9:00 I muted the set and went into the kitchenette, where I opened a bottle of Chardonnay and poured myself a glass. On impulse, I pulled out a saucepan, the lid, and a bottle of corn oil. I turned on the front burner, set the pan in place, and added a puddle of oil to the bottom of the pan. I scrounged through my cupboard for the bag of popcorn Id bought months before. I knew it would be stale, but it was chewier that way. I measured out a jigger of kernels and tossed them in the pan. I kept an eye on the TV screen while the sound of the popcorn accelerated like the finale to a fireworks show. Happily for me, the size of my studio is such that I can cook, watch TV, start a load of laundry, or use the john without moving more than eight or ten feet.


    I returned to the couch with my wine and the bowl of hot popcorn, propped my feet on the coffee table, and watched the remainder of the movie. At 11:00, when the news came on, I left the apartment and followed the same circuitous route through the alley until I reached the shadowy street where Id hovered before. Becks Mercedes was still visible, parked at the curb. The rear window was fogged over with condensation as pale as gauze. Instead of Beck in silhouette, I saw Rebas legs. Her head was apparently down near the steering wheel, one foot propped on the dashboard, the other on the passenger-side door, thus providing her leverage while Beck labored in the confines of the leather-bound front seat. I went back to my place, and when I checked again at midnight, the car was gone.
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    The gates to the Lafferty estate were open, and when I cruised up the drive, I saw Reba waiting on the porch step, the cat at her feet. She had a brush in her hand and she groomed the cat while he strutted back and forth, arching his back against the bristles. When she caught sight of me, she kissed him and set the brush aside. She crossed to the front door, opened the screen, and leaned in to tell her father or the housekeeper she was on her way out. I couldnt help but smile as she bounded down the walk. She was happy, in high spirits, and I remember thinking, Thats what sex will do for you, kid. She wore desert boots, jeans, and a nubby dark blue sweater with a large cowl neck. She looked as giddy as a young girl. Her father had said she was difficultreckless was his wordbut Id seen no hint of it in my dealings with her. She possessed a natural exuberance and it was hard to picture her drunk or stoned. She opened the car door and slid onto the passenger seat, smiling and out of breath.


    Whats the cats name?


    Rags. Hes a love. Seventeen years old and he weighs in at eighteen pounds. The vet wants him on a diet, but pooh on that. She put her head back. You dont know how good it feels to be out. Like coming back from the dead.


    I pulled away from the house, shifting gears as I headed down the drive and through the gates. Did you sleep well?


    I did. Talk about a treat. Prison mattresses are about this thick, like lawn-chair pads, and all the sheets are gross. The pillow was so flat I had to roll it up and wad it under my head like a towel. Id get in bed at night and my body heat would activate this strange smell in the bedding. She wrinkled her nose.


    What about the food?


    Not too bad. Id say the food ranged from passable to gross. What saved us was they let us have these electric coils in our cells. You know the ones you use to heat up a single cup of tea? We figured out all kinds of things to make with oursTop Ramen, soups, stewed tomatoes in a can. I never even liked stewed tomatoes until I got down there. Some days, the cells stank; scorched coffee or bean sludge crusted on the bottom of the pan. Most of the time I disconnected and blocked everything out. I created this invisible force field that I kept between me and the rest of the world. Otherwise, Idve gone bonkers.


    Did you have friends?


    A couple and that helped. My best friend was Misty Raine, with an e on the end. Shes a stripperbig surprise with a name like thatbut shes an absolute hoot. Before California, she lived in Vegas, but after she was released and got off parole, she moved to Reno. She says the action there is better than in Vegas. Shes been good about keeping in touch. God, I miss her.


    What was she in for?


    She had a boyfriend who taught her how to lift credit cards and forge checkshanging paper as they say. Theyd go on these big spending sprees, stay in a bunch of fancy hotels, and charge anything they liked. Then theyd dump that card, steal another one, and mosey on down the road. Then they branched out into phony IDs. She has this artistic streak and it turns out shes a whiz at replicating passports and drivers licenses and shit like that. They made so much dough she bought herself a new set of tits. Before the boyfriend, shed been working for one of those mobile-maid-type cleaning services for a minimum wage. She said shedve never gotten anywhere on what she made even if she worked all her life.


    My other friend, Vivian, was mixed up with this drug dealer. You dont know how many times I heard that one. He was pulling in a thousand bucks a day, and they lived like kings until the cops showed up. That was her first offense and she swears its her last. Shes got another six months to serve and then Im hoping shell come here. Her boyfriends been sent up five times and hell be in for years, which is just as well. Shes still crazy about the guy.


    True love is like that.


    You really think?


    No. That was meant to be tongue in cheek, I said. I take it you dont have friends here in town.


    Just Onni, the woman I used to work with. I talked to her earlier, hoping I could see her this afternoon, but she was tied up.


    Isnt she the one who took your old job?


    Right. She feels guilty about that, but I said dont be dumb. She used to do front desk, but this was an opportunity she couldnt pass up. Why would I begrudge her the chance? She said shed have driven me around today if she didnt have to work.


    I turned into the parking lot of the Department of Motor Vehicles. If you want, you can run in and pick up a booklet and study in the car before you take the test.


    Nah. Ive been driving for years so how hard can it be?


    Well, its your choice. I prefer to bone up myself. Cuts the flop sweat.


    I like anxiety. It keeps me awake.


    I waited in the car while Reba went in. She was gone forty minutes, some portion of which I spent hanging over the seat, trying to tidy all the crap that I keep back there. I generally motor around town with an overnight case stocked with toiletries and clean underpants. This, in the event Im presented with a pressing reason to hop on a plane. In addition, I have assorted articles of clothing that I sometimes wear while pretending to be a public servant. I can do a pretty good imitation of a postal employee or meter reader from the gas-and-electric company. It pays to look like Im doing official business when Im standing on a front porch, idly scanning someones mail. I also keep several reference books in the backseatone on crime scene investigation, Deerings California Penal Code, a Spanish-language dictionary left over from a class I took years agoan empty soda can, a bottle opener, an old pair of running shoes, a pair of badly snagged panty hose, and a lightweight jacket. While my apartment is tidy, Im a slob when it comes to my car.


    I glanced up in time to catch Rebas emergence from the DMV office. She half-skipped across the lot, waving a piece of paper that turned out to be her temporary license. Aced it, she said, as she got into the car.


    Good for you, I said. I turned the key in the ignition, shifted into reverse, and backed out of the space. Where now?


    I know its only ten forty-five, but I wouldnt object to another QP with Cheese.


    We ordered from the drive-through window, found a space in the parking lot, and ate in the car. Wed opted for two large Cokes, two Quarter Pounders apiece, and a large order of fries, which we doused in ketchup and ate as fast as we could. I said, I had a friend regained his health eating shit like this.


    Im not surprised. I like how flat the pickles are, all mooshed in there. Pops got a personal chef whos really great, but shes never been able to duplicate this. I cant figure it out, how they do it. Doesnt matter where you are, a QP with Cheese tastes exactly the same and so does everything else. Big Macs, fries.


    Nice to have something you can count on, I said.


    After lunch we drove out to the La Cuesta shopping mall, where Reba worked her way from store to store, flashing her fathers credit card and trying on clothes. Like other women Ive known, she seemed to have an inborn sense of what would look good on her. In most stores, I made a point of finding the nearest chair from which I watched her like a good mom while she moved from rack to rack. Sometimes shed take out a garment, study it critically, and put it back. Other times, shed lay the item on top of those shed draped over her arm. At intervals, shed head off to the dressing room and then appear twenty minutes later with her choices made. Some pieces shed leave behind and the rest shed pile on the counter while she looked for something else. In the course of two hours, she bought pants, skirts, jackets, underwear, knit tops, two dresses, and six pairs of shoes.


    Once in the car again, she put her head back against the seat and closed her eyes. I used to take so many things for granted, but never again. Where next?


    Up to you. Where do you want to go?


    The beach. Lets take our shoes off and walk in the sand.


    We ended up at Ludlow Beach, not far from my house. Santa Teresa City College was perched on the bluffs above us. The sky was gray as far as the eye could see, and wind was whipping the waves, blowing spray toward the beach. We left our shoes locked in the car, along with my shoulder bag and Rebas purchases. The picnic tables in the grassy area had been abandoned except for a foursome of gulls squabbling over a bread bag that had been tied shut and left on the edge of a trash bin. Reba picked up the bag, tore through the cellophane, and tossed the crumbs across the grass. Gulls began to wheel in, shrieking, from all directions.


    We trudged through a hundred yards of soft sand between the parking lot and the surf. At the water line, icy waves tumbled perilously close to our bare feet, but the sand was damp and packed hard, easier to walk on. I said, So whats the deal with Beck?


    She flashed me a smile. That blew me away, running into him like that.


    Really. Thats odd. I was under the impression youd arranged it in advance.


    She laughed. No, not at all. Why would I do that?


    Reba. I got the big brown eyes turned on me.


    Honest. Hes the last person in the world I expected to see.


    I shook my head. Nope. Not honest. Lying through your teeth. Thats why you sat on the far side of the booth so you could watch for him.


    Thats not true. I had no idea hed be there. I was totally surprised.


    Wait, wait, wait. Just hold on a second and Ill bring you up to speed. Ive been telling lies for years and believe me, I know when someones maneuvering the truth. I got a bullshit meter working round the clock. I watched the two of you last night and it was ding ding ding! I was strictly window dressing, the person, in the olden days, they referred to as a beard. You called him from the parole office and told him where youd be.


    She was quiet for a moment. Maybe. But I wasnt sure hed come.


    Oh, he came all right, if his behavior in the car was any indication.


    Her head whipped around and she looked at me in disbelief. You were spying on us?


    Thats what Im paid for. You dont want to be seen, you shouldnt do it in public.


    What a bitch!


    Reba, your father cares about your welfare. He doesnt want you to end up in the shit again.


    She clutched my arm, looking at me earnestly. Dont tell Pop. Please. What purpose would it serve?


    I havent decided what Im going to do. It might help if you told me whats going on.


    I dont want to talk about it.


    Oh, give it a whirl. You want me to keep quiet, you better fill me in. I could see how tempted she was. Who can resist talking about a guy that theyre so smitten with?


    Im not sure how to explain. I worked for him for years and hes always been supportive . . .


    Not the long version, dearie, just the salient points. Youre having an affair, right?


    Its much more than that. Im crazy about him and hes crazy about me, too.


    The crazy part Ill buy. Since when?


    Two years. Well, four if you count the two I was gone. Weve been writing back and forth and talking on the phone. We planned to get together tonight, but theres an AA meeting Im supposed to attend. I thought I better show up in case Holloway checks. Beck called me at Pops and said he couldnt stand the wait. I thought of Rosies because her place is so out of the way I couldnt imagine running into anyone we know. I guess I should have told you up front, but I wasnt sure youd approve so I just went ahead and did it.


    Whatd you need me for? Youre big boys and girls. Why not go to a motel and get it over with?


    I was scared. We havent been together for so long, I was afraid the chemistry might be gone.


    I dont get it. Whats the timing on this? Were you bonking the guy while you were ripping him off?


    It isnt bonking. We make love.


    Oh, sorry. Were you making love while you were making off with all his hard-earned cash?


    I guess you could put it that way. I mean, I knew it was wrong, but I couldnt help myself. I felt awful. I still do. He knows Id never do anything to hurt him.


    Losing that much money didnt hurt? Id be cut to the quick.


    It wasnt personal. I took money from the company


    Which he owns.


    I know, but I didnt look at it that way. It was just there and nobody seemed to notice. I kept thinking Id score big and then Id put it all back. I never meant to keep it and I certainly wouldnt steal.


    Reba, thats what stealing is. You pocket someone elses money without their knowledge or consent. If you use a gun, its called robbery. Either way, its not behavior thats designed to endear.


    She shrugged uncomfortably. I saw it as a loan. It was just a temporary thing.


    The guy must have a big heart.


    He does. He tried to help me. He did everything he could. I know hes forgiven me. He said it all again last night.


    Hey, Ill take your word for it, but its weird. I mean, its one thing to forgive, but then to go on with the affair? How does he rationalize that? Doesnt he feel used?


    He understands I have a self-destructive streak. That doesnt mean he condones it, but he doesnt hold it against me.


    Is that why you never went to trial? Because of him?


    Partly. When I got arrested, I knew Id hit bottom. I was guilty as shit. I just wanted to take my licks and get it over with. A trial wouldve been an embarrassment for Pop. I didnt want him to suffer another public spectacle. Ive caused enough trouble as it is.


    Your father tells me Becks married. Doesnt his wife figure into the equation somewhere?


    Thats a marriage of convenience. They havent been intimate for years.


    Oh, come on. Every married guy says that.


    I know, but in his case, its true.


    What a crock of shit. You think hell leave her for you? It doesnt work that way.


    Wrong. You are so wrong, she said. He has it all set up.


    Like what?


    This is all part of his game plan, but he has to bide his time. If she finds out about me, shell take him for everything.


    I know I would.


    He told me last night hes close to pulling it off.


    Pulling what off?


    I got the double whammythe big imploring eyes, plus the arm clutch denoting her earnest intent. Promise you wont tell.


    I cant promise you that! What if hes planning to rob a bank?


    Dont be dumb. Hes getting his finances in shape. Once he has his assets under wraps, hell broach the subject of divorce. By then, itll be a done deal and whats she going to do? Shell just have to face facts and accept reality.


    Would you listen to yourself? Youre telling me hes worked out a way to cheat his wife. What kind of man is he? First he runs around on her and then he rips her off? Oh wait. Skip that. Just occurred to me that you ripped him off first so maybe youre the perfect pair.


    You dont even know what love is. I bet youve never been in love in your life.


    Dont change the subject.


    Well, its true, isnt it?


    I rolled my eyes, shaking my head in despair. You are such a nincompoop.


    So what? Its not hurting anyone.


    Oh, right. What about his wife?


    Shell come around eventually, once its out in the open.


    Are there any kids?


    She never wanted kids.


    Thats a blessing at any rate. Look, babe. I know where youre coming from. I was once involved with a married man myself. At the time they were separated, but they were married all the same. And you know what I learned? You have no idea what goes on between a husband and wife. I dont care how he represents the relationship, you shouldnt tread on sacred turf. Its the same as walking on hot coals. Doesnt matter how much faith you have, your feet are going to burn.


    Tough. Its too late. Its like playing craps. Once the dice leave your hand, you cant do anything but watch.


    At least break it off until hes free, I said.


    I cant. I love him. Hes everything to me.


    Oh shit, Reba. Go see a shrink and get your head on straight.


    I watched her face shut down. She turned abruptly and started walking away, addressing her comments to me over her shoulder as the gap between us widened. You dont have a clue what youre talking about. You only met the man once so you can keep your friggin opinions to yourself. Its none of your business and its none of Pops. She walked on, heading toward the parking lot. I was left with no choice but to trot along behind.


    We barely spoke during the drive to her fathers house. By the time I dropped her off, I figured that was the end of the line for me. She was out of prison. She was home. She had her drivers license back and a closet full of clothes. Nothing shed donenamely, screwingwas in violation of her parole so her actions and behavior were no concern of mine.


    She got out of the car and retrieved her packages from the backseat. I know you mean well and I appreciate your concern, but Ive paid for my sins and now my life belongs to me. If I make bad choices, its my tough luck. It has nothing to do with you.


    Okay by me. Have a good life, I said.


    She closed the car door. She paused and leaned in the window briefly. I thought she meant to say more, but she decided to let it ride. I watched her until the front door closed behind her and then I headed for the office. Once there, I typed up an invoice, billing Nord Lafferty the five hundred dollars a day for the two days Id worked. I put the bill in an envelope, which I sealed and addressed. On the way home, I drove past the post office, where I slowed to a stop and dropped it in the box at the curb.
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    For supper, I fixed myself a hot hard-boiled-egg sandwich slathered with mayo and heavy on the salt, vowing in a vague and insincere way to rectify my diet, which is woefully short of fruits, vegetables, fiber, grain, and nutrition of any sort. Id intended to make an early night of it, but by seven I was feeling restless for reasons I couldnt name. I decided on a quick trip to Rosies, not so much for the bad wine as for a change of scene.


    To my surprise, the first person I saw was Henrys older brother Lewis, who lives in Michigan. He stood behind the bar with his suit jacket off, his arms bare to his elbows and plunged in soapy water while he washed assorted glasses and beer mugs. I crossed to the bar, saying, Well, this is a surprise. Where did you come from?


    He looked up with a smile. I flew in this afternoon. William picked me up at the airport and put me straight to work.


    What brings you to town?


    Nothing in particular. I needed a change. I came up with the plan on the spur of the moment. Charlie was busy and Nell wasnt in the mood, so I booked a seat and made the trip by myself. Travels invigorating. Im full of beans, he said.


    Well, good for you. Thats great. How long will you be here?


    Until Sunday. William and Rosie are putting me up. Thats why hes teaching me to tend bar, so I can earn my keep.


    Does Henry know youre here?


    Not yet, but Ill call him as soon as William lets me take a break.


    He rinsed the last of the beer mugs and set it on a rack to drain, then dried his hands on the white towel hed tucked in his waist. He put a cocktail napkin on the bar in front of me and shifted into bartender mode. What are you drinking? If memory serves, you prefer Chardonnay.


    Better make that a Coke. Rosies changed vintners, though the term hardly applies. The wine shes serving has all the subtlety of solvent.


    He hosed me a Coke and placed it in front of me. For a gentleman of eighty-nine, he was the picture of efficiency, his manner brisk and relaxed. Watching him, youd have thought hed been tending bar all his life.


    Thanks.


    Youre entirely welcome. My treat.


    Well, arent you nice! I appreciate that.


    I watched him amble toward the far end of the bar to wait on somebody else. What was going on? Id never known Lewis to fly out unannounced. Had William put him up to it? That seemed like a bad idea. I turned and glanced over my shoulder at the smattering of patrons. My favorite booth was occupied, but there were numerous other seats available. I carried my Coke and crossed to a table near the entrance. Fresh air wafted in with each opening and closing of the door, thus dispelling some of the accumulated cigarette smoke, which lay on the air like fog. Even so, I knew Id get home smelling like soot and have to hang my clothes on the shower rod overnight to eliminate the stink. My hair was doubtless already reeking, though I wear it too short to hold a strand to my nose. Smokers listen to these prissy-ass complaints as though the charges were trumped up simply to annoy and offend.


    I was scarcely settled when I sensed the welcomed shift in air current that signaled someone entering the place. Cheney Phillips stood in the doorway. I felt one of those lurches you experience on a plane that leaves you wondering if the flight will be the last you take. I watched him scan the assembled patrons, apparently looking for someone who hadnt yet arrived. His clothing was the usual mix of expensive fabrics and fine tailoring. He favored crisp white dress shirts or soft-collared silk in shades of cream or buttermilk. On occasion, he shifted to a tone-on-tone, usually in dark hues that lent him a faintly sinister air. Tonight, he wore a cinnamon sueded silk sport coat over a rust-colored cashmere turtleneck. I lifted my hand in greeting, wondering if the sweater was as soft as it looked. He sauntered over to my table and pulled out a chair. Hey, hows by you? Mind if I sit?


    I gestured assent. Our paths cross again. I havent seen you for months and now Ive run into you three times in the past four days.


    Not entirely accidental. He pointed to my glass. What the hell is that?


    Coke. A soft drink. Its been around for years.


    You need something stronger. We have to talk. Without waiting for my response, he caught Lewiss eye and gestured, indicating the need for service.


    I turned in time to see Lewis hustle out from behind the bar and head toward our table. Yes, sir.


    Two vodka martinis, straight up. Stoli if you have it, Absolut if not. And a side of olives. Glancing at me, he said, You want ice water?


    Oh, why not? I said, ever the bon vivant. This is Lewis Pitts, my landlords brother. Youve met Henry, havent you?


    Of course. Cheney Phillips, he said. He rose to his feet and shook hands with Lewis, who said a few pleasedto-meet-you-type things with the usual pleasantries thrown in. I found myself noting the texture of Cheneys hair, springy dark brown curls that looked as soft as a poodles coat. Im not a dog lover at heart. Doggies tend to bark their bad breath in my face, preparatory to jumping up and parking their cumbersome paws on my chest. Despite numerous sharp commands, most dogs behave any way they please. Theres the occasional exception. The week before, in a rare moment of goodwill, Id stopped to chat with a woman who was walking a breed Id never seen before. She introduced me to Chandler, a Portuguese water dog who sat on command and gravely offered to shake hands. The dog was quiet and well mannered with a coat so curly and soft I could hardly keep my hands to myself. Why was I thinking about that now? Having missed the bulk of the conversation, I tuned in as Lewis was saying, Be right back. It was like waking up in the middle of a TV movie. I had no clear idea what was going on.


    As soon as he was gone, I turned to Cheney. I take it youre here to meet someone.


    His attention was focused on faces halfway across the room, his gaze shifting at precise intervals like a corner-mounted camera. Hed been a vice cop for years and he had a letch for hookers and dope dealers the way some guys are fixated on the size of a womans boobs. His eyes flicked to mine. Actually, I came in looking for you. I stopped by your apartment and when I didnt find you there, I figured youd be here.


    I didnt realize I was so predictable.


    Your best trait, he said. His gaze caught on mine again and the effect was unnerving. I glanced at the bar, the front door, anywhere but him. Where was Lewis and what was taking him so long?


    Cheney said, Dont you want to know why Im here?


    Sure.


    We have an interest in common.


    Oh, really. And what would that be?


    Reba Lafferty.


    The answer was unexpected and I could feel my head tilt with curiosity. Whats your connection to her?


    Thats why I went to see Priscilla Holloway. I heard someone was driving down to CIW to bring Reba back. I didnt know it was you until I saw you that day.


    Cheney glanced up at Lewis, whod appeared with our martinis on a tray. He set them down with great care, watching the liquid tremble. The stemware was so cold I could see ice flakes sliding along the outer surface of the glass. The vodka, just out of the freezer, looked oily in the light. I hadnt drunk a martini in ages and I remembered the sharp, nearly chemical taste.


    I can never decide what makes Cheneys face so appealingwide mouth, dark brows, eyes as brown as old pennies. His hands are big and it looks like he busted his knuckles pounding someone in the chops. I studied his features and then caught myself, thinking I should slap my own face. Id just lectured Reba on the folly of a dalliance with a married man and here I was idly entertaining the very thought myself.


    Cheney said, Thanks, Lewis. Can you run a tab for us?


    Of course. Just let me know if you need anything else.


    Once he was gone, Cheney lifted his glass and tapped its edge against mine. Cheers.


    I took a sip of my drink. The vodka was smooth, forming a column of heat that sank down my spinal cord and into my shoes. I hope youre not saying shes in trouble.


    Id say shes teetering on the brink.


    Oh, no.


    How well do you know her?


    You can make that past tense. I did the job I was hired for and now Ive moved on.


    As of when?


    We parted company this afternoon. Whats she done?


    Nothing so far, but shes close.


    So you said. Meaning what?


    Shes been seeing Alan Beckwith, the guy you met in here Monday night.


    I know when I met the guy, but whats that to you? I could hear hostility creep into my tone at the implications of what hed said. Someone was apparently watching me the same night I was watching Reba carry on with Beck.


    Dont be crabby.


    Sorry. I didnt mean for it to come out that way. I took a deep breath, willing myself into a more sanguine place. I said, I dont understand where you fit in. And dont make me guess. I really hate that shit.


    Cheney smiled. Im talking to some guys who have an interest in him. Her, too, by association. You have to understand this is all highly confidential.


    Im crossing my heart, I said, and made an X on my chest.


    You know anything about Beck?


    Im an innocent. Well, wait. Thats not entirely true. I know his father owned the Clements, so Im assuming the man was a major player in his day.


    The best. Alan Beckwith Senior made a shitload of money in a number of franchises, mostly real estate. Juniors been successful, but hes worked all his life in the shadow of his dad. Beck never measured up. From what Ive heard, its not like his dad made judgments about him, but Beck was conscious of the gap in their accomplishments. His old man went to Harvard and graduated fifth in his class. Becks academic career was undistinguished. His college was good, but strictly second tier. He ended up with an MBA, but gradewise, he wasnt even in the top twenty-fifth percentile. Thats just how it went. His achievements were modest compared to his dads and I guess the older he got the worse he felt. Hes the kind of guy who swore hed be a multimillionaire by the time he was forty. At thirty, he was stalled out and getting desperate to make good. You know the saying Moneys just a way of keeping score? Well, Beck took that to heart. Five, six years back, he decided his prime goal was to outearn his dad. Since he couldnt manage it playing straight, he took a left-hand turn. He realized he could make a lot more money if he offered his services to people who needed to have theirs washed.


    Money laundering?


    Right. Turns out Beck has an aptitude for financial shenanigans. Since he deals in high-end real estate, the basic infrastructure was already in place. There are half a dozen ways to fiddle funds when you buy and sell property, but the mechanisms slow and theres too much paperwork. With money laundering, you want to minimize the paper trail and put as many fire walls as possible between you and the source. His early efforts were clumsy, but hes getting better at this stuff. Now hes set up an offshore companya Panamanian dummy corp called Clements Unlimited. Places like Panama, you can hide a lot of dough because the bank secrecy laws have been tight there since day one. 1941, they took their cue from the Swiss and went to coded accounts. Unfortunately for the bad guys, the numbered account isnt what it once was. Swiss banks dont offer the same level of protection, because theyve taken so much flak for providing cover for thugs. Theyve finally recognized the necessity for getting along in the international banking community and thats motivated their signing treaties with a host of other countries. In effect, theyve agreed to cooperate where theres proof of criminal activity. Panama isnt as eager to please. Theyve got lawyers who create companies in bulk and sell them off to customers who want to sidestep the IRS.


    Youre talking about shell corporations, right?


    He nodded. You can create a sham company according to your specifications or you can buy one ready-made. Once you have a shell in place, you funnel money from the U.S. by way of the shell to any financial haven you choose. Or you can set up an offshore trust. Or you do what Beck did, which was to buy himself a bank-in-a-box and start accepting deposits.


    From whom?


    He makes a point not to inquire too closely, but his primary client is a big-time Los Angeles drug dealer, ostensibly doing business in scrap gold. Beck also dry-cleans money for a major pornography mill and a syndicate that runs a network of hookers and whorehouses down in San Diego County. Guys in the sin trades accumulate millions in cash and what can they do with it? Live lavishly and your neighbors will start to wonder about the source of your wealth. So will the IRS, the DEA, and half a dozen other government agencies. Theres never a shortage of folks who need to run dirty money through the sluice and have it come up clean. The neat thing from Becks perspective is that, until recently, what hes doing wasnt illegal in and of itself.


    Youre kidding.


    Nope. Last year Congress passed the Money Laundering Control Act. Before that, the same basic transactions might have been the focus of an investigation or subject to prosecution under some other statute, but the laundering itself wasnt a crime. Sorry to be so long-winded. Bear with me on this.


    Dont worry about it. Most of this is news to me.


    Me, too. From what Im told, the groundwork was laid in 1970 when the Bank Secrecy Act was passed. The BSA established reporting regulations for financial institutionsbanks, brokerage houses, currency dealers, anybody issuing travelers checks, money orders, shit like that. Theyre required to report certain transactions to the Secretary of the Treasury within fifteen days on a form called the Currency Transaction Reportthe CTRfor any transaction over ten thousand dollars. Are you following?

    
    More or less. How do you know all this stuff?

    
    Most of it I picked up from my IRS pal in the past couple of months. He says in addition to the CTR, theres something called a Currency and Monetary Instrument Report, the AMIR. This is for the people who physically receive or transport cashcarry it, mail it, ship itagain, thats in any amount over ten thousand dollars. Theres another form for casinos, but we dont have to worry about that here. Far as we know, Beck doesnt have ties to any of the big gambling operations, though thats another nice way to scrub a load of cash and get it squeaky clean.


    The government relies on financial institutions to track the flow of cash through the system. Obviously, theres nothing illegal about dealing in large sums as long as all the proper forms get filed. Try to bypass that and youre subject to severe penaltiesassuming youre caught, of course. Beck made a point of cultivating a bunch of banker pals and for a period, he was bribing one of them to look the other way. The bank officer would prepare the CTR as required and place a copy in the files, only instead of shipping the original to the IRS, hed run it through a shredder. Problem is, the banks tend to move these executives from branch to branch, and Beck lost his co-conspirator. Thats how he came to the attention of Internal Revenue. Some new VP at Santa Teresa Savings and Loan noticed a pattern of small deposits that he was pretty sure were all linked to Beck or Becks company. Hes been breaking the big deposits into a series of smaller transactions, hoping to skirt the ten-thousand-dollar requirement for a government report. This is the fundamental maneuver in any laundering operation. Its called structuring, or smurfing. Beck employed a regular road crew of smurfs, whod go from bank to bank here in townsometimes from city to citybuying cashiers checks or money orders in the smaller dollar amountstwo grand, five, sometimes as much as nine, but never over ten. The dribbles and drabs were deposited piecemeal into a single account, and then Beck would use wire transfers to move the whole of it to a couple of offshore banks. After that, hed funnel it back to his clients in a more respectable form.


    Anyway, while all this was going on, the DA was following the money from the other end, tracking funds through the system from a cartel importing marijuana and cocaine into Los Angeles. At some point, the two paths intersected and a red flag went up. Id met the IRS investigator at a conference in D.C. about four years back. Shortly after that, he got assigned to the L.A. office to coordinate the task force. Once Becks name surfaced, the focus shifted to him. The agent, Vince Turner, asked me to act as the local interface. His guys are keeping a low profile because the feds are trying to build a case without Becks getting wind of it.


    Oh, good luck. In this town?


    Were well aware, he said. So far theyve initiated mail and trash covers and theyve been running surveillance, covering his movements in and out of the country. What they need now is an informant, which is where Reba Lafferty comes in.


    I gestured impatiently. Youre kidding. Shes in love with the man. Shed never rat him out.


    Dont be so sure . . .


    I am sure. Shes smitten. Thats how shes managed to hold herself together for the past two years. They wrote to each other and talked on the phone a couple of times a week. Thats how she survived. I got it straight from her.


    Just hear me out, he said. You know the background on this.


    Of course. She ripped off his company for megabucks over a two-year period


    While she and Beck were having an affair, he said.


    I know that. So what?


    So under the circumstances, doesnt it seem strange hed take up with her again the minute she gets out?


    Well, yeah. Matter of fact, I asked her about that myself. She claims hes forgiven her. She says he knew she was self-destructive and couldnt help herself. Or words to that effect.


    He was shaking his head. Nope. Dont think so. It doesnt ring true.


    Im not defending the point. Im just telling you what she said. I agree with you. Its hard to believe Beck would turn the other cheek. So whats the deal? I gather you know something I dont.


    Cheney leaned forward, lowering his voice. I tilted my head closer and felt the whisper of his breath against my cheek as he spoke. She took the fall for him. He had her set up accounts for a couple of phony companies. Shed invoice for bogus goods and services, then write checks out of accounts payable. Hed sign em and shed send em off to a post office box. Later, shed pick em up and deposit the money to a phony account. Sometimes, hed wire the money offshore or shed withdraw the cash herself and pass it on to him.


    I dont get it. Whys he stealing from himself?


    He has people to pay off and this is how he covers his butt. He cant siphon off large sums of cash without an explanation. If hes ever audited, the IRS will want to know where the money went. He figured hed disguise the fact hes draining off the bucks by making it look like a legitimate business expense.


    Why not use money from one of his offshore accounts?


    Who knows the rationale? By then hed cooked up a couple new schemes anyway and he was anxious to shift gears. He talked Reba into going down for the three hundred and fifty thou and he came out smelling like a rose. Since she claimed shed gambled all the money away, who could prove otherwise? Truth is, shes always had a gambling problem and she was already making trips to Vegas and Reno, which suited him to a tee.


    But howd he talk her into it?


    Same way guys talk women into anything. He promised her the moon.


    I cant believe she went to jail for him. What an idiot.


    Cheney shrugged. My IRS buddy says there was talk of approaching her back then, offering to cut her a deal, but at the time, they were just setting up shop and couldnt afford to take the risk. Now its crunch time. They need the inside track and shes it.


    Beck must have a company comptroller and accountants. Why not one of them?


    Theyre working on that angle as a backup plan.


    Well, you better tell em to work hard. If Reba spent two years in prison for Beck, why turn on him now?


    You know hes married . . .


    I could feel my impatience mount. Of course. And Reba knows it, too. He says its a marriage of convenience. I think its a crock and I told her so, but couldnt get her to budge.


    Shes delusional in that case. You see Beck and his wife togetherher names Tracy, by the waytheres no suggestion whatever hes anything less than devoted. Could be an act on his part, but it doesnt look that way.


    Thats how guys are . . .


    Hey, women are the same. Percentagewise, women probably screw around more than men.


    Listen to us. Thats sick. Howd we get so cynical?


    Cheney smiled. It comes with the turf.


    You think Tracy knows about Reba?


    Hard to say. Becks got a ton of money and he treats her like a queen. Maybe from her perspective, its smarter to look the other way. Or maybe she knows and doesnt give a shit.


    Yeah, well, Rebas convinced hes kept his wife in the dark, and furthermore, if Tracy finds out, shell not only divorce his ass, but take him for everything hes got.


    Hows she going to do that? He has money stashed in bank accounts all over the world. And some are banks he owns. Shed end up with the same nightmare were facing, which is how to trace his assets. Rebas got that down cold. She knows where the bodies are buried if we can get to her.


    What makes you think he didnt change it all while she was gone?


    Why would he do that? He may vary the game plan, but the accounts have been in place for years. Setting up an offshore bank is an expensive proposition. Hes not going to go back and start from scratch unless hes forced to. Thats why the feds are so worried about tipping him off. They dont want him to panic before theyre ready to roll.


    What do they want from her?


    Facts and figures, banks, account numberswhatever she can get her hands on. Some of the information they have, but they need corroboration, plus whatever she knows that they havent come up with yet.


    But whats her motivation? Youve got nothing to offer. Shes a free human being. Ask her for help and shell run straight to him.


    Cheney reached into the inner pocket of his sport coat and removed a manila envelope that he pushed across the table.


    Whats this?


    Take a look.


    I undid the clasp. Inside I found a series of grainy black-and-white photographs of Beck, probably taken with a telephoto lens. In two, his companions face wasnt clear, but she appeared to be the same woman. The pictures had been taken on five different occasions, judging from the date and time recorded in the bottom right-hand corner of each print. All had been snapped within the past month. The last photo was a shot of the two of them leaving a motel I recognized on upper State Street. I slid the photos back into the envelope. Whos the woman?


    Her name is Onni. Shes Rebas best friend. Hes been bedding her ever since Reba landed at CIW.


    What a shitheel, I said. And Im supposed to show her those in hopes of persuading her to turn on him?


    Yes.


    I tossed the photos and they skittered across the table to him. You have the resources of the entire United States government at your disposal. Find someone else to do your dirty work.


    Look, I understand where youre coming from, but this isnt penny-ante stuff. What Becks doing is


    I know what hes doing. Dont give me this Money laundering is evil bullshit. I got that already. I dont see why I should be the one who talks Reba into rolling over on him.


    Were guys. We dont know her the way you do. Just call her and chat. The woman trusts you.


    She does not. She doesnt even like me. Im telling you, she got really pissed off when I tried telling her the truth. How can I turn around and call? Shed know I was up to something. She may be an idiot, but she isnt unaware.


    Think about itpleasebefore you make up your mind.


    I stood up and pushed back my chair. All right. Ill think about it. In the meantime, I need to go home and take a bath.
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    I did not sleep well. My encounter with Cheney Phillips had generated a gloom that seemed to permeate my dreams. I woke often and stared up through my skylight at the overcast night sky. His proposal had at least served to diminish his appeal. Reba was vulnerable by nature and only marginally stable, given to veering off course in response to her own internal tumult. So far she seemed fine (sort of) but I didnt want to trip her into a downward spiral when shed just reached solid ground. Shed been free for two days. What would she do if she heard about this? Shed go off the deep end. On the other hand, shed pinned her hopes on a bum and what was I to do? Sooner or later, she was going to learn the truth. Was it better to tell her now while she still had an opportunity to redeem herself?


    At 5:59 A.M. I shut down my alarm and pulled on my sweats in preparation for a run. I went through my usual bathroom routinebrushing my teeth, splashing water on my face, lamenting the state of my hair, which was sticking up every which way. I looped my housekey in my shoelace, locked the apartment, and started walking at a fast pace toward the bike path that runs parallel to the beach.


    Gradually I broke into a trot, my muscles protesting. My feet felt leaden, as though someone had affixed ten-pound weights to the bottoms of my shoes. The sun had already risen and for once there was no evidence of fog. The day promised to be a good one, clear and sunny. Across the rumble of the surf, I could hear the barking of a sea lion, probably some hoary old guy whod staked out a place for himself on a marker buoy. In hopes of shaking off my depression, I picked up the pace, my sights focused on the bathhouse where I made my turnaround. By the time I started back, I wasnt exactly light of heart, but I didnt feel quite so dead.


    I finished my run and walked the last couple of blocks to cool down. When I reached home, I saw Matties car parked in Henrys drive. Oh goody. I let myself into my place, showered, dressed, and ate a bowl of cereal. As I left for the office, I picked up the tantalizing scent of bacon and eggs wafting across the patio. Henrys kitchen door was open and through the screen, I heard laughter and chatting. I smiled, imagining the two of them sitting down to breakfast together. I knew better than to think shed spent the night with him. Hes entirely too proper to compromise her reputation, but an early morning get-together was well within the purview of Emily Post.


    I crossed the yard and tapped on the door frame. He responded, inviting me to come in, though his tone wasnt quite as chipper as Id hoped. I let myself in, thinking Uhoh. Henry had reverted to his usual dress codeflip-flops, white T-shirt, and tan shorts. The kitchen showed all the signs of a recent mealdirty skillets and bowls, an array of spices near the stove. Dishes and utensils were piled in the sink, and the counter was gritty with toast crumbs. Henry was at the sink, running water for a fresh pot of coffee, while Mattie sat at the kitchen table engrossed in a conversation with William and Lewis.


    I caught the dynamic in a flash and I could feel myself wince. William had set this up. Hed been infuriated by Henrys attitude where Mattie was concerned. Lewis had no such qualms. I knew William had been chatting with Lewis on the phone, but I hadnt thought much of it. Now I had visions of his maneuvering Lewis onto the scene, assuming Henrys competitive instincts would kick in. Instead, Henry was reacting like a schoolboy, withdrawn and insecure in the presence of his brothers cockiness. Maybe William didnt care which of his brothers snagged Mattie as long as one of them did.


    From what I knew of the family history, Lewistwo years older than Henryhad always asserted his superiority in matters of the heart. Neither Lewis nor Henry had ever married, and though I hadnt quizzed them on the subject, there was one reference I remembered. In 1926 Henry had taken Lewiss girlfriend away from him. Henry claimed Lewis had never fully recovered from the insult. Now, to all appearances, Lewis was finally mounting a retaliatory campaign. Hed made a point of dressing smartlystarched white shirt, vest, suit coat, his shoes shined, his trousers sharply creased. Like his two younger brothers, Lewis had all his hair and most of his teeth. I saw him as Mattie musthandsome, attentive, with none of Henrys reticence. The two brothers had met her on the same Caribbean cruise and Lewis had pursued her relentlessly. Hed signed up for Matties watercolor class, and while his efforts were crude, shed admired his enthusiasm and his doggedness. Henry claimed he was only flirting, but Mattie didnt see it that way. Now here he was again, stepping into the picture just as Henry was making headway.


    Coffee? Henry asked me. Even his voice sounded bruised, though he was covering as well as he could.


    Sure, Ill take a cup. Thanks.


    Mattie? Fresh pot coming up.


    Love some, she said, distracted by the anecdote Lewis was in the midst of telling. Henry wasnt listening. The story was probably one hed heard before and he knew how it would end. I was so focused on Henry I didnt hear much of it myself. Lewis reached the punch line and both William and Mattie burst out laughing.


    I sat down at the table and when the merriment subsided, I glanced at Mattie. So whats up today? The two of you have plans?


    Oh, no. I cant stay. Ive got responsibilities at home.


    Lewis slapped the table. Nonsense! Theres a show at the art museum. I read about it in the paper and I know its one youd love.


    What sort of show?


    Blown glass. Extraordinary. Its a traveling exhibit the reviewer called a must-see. At least stay for that. Afterward, we could have a bite of lunch at a Mexican restaurant right there in the arcade. Theres an art gallery across the court you really should see. You could talk to the owner about your work. Maybe shed agree to represent you.


    William chimed in. Fabulous idea. Dont go rushing off. Take a little time for yourself.


    I felt my head swivel. William was beaming like a mother at a dance recital.


    I said, Uh, Henry? Could I see you for a minute? Ive got a problem at my place.


    What sort of problem?


    Its just something I have to show you. It wont take long.


    Ill look into it later. Cant it wait?


    Really not, I said, hoping to signal him with my tone.


    He seemed resigned or annoyed, I couldnt tell which. He turned to Mattie. You wont mind if I slip out for a minute?


    Not at all. I can tidy up the kitchen while youre gone.


    Thats not necessary, Henry said. Ill take care of the dishes as soon as I get back.


    Take your time, Lewis said, airily. Well get the place all shipshape and then take a walk on the beach. Mattie needs some fresh air. Place is like an oven in here.


    Henry turned a bleak eye on Lewis. If its all the same to you, Id prefer to clean the kitchen myself.


    Lewis made a face. Oh, loosen up, for Petes sake. Youre like a little old lady. Were not going to mess with your precious things. I promise well keep all the spices in alphabetical order. Go on. Get out of here. Were fine.


    Henrys cheeks flushed with embarrassment. I tucked my arm into his and steered him toward the door. I could tell he was torn between wanting to defend himself and wanting to escape the torment. I didnt think Mattie was being mean. Her affection for both brothers was doubtless genuine. She simply wasnt tuned into the rivalry between the two.


    The screen door banged shut behind us and we crossed the yard. As soon as I let him into my apartment, I could see Henry scrutinize the premises, his expression sour, looking for the problem he was there to fix. I hope its not the plumbing. Im not in the mood to crawl under the house.


    There isnt any problem. I had to get you out of there. You need to chill out. You cant let Lewis get under your skin like that.


    He gave me a stony look. I dont know what youre talking about.


    I couldnt tell if he was actually that obtuse or feigning ignorance to avoid addressing the point. Yes, you do. Lewis is flirting, but he flirts with every woman he sees. It doesnt mean anything. Youve got twice his charm and twice his good looks. Besides, youre the one she came to see. You cant let him swoop in like that and sweep her off her feet.


    Swoop and sweep?


    You know what I mean. Shes taking the path of least resistance. That doesnt mean she likes him any better than you.


    I wouldnt be so sure. Mattie couldnt set aside time for me. Let him propose an outing and suddenly shes got all day.


    But you could have proposed something just as easily.


    I did. I suggested breakfast.


    And she agreed. The only thing I dont understand is how Lewis and William ended up over there as well.


    A remarkable coincidence. The two were taking their morning constitutional and just happened to be passing as she pulled into the drive. They stopped for a chat and naturally, she invited them to join us. Now she intends to spend the rest of the day with him.


    She never said that. Whats the matter with you? So Lewis came up with a plan. Big deal. Think of a better one and stand your ground.


    Its not up to me. Its Matties call. Lewis is being pushy and competitive, vying for her attention. The way hes acting, he might as well be eight.


    Well, thats true, I said. He is competitive with you.


    Precisely. And its revoltinggrown men scrapping over her like dogs with a bone. No gentleman should impose himself when its a ladys right to choose.


    Mattie isnt choosing. Shes being nice.


    Fine. She can be as nice as she pleases. Far be it from me to interfere.


    Oh, come on, Henry. Dont be like that.


    But thats how I am. Thats exactly how I am.


    Stubborn and proud.


    I cant change my nature. I refuse.


    So dont change your nature. Change your attitude.


    I wont. If shes so easily swayed by his flirtation, as you so aptly refer to it, then perhaps Ive misjudged her. I assumed she was a woman of integrity and common sense. Hes vain and superficial and if she finds that appealing, then so be it.


    Would you get off your high horse? Youre only taking that position to avoid a fight. You think if you go head-to-head with him, youll lose out, but thats just not true.


    You have no idea what I think.


    Okay. Youre right. I shouldnt speak for you. Why dont you tell me how it feels.


    It doesnt feel like anything. This is all beside the point. Mattie has her preferences and I have mine.


    Preferences?


    Thats right. I prefer to be accepted for myself. I prefer not to dictate the behavior of others or have them dictate to me.


    Whats that got to do with Lewis?


    She thinks hes entertaining. I do not. In addition, I find his sudden appearance highly suspect.


    Really, I said. I was reluctant to communicate my own suspicions about William unless Henry voiced them first.


    Henry went on. I believe she spoke to Lewis on the phone and he flew out in response.


    Whered you get that?


    He didnt seem the least bit surprised at finding her here, which means he knew in advance. And how could he have known unless she told him herself?


    He could have heard from someone else.


    Who?


    Rosie.


    Rosie doesnt chat with Lewis. Why would she talk to him? She barely talks to me.


    William, then. He could have mentioned it in passing.


    I see youre determined to protect her.


    All Im doing is injecting a note of reality. No ones plotting behind your back. Well, Lewis, maybe, but not Mattie. You know better.


    Youre implying Im paranoid, but this is not my imagination. Matties intention was to come for breakfast and then drive straight home. Lewis suggested something off the top of his head and now shes delaying her return. Yes or no?


    No.


    Yes.


    Lets not argue. I dont think theres anything afoot, but you do, so lets drop the subject. My only point . . . well, I dont even know what my only point is. My only point is dont give up on her. And thats all Im going to say.


    Good. Now if youll excuse me, I have to get back to my kitchen and my little-old-lady ways.
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    I went to the office and locked myself in. Truly, it was more restful to ponder crime than human beings in love. Here I was trying to talk Henry into the very thing I was trying to talk Reba out of, and neither one would listen. Then again, why would they? Ive bungled every relationship Ive ever been in so its not like my advice is worth much.


    I opened the window in hopes of creating a little cross-ventilation. The thermometer outside on the window frame read 74 degrees. It felt hotter than that to me. I sat down, put my feet up on the desk, and rocked back in my swivel chair. I studied my surroundings with a sense of discontent. The windows were so dingy I could hardly see out. Grime on the windowsill. Dust on my fake plant. My desk was covered with junk and the trash can was filled to capacity. I still had boxes I hadnt unpacked since I moved in and that was five months ago. What a slattern I was.


    I got up and went into my tiny kitchen, where I scrounged under the sink for a bucket, a sponge, and a quart of virulent yellow liquid that resembled toxic waste. I spent the morning scrubbing surfaces, vacuuming, dusting, shining, polishing, unpacking, and putting things away. By noon, while I was hot, tired, and sweaty, my mood had improved. But not for long.


    There was a knock on the door. I opened it to find a courier standing on my doorstep with an envelope in hand. I signed for it and opened it, pulling out a check from Nord for $1,250 in response to the invoice Id sent him the day before. The handwritten note that accompanied the payment indicated the $250 bonus was for a job well done.


    I wasnt so sure. Psychologically, the bonus put me in his debt and triggered another round of peeps from my conscience, which Id thought to pacify with all the cleaning Id done. I was right back in the thick of my debate. Should I tell Reba what was going on or should I not? More important, should I bring her father into the loop? His single admonitionto which Id agreedwas to keep him informed of any backsliding on her part. This hadnt happened yet (as far as I knew), but if I told her about Beck and Onni, what would she do? She was going to crash and burn. And if I didnt tell her and she somehow got wind of itwhich was not out of the question in a town this sizemuch crashing and burning would ensue anyway. Shed begged me not to tell her father about Beck, but Reba wasnt the one who was paying my bills. Witness this check.


    I tried to think of an overriding principle that might applysome moral code that would guide my decision. I couldnt think of one. Then I wondered if I had morals or principles of any kind, and that made me feel worse.


    The phone rang. I picked it up and said, What, rather more rudely than Id intended.


    Cheney laughed. You sound stressed.


    Well, I am. Do you have any idea the bind youve put me in?


    Im sorry. I know its tough. Would it help if we talked?


    Whats to talk about? Betraying that poor girl? Giving her the news about his screwing around?


    I told you hes a bad man.


    But isnt it just as bad to go after her like that?


    You have any other suggestions? Because were open to just about anything. God knows, we dont want to pull out the big guns unless we have to. The girls freaky enough.


    Thats for sure. I notice youre using the term we, so I assume youve thrown in your lot with the IRS.


    This is a law-enforcement issue. Im a cop.


    Well, Im not.


    Would you at least have a chat with my IRS pal?


    So he can pile his bullshit on top of yours? Thats a happy proposition. I feel like Im going under as it is.


    Look, Im just around the corner. You want to have lunch? Hes on his way up from L.A. and said hed join us. No hard sell. I promise. Just listen to him.


    To what end?


    You know a place called Jays? Hot pastrami sandwiches and the best martinis in town.


    I dont want to drink at lunch.


    Me neither, but we can eat together, yes?


    I said, Hang on. Theres someone at my door. Im going to put you on hold. Ill be back in a second.


    Good deal. Ill wait.


    I pushed the Hold button and laid the receiver on my desk. I got up and paced from the inner office to the outer one. What was wrong with me? Because I did want to see him. And it didnt have anything to do with Reba Lafferty. That subject was just a cover for another form of confusion I was wrestling with. I went into the bathroom and stared at myself in the mirror, noting that I looked like shit. This was ridiculous. I went back to the phone and pushed Hold, activating the line. Give me ten minutes and Ill meet you there.


    Dont be silly. I can swing by. No point in taking two cars when we can make do with one. Its better for the environment.


    Oh, please.


    I locked up the office and waited for him out on the street. There was no point worrying about my grubby jeans or my ratty tennis shoes. My hands smelled like bleach and my turtleneck was stretched out of shape. I needed a complete makeover, but I didnt think I could manage one in the next three to four minutes. Oh, to hell with it. This was business. What difference did it make if I were fresh as a daisy, wearing heels and panty hose? The more immediate problem was Cheneys IRS contact. I was already experiencing a low-level dread at the idea of meeting him. No hard sell, my ass. The man would grind me underfoot.


    Cheney came around the corner in a sporty little red Mercedes convertible. He pulled in at the curb, leaned over, and opened the passenger-side door. I slid in. I thought you drove a Mazda, I said, sounding faintly accusative.


    I left that at home. I also have a six-year-old Ford pickup that I use for surveillance. I took delivery on this baby in Los Angeles last week.


    Slick.


    He turned right at the corner and headed across town. I liked his driving style. No speeding, no showing off, and no reckless moves. Out of the corner of my eye, I noted the matte finish on his red silk windbreakernothing shiny or vulgarwhite dress shirt, the chinos, snappy Italian shoes that probably cost more than my monthly rent. Even in an open car, his aftershave smelled like spices, the scent of tiny blossoms on some night-blooming shrub. This was pitiful. I wanted to lean over and sniff deeply at the side of his face. He glanced at me, smiling, as though he knew what was going on in my head. This was not a good sign.
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