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For Frances and Warren




SurfAir 617 to SFO Control.


Roger, 617, this is Feeder South. I have you at one two thousand, heading zero one five. Descend to one zero thousand. Maintain zero one five, at one niner zero knots.


Six one seven to one zero zero, maintaining zero one five at one niner zero.


Transmitting ATIS, 617.
 

This is Automated Terminal Information Service, San Francisco International Airport, time: eighteen-twenty hours. Wind WSW at twenty, visibility one mile, light overcast, ceiling eight hundred feet, temperature five two degrees, low clouds, fog, drizzle, and haze. ATIS over.


Nice to see you again, Mr. Jastrow.


Hi, beautiful. We going to be on time? This is my third trip this week and I haven’t touched down on schedule yet.


You know how it is—too many planes, not enough runways. You hear about that pilot in Detroit? He was sixteenth in line waiting takeoff clearance, and finally he just told the tower he’d had all he could stand, climbed out of the cockpit, and left his aircraft on the taxiway. If you ask me, they should build him a monument.


It can’t be too bad, Nancy. From the looks of your tan, I’d say you haven’t been spending all your time pushing a service cart.


I just got back from Hawaii.


Must be nice. Go over by yourself?


With my boyfriend. I guess he’s my fiancé now. While we were there we sort of decided to get married.


Congratulations. I’m sure you’ll be very happy. Me and the missus are going on thirty-eight years.


Hey. Wow. That’s impressive, Mr. Jastrow.


All it takes is a little patience and a lot of vitamin E. I’m retiring next month; I tell you that?


Retiring. Wow. I’d retire tomorrow if I could.


You know what?


What?


The only thing I’ll miss is watching you stuff coats in the overhead racks.


Now, Mr. Jastrow.


Well it’s the truth, dagnabbit You just perk the hell out of me, young lady. And I’m old enough to tell it to your face.


SurfAir 617, this is SFO Feeder. Descend and maintain eight thousand, heading zero one zero.


Six one seven to eight thousand at zero one zero. ILS?


Tune Instrument Landing System at one zero niner one.


Ladies and gentlemen, the pilot has turned on the no-smoking and fasten-seat-belt signs and we have begun our descent to San Francisco International Airport. Please extinguish all smoking materials and be sure your seat backs and tray tables are in their full upright positions.


SurfAir 617, this is SFO Feeder. Left turn ninety degrees to two eight zero, maintain eight thousand, speed one niner zero.


Six one seven left to two eight zero.


Traffic at six thousand at seven o’clock. Going to have to send you around the block one time, SurfAir. Sorry about that.


Just do the best you can, pal. I got reservations at Ernie’s.


The first thing I hear is, no way a woman’s going to get that account. Right? Well, you know how that crap jacks me up. So I go in the conference room, which is nothing more than a double-wide trailer with a pool table in it, and there they are. Seven of them. Muscles hanging off them like grapefruits; belt buckles the size of Vogue; chewing tobacco, cowboy boots, the whole Marlboro bit. So I go into my Barbie routine: I don’t know why they sent me down here, guys. I’m only a woman, so I know I’ll never understand the construction business the way men do, but I just hope you’ll give me a few minutes of your time because we do have a wonderful product, and if you’ll help me understand your needs and not hold it against me when I say something really dumb, I think I can persuade you that the Ajax Aluminum Framing Stud can save you time and money in any job from a bathroom remodel to a thirty-story high rise. Well, hell. They laughed and spit and coughed and farted, and by the time I was done, four of them had hard-ons, two of them had asked me out, and I had an order for a half-million linear feet of studs. I see a five-figure bonus at Christmas or I’m out of there, let me tell you.


So did you sleep with one of them or not?


Hell, no. I screwed a CPA I met on the plane. Man, did he explode some stereotypes.


Six one seven, this is Feeder South. Descend and maintain six thousand, left to one niner zero at one seven zero knots.


Six one seven to six thousand, left to one niner zero.


Contact Bay Approach at one five four point two.


Six one seven adios and thanks.


Why aren’t we there yet, Mommy?


Because it’s foggy so we’re being extra careful, like when we go to the beach sometimes and I drive real slow? But I saw some lights a while ago, so we must be getting close.


Will Daddy be there when we land?


You know he will. He told you last night on the phone, remember?


What are you doing, Mommy?


Putting my knitting in my bag.


Why is your bag up there?


So it won’t bounce around if we hit a bump.


There’s no bumps in the air, Mommy.


I hope you’re right Did you have a good time in the city, Randy?


It was okay. Is Gramma real sick?


Well, she’s kind of sick. Not real sick.


Is she going to die?


No. Not for a long time.


Longer than me?


Grandma Kate will die a long time before you do, honey. Almost everyone in the world will die before you do.


Even you and Dad?


Even me and Dad.


Cabin attendants prepare for landing.


I just hate this.


Flying?


Well, taking off and landing, at least. Why are we shaking like that?


See out there? Those things sticking down from the wings are the slats and flaps. They slow us down and give us extra lift, but they make it a little bumpy, too. Just close your eyes. Give me your hand. Lean back. Now think about what we’ve been doing all week.


I’m not sure I like what we’ve been doing all week.


You didn’t seem to mind it at the time. In fact, last night you said you didn’t want it to end.


I don’t mean the sex, Jack. I mean the cheating.


I thought we already worked that out.


I did, too. But I keep wondering how I’m going to look Spitter in the eye when we get home.


Spitter doesn’t need to know anything about this. Neither does your sister, and neither does anyone else in Altoona. Christ. This is a real downer, Carol.


Sorry.


Come on; lighten up. Don’t look so sad.


I’m not sad; I’m just … tired. I’m very, very tired. And at this moment all I can think about is how completely perverted this is.


Shit Since when did you get so damned high and—


Not us. Flying. If human beings were made to fly, why did God invent Adidas? Of course, I suppose to most people flying’s not nearly as unnatural as adultery.


Come on, Carol; give me a break. I told you I’m going to end it. Right after Easter. I can’t very well walk out on her at Easter, can I?


Of course not. If you did that, little Laura would have to spend Easter the same way I do—drunk on my ass with a chocolate bunny.


Bay Approach to SurfAir 617. Good evening.


Howdy, honey. How’s every little thing?


Everything is A-OK. Six one seven, turn left ninety degrees, to base leg one zero zero. Descend and maintain five thousand, speed one six zero knots.


Six one seven to five thousand, base one zero zero.


Traffic at six thousand, three o’clock, and three thousand, ten o’clock. Expect runway one two left.


One two left. Thanks.


You follow American 262, now at two o’clock. You are five miles from marker.


It was nice of you to take us with you, Lee. The children loved it. Look at them. They’re still in Tomorrowland.


I wish we could do this more often, Kiko.


We will.


One day, yes. But when?


Soon. I saw the looks on their faces. They were very impressed with your presentation. And with you.


They see a hundred men like me every year. All begging for money to finance a new business, just the way I did.


They will help you, Lee. I know they will.


I hope so, Kiko. I hope so.


SurfAir 617, this is Bay Approach. Reduce speed to one five zero. Contact tower on twelve twenty.


Confirm altitude, Approach.


Altitude five thousand.


Roger. Thanks for the help, darlin’. Tower, this is SurfAir 617. Request landing instructions.


I told you the play was guano, Jerry. It doesn’t matter, you said. Clarence Van Autsen can make magic out of the yellow pages, you said. Well, my fucking Oscar jumped off the shelf at the first act curtain, Jerry, to put itself out of its misery. Clarence is through selling himself for chump change, pal; I’m not going to make a hemorrhoid of myself again no matter how good the bread is. It’s class from now on—O’Neill, Williams, Miller—and that’s it From now on it’s quality or I spend the winter in Palm Springs, baking out the booze.


Clarence?


Yeah, babe?


You know I love you, Clar, but sweetheart, I got a question. What the hell you think you’re going to live on down in the Springs? Coconuts? I mean Titleists aren’t edible, sweetheart, you know what I’m saying?


Six one seven, this is SF Tower. Descend and maintain three thousand, heading zero one zero, speed one five zero knots. Wind WSW at three five, ceiling six, rain, visibility one-half mile.


Roger. Six one seven to three thousand at zero one zero.


I’ve got pop-up traffic one mile at nine o’clock, 617. Altitude unknown.


Roger. Pop-up not in view.


Feel better?


Not as good as I’ll feel when we’re on the ground. Jack, when we get home to Altoona, we’ve got to talk.


About what?


Us. Laura. Everything.


Jesus. Why can’t you just enjoy it, huh, Carol? Why can’t you just let it happen?


I’m not built that way. I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, but believe it or not, I try to be a moral person. I need to think this is all going to be … proper, sooner or later.


I told you we’ll make it legal, if that’s what you really want.


I do, Jack. Flying makes me feel awfully mortal, you know? I don’t want to die a sinner.


God’ll save you, baby; sin or no sin. Don’t you listen to those guys on TV? That’s the nifty thing about God—He has to save us all. It’s His job, for Christ’s sake.


Yeah, well, I hope He hasn’t been laid off.


SurfAir 617 to Tower. Request … hey! What the hell is that?


Jesus. Where’d he come from? Pull up, Bill. Goddamnit, he’s going to fly right into us. Full power! Get this fucker up!


Mommy?


Hang on, honey.


Mommy. I’m scared, Mommy.


Hang on to my hand, honey. It’ll be okay.


Where is he? Did he hit us?


I don’t know, I … it’s not responsive. I can’t get the damned thing—


What was that bump?


Cargo?


Cargo my ass. He clipped our stabilizer. If I can just—hey! I’ve got stick shaker! We’re stalling, goddamnit. How the hell … what’s our air speed?


One four oh and falling. Like a fucking rock.


What’s wrong?


Nothing, honey. A little turbulence. We just flew over the coastal range, and—


That’s not turbulence. We’re out of control. My God. It’s really happening.


Naw. They’ll handle it. Probably a near miss and we’re in a tight turn. Happens all the time.


We’re crashing, Jack, you idiot.


Tower to 617. Are you in trouble? You should still be at three thousand.


Speed one twenty and falling.


We’ve got to get it up. Not the nose, damnit! The nose is too high already.


I know. I’m trying to force her down, but it’s not—


Altitude fifteen hundred and falling. We’ve got to get up or we’ll hit that ridge.


I know. I know, for Christ’s sake.


Kiko.


Lee.


Hold the boy’s hand.


Yes.


I love you, Kiko.


And I you.


We will be together at the Buddha’s knee.


I am praying for it, Lee. With all my heart.


Tower to 617. You’re off course. Return to zero one zero. Increase altitude to three thousand.


Is that what I think it is?


Yeah, shit. Ground proximity warning. No way we make the ridge. Okay, guys, we’re going in. I’ll try to trim her up, but—


Tower, tell Mary I love her. Tell her I’m sorry I—


Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.


Sit down, Mr. Jastrow. Please. You have to sit down or you won’t be able to—


Randy? Remember when the stewardess told us about the doors that led out to the wing? Now, listen to me. After we land, I want you to run to that door right over there. It may be dark, and people may be yelling and screaming, something may even be on fire, but you just ignore everyone else and run to the door and climb out on the wing and go to the end of it and jump off and then run as far away from the plane as you can. Understand? Just run and run till you can’t run anymore.


Why, Mommy?


Don’t wait for me, Randy. Do you hear? Don’t wait. Just run and run and—


Mommy, why is that man crying?


Save me, Carol. I don’t want to die. Please? Don’t let this happen to me. I really don’t want to die.


I don’t think I can help you this time, Jack.


Laura? Honey? Can you hear me? I love you, Laura. I’m sorry for everything. I really, truly am. If I get out of this, I’ll make it right again. You’ll see. I’ll—


You bastard. I hope you burn in hell.


Tower to SurfAir. Tower to SurfAir. Goddamnit. What the hell happened? I think they’re down. Lord Jesus. Hey! Over here, Stan. I’ve lost them. How the hell? … How many seats in that new Hastings, anyway? Over a hundred, right? Good God Almighty. Hey. Don’t look at me like that. It wasn’t my fault. I don’t even know what went on up there. Jesus. I knew something like this was going to happen. I fucking knew it.




PART I




ONE


At yet another banquet, Alec Hawthorne lolls beneath a glittering chandelier watching his food turn tepid and his wine go sour while he patiently awaits his cue. At least he is in Paris, the hotel the finest in the city, which means it is the finest in the world, so the room is therefore perfect: frescoed ceilings, gilded paneling, flatware cast from bullion, porcelain as luminous as pearls, livery worthy of an Antoinette or even a de Gaulle. But if the occasion and the trappings are familiar, the audience is not.


Normally, the faces that arrange themselves so they can see and hear and envy him belong to lawyers. Hawthorne is asked to speak to an assemblage of his colleagues at least fifty times a year, accepting only those invitations from his alma mater, the ABA, and the half-dozen trial-advocacy seminars that offer the most luxurious venues or the most exorbitant emoluments. On such occasions he hears himself described as a “superstar,” a “million-dollar lawyer,” and similar sobriquets designed to establish that he is someone who can teach the plodding practitioner how to make big bucks. And he can, oddly enough—although it is not what they want to hear, not the “secret” they assume he knows or the formula they assume he follows. He can teach them that the only certain way to riches in the legal profession is to work your ass off—nights, days, weekends; birthdays, anniversaries, holidays—until your eyes ache and your head pounds and your underlings exchange estimations of your madness. What he leaves them to discover for themselves is that the only thing you have time to do once the bucks roll in is watch some idiot investment adviser flush them down a speculative sewer. As for the pittance that manages to escape such clutches, well, even if the IRS doesn’t invalidate your avoidance scheme and your former wives don’t convert it all to alimony, you still won’t find time to do anything with the money that’s elevating, or even fun.


Work. It is the sponge of his time, the fulcrum of his life, what has gotten him where he is and also where he isn’t, which is in the bosom of a happy family instead of sitting at a formal dais in the ballroom of a palace he has somehow come to consider his due. Still, although he is never unaware that getting where he is has involved some rather weighty trade-offs, at this point in his life Alec Hawthorne does not often regret the bargain.


Comforted by the well-worn rationale, Hawthorne sighs, then sips a nice Bordeaux. In the next moment, because his mind operates as often by Newtonian as by Freudian principles, his serenity is routed by a pang of fear. He is suddenly convinced he is an imposter, present at the dais under false pretenses, a con man who will momentarily be found to know nothing about the law or the world or even about himself.


A molten flow of insecurity descends from his throat to his abdomen. He closes his eyes and holds his breath. After a minute the specter of ineptitude disappears, leaving behind a burning belly and a skim of sweat. Wiping his brow with a magnificently woven napkin, Hawthorne turns his attention to the center of the dais, where proceedings are ready to begin.


A rotund man stands, clears his throat, passes a hand across his gleaming pate, and manages a sentence on the second try. “Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention, please. Thank you. As program chairman of the Association of Commercial Airline Pilots’ thirty-fifth annual convention, I have the privilege of introducing the keynote speaker of the evening. I say privilege, because our guest tonight is truly a bird of a different feather, as it were. He is not a pilot or aeronautical engineer or airline executive. Alec Hawthorne is a lawyer, and in the opinion of most, he is the heir apparent to the throne of the legendary Ed Haroldson, the foremost aviation attorney of our time.


“Alec is no stranger to the association. Most of you have heard of him; several of you have worked with him on a consulting basis in one of his many lawsuits; a few of you have been grilled by him on the witness stand or at a deposition, and it is no secret that more than one of our members has taken an early retirement after enduring that ordeal. Alec’s accomplishments are many, but perhaps foremost is this: In the past twenty-five years, Alec Hawthorne has recovered more than half a billion dollars—that’s right, billion—on behalf of the victims of air disasters, their families, and heirs. And in the process of collecting those sums, Alec has been a primary factor in pointing the finger of blame in such proceedings where it justifiably belongs.


“It was Alec Hawthorne who first made public that the cockpit instrumentation of the DC-8 was arranged so that a pilot could, entirely by accident, put the engines into reverse thrust while airborne; that the instruments in different models of the Caravelle were in different locations, leading to pilot confusion and passenger jeopardy; that the T-tail design of the early 727s caused a dangerously excessive sink rate, resulting in premature touchdown. Such revelations led not only to large verdicts for Mr. Hawthorne’s clients but to the actions necessary to remedy the defects. In other words, our guest has been the leader in showing that pilot error—the so-called ‘Oh Christ’ activity—that is all too often cited as the cause of an air disaster, is almost always design-induced, the result of engineering that fails to account for the human factors inevitably present in modern aviation.”


The chairman wipes his brow again, gulps some water, glances nervously to his side to see how it is going so far, then shuffles his notes and clears his throat. “Pilots, as the saying goes, are the first ones at the scene of an accident. Because Alec Hawthorne may be the world’s foremost authority on why planes crash, we have asked him to speak to us tonight on the general subject of safety in the skies and on the international airline pilots’ role in improving airline performance. Ladies and gentlemen, I am proud to present Alec Hawthorne, Esquire, the best friend a commercial pilot ever had.”


The applause is hesitant, then swells, as if a collective decision has been reached that, on this evening at least, he is one of them. Smiling vaguely into the adulation, Hawthorne unfolds his six feet three inches and makes his way to the podium, which, draped in velvet and satin, reminds him of the lining of a coffin. He extracts his notes from his jacket. In the light from the chandelier, the jottings seem animate and surreal. To subdue a moment of vertigo he samples the tumbler to his left, then takes a deep breath and rids himself of all but the requisite sense that he is as supreme as the monarch who once held court in this very building. Still, as he looks into the mirror of a thousand eyes, he feels less a monarch than a badly frightened child.


“The aviation industry has come a long way since 1783,” he begins, “when a Frenchman in a smoke balloon made the first recorded flight. It took Magellan two years to circumnavigate the globe, but by 1980 you could fly around the world in forty-four hours and six minutes, not with Chuck Yeager in an experimental jet, but on regularly scheduled airlines. When Cal Rodgers became the first person to cross the United States by plane, it took him sixty-nine hops and forty-nine days and he crashed fifteen times along the way. Today, routes such as the red-eye from LA to New York are both routine and essential to many industries, not the least the movies.


“From the beginning, safety was a major concern, of course, and even in the early days steps were taken to make the airways safer. In the 1920s, cross-country flights began to follow the rail lines for guidance. After a few head-on collisions in the fog, the pilots figured out that if they each agreed to fly on the right side of the tracks, they wouldn’t run into each other anymore. Such primitive navigational aids seem ludicrous in this day of radar and transponders, yet airplanes still fly into each other, most recently the midair collision over Cerritos, California, involving an Aeromexico DC-9 and a Piper Archer. It’s not as bad as it once was, when thirty-one of the first forty mail pilots lost their lives in crashes, but you and I both know it’s still not as good as it should and could be. They used to say there were only three things important to a pilot—sex, seniority, and salary. I’m here tonight to tell you that you—each of you—had better add a fourth s to that list, and that s must stand for safety.


“You know all too well the pressures that engulf the industry today. Although the figures I’m going to mention apply to aviation in the United States, their message must be heard around the globe. Indeed, in a world where Singapore Air goes from the fifty-fourth largest air carrier in 1972 to the seventh largest ten years later, the American experience may be only the tip of the iceberg.


“In two important senses, the pressure on the industry is the result of actions of the federal government. In 1978, Congress deregulated commercial aviation. Airlines multiplied like rabbits, only to be gobbled up in merger mania, which often led to firings or wage cutbacks for ground personnel and two-tier wage structures for flight crews that saw one pilot earn three times what another pilot was paid to do the same job. Such developments fostered employee unrest and walkouts by pilots to protest wage and safety conditions—even to charges of sabotage by disgruntled workers.


“On the consumer side, fares on well-traveled routes plummeted, resulting in a fifty percent increase in air traffic since 1979, a crush that has led one commentator to call modern air travel the most constrained form of mass transport since the slave ships. Competition has become so intense that established carriers such as Braniff, Frontier, and Continental—even TWA and Eastern—fly high for a time, then fall into the bog of bankruptcy, reorganization, or hostile takeover. Meanwhile, the surviving carriers look for savings wherever they can find them, and too many find them in their maintenance and training programs. Airframe manufacturers feel the competitive crunch as well. Since 1952, twenty-two new aircraft have been designed, built, and made operational, yet only two of those planes have made money for the companies that built them.


“So much for deregulation. A second policy threatens the industry just as much, the policy that results from the notion that government is simply a burden upon us all, that it has no role to play in providing for the health and welfare of its citizens. At least as far as aviation is concerned, that proposition is both nonsensical and dangerous.


“As a result of the president’s attitude toward their union, and of the budget cuts he imposed on all levels of government, the ranks of air traffic controllers have thinned to the danger point at a time when the drop in fares has caused traffic to expand beyond the capacities of virtually all airports and air routes. It is not by chance that critical near midairs—when aircraft pass within a hundred feet of each other—have doubled in the past two years, to the extent that one such incident occurs every other day.


“The simple fact is, commercial aviation is skating on the edge of disaster. Consider the following:


“1. Because of administration budget cuts, there were only 1,332 Federal Aviation Administration safety inspectors last year, compared with 2,012 in 1979.


“2. In 1978 the FAA employed eleven thousand computer, radar, and systems-maintenance technicians. Today only fifty-five hundred people perform those functions.


“3. There are three thousand fewer airline mechanics servicing seventeen hundred more aircraft than were in the air five years ago.


“4. Although the average age of aircraft flying today is more than a year older than in 1980—meaning metal fatigue in the frame and skin occurs more frequently—the airlines spend only $69.18 per flight hour on structural maintenance, compared with $76.66 per flight hour in 1980.


“I don’t have to tell you the bottom line. In 1985 these forces came together with predictable consequences—more than two thousand people lost their lives in air disasters, making it the worst year in aviation history. Fortunately, last year this tragic trend reversed and not one passenger was killed while flying on a major American airline. However, the Aeromexico midair that killed more than eighty persons, including fifteen on the ground, makes the domestic fatality statistic for 1986 less reassuring than it appears.


“As the chairman noted, my specialty is crashes—their causes and their aftermath. Most air disasters can be traced to a specific event, but seldom are the precipitating events the same. In the JAL 747 crash in Japan, the aft bulkhead collapsed because of improper repair work by the manufacturer. In Dallas, a severe wind-shear condition went both undetected and unreported and drove a Delta L1011 TriStar into the ground as it approached the field. Every day, it seems, the papers carry yet another article about a near miss in the skies that threatened a collision like the one that brought down Aeromexico, to the extent that a recent poll of the members of this organization listed a midair collision as their greatest fear.


“But behind the specific causes of these disasters are general problems that can and must be addressed—neglect, cutbacks, layoffs, shortcuts, delayed implementation of technology. I’m here to remind you that commercial pilots play an important role in reversing the trends I’ve just referred to. The reason is simple. Without you, the planes don’t fly.


“Let me make some suggestions. First, you must expand and energize your air safety committee. Second, you must bring pressure to bear, to the point of work stoppage if necessary, to implement the following improvements:


“One thousand additional traffic controllers must be hired and trained immediately, before the system collapses.


“The FAA’s withdrawal of the proposal to require wind-shear-detection devices in commercial aircraft and at major airports should be vigorously protested. Wind shear has caused eighteen major accidents since 1972; it is absurd that the IBM corporate fleet carries wind-shear-detection technology but commercial airliners do not.


“General aviation aircraft—all planes in the air, no matter how small—must be required to install Mode C transponders that reveal to the traffic controllers not only their position but also their altitude.


“You must demand that the FAA address the many deficiencies in the traffic control system beyond the lack of adequate personnel. Steps must be taken to …”


By the time the soliloquy has ended, no one believes its message more fervently than the man who has delivered it.


Because he lived in Altoona when the land next to the water tower had been occupied by a De Soto dealer instead of a stone-and-steel structure that could have served as a monument to the steam radiator, Keith Tollison thought of the courthouse as new. In terms of years it was, he supposed, but like many of those summoned to its dusky chambers, the building had not taken very good care of itself, had withered prematurely and emitted the subtle stench of age. At the moment, however, the municipal musk was masked by the heady fume of panic emanating from the man who sat beside Tollison hoping his leisure suit was an ice-blue igloo that would shield him from a vengeful world.


Tollison inclined his head and whispered. “It’s like I told you this morning, Larry. If I don’t win this motion, we’ll have to put on a defense. Since we don’t have one, that’s not a good development. I’ll make one last stab at a plea bargain, but since I won’t have any leverage if my motion’s denied, we’ll have to go to the jury. I’ve tried a hundred of these, Larry, and unless you’ve bribed one of those people in the box, there’s no way they’ll find you anything but guilty. Which means you’re on your way to jail, given your priors. In other words, Larry, old buddy, I suggest you wish me luck.”


At his side, his client bowed his head and closed his eyes, a caricature of contrition that was by now so familiar it was infuriating. Tollison shook his head with a disgust he hoped was disguised as pity and got to his feet.


“Yes, Mr. Tollison?” His body as weary as his inflection, the trial judge was virtually horizontal, his robe more a shroud than a cloak, his chair more a catafalque than a high-backed throne.


“The defense moves for a directed verdict of acquittal on all charges in the indictment,” Tollison said crisply.


“Grounds?”


Tollison strolled to the front of the counsel table, then leaned against it and stuffed his left hand in his jacket pocket, where it came across a half-eaten roll of Life Savers. As he began to speak, he pried forth a wheel of cherry candy, which, like its manipulator, felt old and slightly soiled.


“I’ve listened closely to Mr. Dawkins’s witnesses, Your Honor, and what I heard them say is this. On November fifteenth last, Officer Abernathy was driving north on Oak Street in his black-and-white at approximately two-fifteen A.M., when he saw a blue Plymouth sedan in his rearview mirror. The Plymouth was crossing Oak on Jefferson, moving west to east, and was being driven, as Officer Abernathy so emphatically termed it, erratically. Officer Abernathy made a U-turn, hit his lights and siren, and set off in pursuit. The sedan slowed momentarily, then increased its speed and disappeared.


“The unexpected acceleration caused Officer Abernathy to fall some distance behind the sedan. By the time he rounded the corner, what he saw was the blue sedan at rest against a Norwegian maple in Andy Palko’s yard, hood up, smoke pouring from the radiator, doors open, windshield shattered, and a man later determined to be Larry Mitchell sitting on the ground beside the car, moaning and holding his head. Officer Abernathy approached, ascertained that Mr. Mitchell was neither armed nor seriously injured, advised him of his rights, and put him under arrest. When he asked Mr. Mitchell what happened, Mr. Mitchell mumbled, and I quote, ‘Too drunk; too fucking drunk.’ A subsequent test revealed the alcohol content of Mr. Mitchell’s blood to be point one eight, well in excess of the presumptive level of intoxication in this state. I—”


“I’m aware of the testimony, Mr. Tollison,” the judge grumbled, still substantially supine. “What is your point?”


Taking advantage of the hiatus, Tollison gobbled the Life Saver. “My point is simply this. Larry Mitchell is charged with operating a vehicle while under the influence of intoxicants. Now, certainly he was under the influence of demon rum that evening, Your Honor. But as far as I can tell, there’s no evidence that Mr. Mitchell was driving that car.”


Struggling toward a more august position, the judge looked to his left. “Mr. Dawkins? Have you some thoughts on the matter?”


The young prosecutor’s words tumbled across the room like dice across a crap table. “There is ample circumstantial evidence that Mr. Mitchell was operating that vehicle, Your Honor. The Plymouth was registered to him. No one else was at the scene. His head was bleeding, doubtless from impact with the windshield, which was shattered Mr. Mitchell told the officer he was ‘too drunk,’ clearly meaning he was too intoxicated to be driving. Furthermore, there was no one else who could have been—”


The judge coughed and snorted. “I don’t think it’s enough.”


“Neither do I, Your Honor,” Tollison offered affably. “Particularly in light of the fact that no car keys were found either on Mr. Mitchell’s person or in the vehicle itself.”


The judge hauled himself erect; the gavel banged an ultimatum. “Case dismissed.”


“Your Honor, please. Mr. Mitchell is a multiple offender, a menace to every man, woman, and child in this city.”


“Move for a mistrial, Your Honor,” Tollison boomed as amazement and uncertainty puckered the faces in the jury box.


“Please, judge. Allow me to reopen. I—”


“Sorry, Mr. Dawkins. Better luck next time.”


The gavel banged again, and the judge rolled out of his chair and left the bench. Tollison put his arm around his client Larry Mitchell’s face, momentarily pink with pleasure, dimmed with puzzlement then folded in pain as Tollison tightened his grip on the man’s right shoulder.


“You were lucky, Larry,” Tollison said. “Dawkins is so new his briefcase still shines. Next time he won’t make that mistake. I just want to make it clear that this is where I get off. This is the second one I’ve walked you away from, and you’ve got two priors before that. If you’re busted again, I’m not going to be the one who puts you back behind the wheel.”


“But I won’t, Mr. Tollison. I swear.”


“Get some help with the booze, Larry. Somehow you got yourself a nice wife and a great kid. Give up the sauce, or buy some term insurance and next time hit the tree hard enough to do them both a favor.”


Tollison released his client and looked away from Larry Mitchell’s smarmy bluster toward the flags that flanked the judge’s vacant chair. His outburst was another in a long list of words he shouldn’t have uttered, thoughts he shouldn’t have voiced, a list that was lengthening rapidly of late.


“I’ll quit,” Mitchell was promising. “I’ll kick it this time, you can count on it, Keith. I mean, Mr. Tollison.”


“Don’t tell me about it, Larry. Just do it.”


“I will. I really will. Thanks, Mr. Tollison. You’re great. Really. The greatest.”


Tollison ignored the praise. “Where’d you learn about the keys?”


Mitchell’s glance ricocheted around the room as cunning occupied his eyes. “My brother-in-law works for this lawyer in LA. Runs errands and serves process and stuff? Anyway, his boss told Lyle that if he ever had a wreck while he was driving drunk, he should take the keys and throw them as far into the boonies as he could, then get out of the car and sit down on the ground and wait for the cops to come.” Mitchell’s face blossomed with pleasure. “I didn’t know what he was talking about then, but I sure as hell do now.”


“It won’t work next time, Larry.”


“Why not?”


Tollison was about to tell him when a band of Mitchell’s cohorts shoved their way through the bar of the court and escorted their comrade off the field of battle, triumph clearly as potent as Mitchell’s normal brew, which was a daily gallon of T. J. Swann.


The courtroom slowly cleared When they were the last two remaining beneath its inadequately soundproofed ceiling, Rex Dawkins walked to Tollison’s table and sat on it gingerly. “I just wanted to say you’ll never catch me short on the elements of an offense again. I’ve learned my lesson.”


Tollison smiled. “I learned the same one in roughly the same way. You ran into an honest cop.”


“Well, I wouldn’t put it quite that—”


Tollison laughed. “Five cops in this town will testify exactly the way you want them to even if you forget to tell them what that is. Three won’t remember what you want them to say no matter how often you remind them, and two won’t say anything but the truth no matter how hard you push them otherwise.”


“And Abernathy’s one of the two.” Dawkins’s grin was sheepish. “I guess I should be glad he’s such a paragon, but right now I just wish he’d said he’d seen Mitchell behind the wheel of that Plymouth before he set out in pursuit.”


“Don’t let it get you down. In this business you learn more by losing than winning. And you’ll get another shot at Mitchell before long.”


“I hope so. There’s a lot of heat to get guys like him off the roads.” Dawkins paused “The boys in the office told me to expect something like this. They say you’re the best trial lawyer north of San Francisco.”


“That’s not quite the way they put it, as I remember.”


Dawkins reddened. “What they say is you could be if you wanted to be,” he amended carefully.


“They still don’t have it quite right.”


“Then what is it, if you don’t mind my asking?” Dawkins’s stare was empty of all but innocence. “What I don’t understand is, if you’re as good as they say you are, why are you still doing … this?” His gesture encompassed the court and the cause and the client.


Suppressing annoyance at the young man’s gall, Tollison considered his response. There was no reason at all to be candid, no reason to pick at his past, except that no one else had ever asked him the question, which happened to be one he had asked himself a thousand times.


Dawkins was a comer, the DA had said the last time they’d shared a meal. Reminded the DA a little of the young Keith Tollison. But comer or not, young Dawkins had screwed up, because he was a little cocky and a little lazy, but mostly because in the beginning they’re never thorough enough, because they don’t believe it can possibly be as tough as it is to convict someone of a crime. From sentiments that were part professional and part paternal, Tollison found himself about to voice an assessment he had uttered only once before—to a woman who had been and still was the wife of another man.


“Under the theory that those who are ignorant of history are condemned to repeat it,” he began, looking not at Dawkins but at the emptied jury box, “I offer my résumé. I grew up here in Altoona, went away to school and, for reasons that aren’t important anymore, came back a dozen years later. I’d spent seven years in Berkeley—the civil rights movement was in full swing, lawyers were going south in droves to integrate everything from beaches to buses, the antiwar movement was under way as well. Since I believed in those things, too, I came home determined to change Altoona the way some of my classmates were changing Jackson and Montgomery.”


Dawkins was transfixed. “So what happened?”


“I did what any ambitious lawyer does—I sued everyone in sight. I sued the welfare office over its hearing procedures. I sued the police department because its entrance requirements discriminated against blacks. I sued the jail because it was so crowded it was cruel and unusual punishment to keep someone in there overnight, and I sued the grade school for opening each session with the Lord’s Prayer. I even sued the city to let a girl play Little League baseball.”


“What’s wrong with that?”


“Nothing, in theory—I won most of those cases—but in reality it made me a stranger. I wasn’t that nice Tollison kid who’d gone off to college, the local boy making good. I was a troublemaker. I was naïve, of course—I thought people would eventually appreciate or at least respect what I was trying to do—but it turned out the only people who admired my efforts were drunk drivers and dope dealers and mental cases, since they were the only ones coming through the office door. People believed that because I defended my clients I was advocating their causes, when all I was advocating was their right to some civil liberties and a fair trial.”


The courthouse clock chimed four funereal peals. Tollison paused, suddenly embarrassed. “So that’s why Mr. Mitchell and I showed up here this morning,” he concluded quickly, “and why I’ll be in here tomorrow with another one just like him.”


In the sudden silence, Dawkins glanced at his watch and slid off the table. “Thanks for the history lesson. There are some things about the world I’d like to change, too. But maybe Altoona’s not the place to do it.”


Tollison shrugged. “I never tried it anywhere else.”


“Why not? Why didn’t you move away?”


“Because I fell in love,” was the answer he stopped himself from uttering. Instead, he shook his head.


Dawkins stuck out a hand. “I better run. Glad I got to know you better, even though I didn’t make much of an impression.”


“Tell the boys upstairs hello.”


Dawkins moved off down the aisle, doubtlessly wondering how he was going to explain the dismissal to his boss, the press, and the local chapter of M.A.D.D.


Tollison grabbed his briefcase and wandered out into the afternoon. Ordinarily, a successful trial produced an electric surge that boosted him through the rest of the week and kept him from taking his savings out of the local S&L and buying a cabin in the Sierras and fishing out his life. But not today. Today he could not escape the longing revived by his indulgence with young Dawkins or the regret sparked by what he had just accomplished in court.


In what passed for social circles in the town, Tollison was considered an ogre. Altoonans weren’t disposed to forgive him for putting Larry Mitchell back on the streets, just as they weren’t disposed to forgive Larry Mitchell for being a drunk. Consistent with the precepts of the pseudo-Christian renaissance, Altoonans were only disposed to forgiving themselves.


The state had screwed up, so Larry Mitchell was free. It was that simple for Tollison, though not for his neighbors, to whom the state merited endless license and excuse unless it zeroed in on them. As long as judgment would descend on others, they were willing to let guilt be determined by hunch and hearsay, prejudice and surmise. But when they got into trouble, they hurried to the lawyer most adept at exploiting the safeguards so deplored when less worthy persons sought refuge in them. The irony was that Altoona was so damn small and its legal fraternity so damn conservative, the lawyer they rushed to most often was him.


Tollison squinted in the sunlight and glanced down the block. When he saw the woman who was walking toward him, head down, brow knit, contemplating a conundrum that apparently trotted before her like a dachshund on a leash, he smiled. As he had been doing figuratively for a decade, he put himself squarely in her path.


“I’m sorry, I …” She zigged to avoid him.


“Damn. One more step and it would have been the most intimate encounter I’ve had all week.”


Startled, Laura Donahue brushed a lock of caramel-candy hair away from her robin’s-egg eyes, then held up her hands to block out enough spring sunlight to enable her to recognize him. “Keith. I’m sorry, I was thinking about something else. Did I hurt you?”


“Only because you tried so hard to get out of my way.”


Matching his smile, she lowered her hands and stuffed them into the pockets of her satin jacket, a burnt-orange balloon around a thick white sweater. “Were you in trial?” she asked carefully. Then, because their circumstances made Altoona ominous, her eyes flicked up the block as his looked down.


He nodded.


“Did you win?”


He nodded again.


“You always do, don’t you?”


“Not always. And even when I win, I lose.” When she frowned, he shook his head to forestall explanation. “So how are you?”


“Fine.”


“Long time no see, I believe.”


She looked toward the neon announcement of a bar called Blackstone’s. “I know. I was going to call you last night, but I haven’t been sleeping too well, so I went to bed early.”


“Why no sleep?”


She shrugged an ironic tilt “Life seems to have gotten awfully crowded lately. There are all these arrangements to be made.” Her lips flicked a stunted grin. “Do you suppose they have efficiency experts in adultery? Give workshops on it, maybe?” When she saw his look, she hurried on. “Plus, I keep hearing things out in the yard that only seem to make noise when Jack’s away.”


He struggled to remain unfazed. “I didn’t know Jack was out of town.”


Nodding, she evaded his gaze.


“Where is he?”


“LA.”


“When did he leave?”


“Sunday.”


“Why didn’t you—”


She hurried from the question. “He’s convinced he finally got the financing for his resort lined up. He was very excited when he called the other night.”


As Tollison struggled to make sense of what she said, the sun, like her revelations, became too much for him. He put a hand on her shoulder. “Let’s go over there.”


He pointed to a bench in the park beyond the courthouse, but she pulled away and shook her head. “Not here, Keith.”


He dropped his hand. “We need to talk, Laura.”


“I can’t; I don’t have time.” She finally faced him. “I know I should have told you Jack was going away. I know we should have … taken advantage. I wanted to, but—”


A car passed and honked. They both looked and, recognizing the driver as the local baker, both waved. In face of another reminder of the need for caution, Tollison retreated. “It’s just that I thought this was what we’ve been waiting for.”


Again she brushed hair from her eyes, which had become as insubstantial as her explanation for avoiding him. “It was. But you were in Sacramento Monday night, and you know how it gets when you’re by yourself—I got drugged on solitude. These fantasies kept rolling through my head, images of everything I can imagine happening to me over the next twenty years. Some were thrilling and some were terrifying and I finally decided to stop thinking altogether. I gobbled Cheetos and took bubble baths and listened to Johnny Mathis records and watched Cary Grant movies.” Her grin became elfin. “It was wonderful. Now I know why you go fishing so often.”


He sought solace in the narrow beauty of her face. “I guess what I need to know is if there’s a message in all that for me.”


The response seemed bittersweet. “Just that I love you very much.”


The yearning in her voice made him want to press her to his chest, Altoona be damned. “Can I come over tonight?”


She shook her head. “Tonight’s the museum benefit.”


“Christ. Tomorrow, then?”


“Jack gets home this evening. We’re supposed to go to Bodega Bay with the Ewings tomorrow.”


She reached for his hand and stroked it in an unaccustomed burst of daring. “Are you taking Brenda to the dance?”


He nodded absently, still plotting a rendezvous.


“Do you think I could catch a ride? Jack said he might not be in till late, and I hate driving up our road after I’ve been drinking.”


“Why don’t you just skip it?”


“I’m on the committee, so I have to be there. But I thought if we all went together it might help our cause. Or would that be pressing our luck? Assuming we still have some.”


Tollison considered it. “It might be a good idea, if I can get Brenda to buy it. I’ll check with her and give you a buzz. What time?”


“Eight?”


“Fine.” In a surge of desperation, he looked at his watch. “Uh, what are you doing for the next hour or so?”


His intent was so obvious she grinned. That she frequently laughed with delight when they made love had been an unexpected blessing, but his pleasure in memory quickly waned—they were not yet to where it was impossible to believe that it would all end woefully.


“I have to get my hair done,” she was saying.


“But I need to see you.”


“I know; I need to see you, too. I’ll find time next week. I promise.”


“Early next week. Monday.”


“If I can.”


She looked at the courthouse clock. “I have to go. André doesn’t allow us to be late.”


“Fuck André.”


Her eyes closed. “Don’t, Keith. Please. I’m relying on you to keep us from doing something dumb in all this.”


Tollison started to turn away, then stopped in the certainty that crucial information lay just below the surface of their encounter. He began to speak without thinking, juggling words frantically to make her linger. “So Jack’s finally going to get rich. He’s been talking about that resort thing forever—I can’t believe someone finally took him up on it.”


Laura shrugged. “He’s convinced he’s got enough money, so construction can begin by the end of summer and a year after that he’ll open the doors. I find it incredible, to tell you the truth. Jack is, well, he’s no wizard or anything. I mean, you ought to know, right?”


Tollison knew, all right He had grown up with Jack Donahue, right here in Altoona, back before the boom. He had been the football star; Jack, the champion sprinter. He, the reticent lummox; Jack, the gregarious jokester. He, the diligent student; Jack, the beneficiary of the athletic director’s sway over the teaching staff. He was the offspring of a small-town lawyer and his dutiful wife who helped with the office typing; Jack had sprung from a pair of wastrels who lived in a rusty house trailer and pursued a succession of rickety enterprises that finally collapsed into a heap of fraud and insolvency. Once Jack had left for college, his parents and their trailer had been run out of town by the sheriff, acting at the behest of a dozen creditors.


Too envious of each other to become either enemies or friends, he and Jack Donahue left Altoona at the same time, after high school graduation, in the summer of 1958. A dozen years later, as though in response to a cosmic prompt, they had both returned. Over the long years since, they had not exchanged a word that wasn’t required by the mores of the town they lived in.


In the interim, Tollison had gone to Cal, then law school, then the public defender’s office in San Francisco, where he learned how to work a jury as he learned how little he liked slaving away in a metropolis where you could only see the sun by looking up. After progressing from defending panhandlers to defending psychopaths, Tollison had left the inefficiencies of the city for the law-and-order verities of the D.A’s office in Altoona, the timing prompted less by his distaste for San Francisco than by his father’s tearful plea.


With shock and anger but surprisingly little sympathy, Tollison learned that in his absence, his father had invested the family assets in a silverfutures scheme and had diverted a client’s trust fund when the investment became worthless. Swallowing the remainder of his pride, Cliff Tollison had called on his son to come home to ward off the bar association, the district attorney, and the beneficiaries of the trust. The wrangle lasted for five years. A month after the final claim was settled, his father died from a stroke. His mother had, in every waking moment since, looked to her son to redeem her fallen name.


Meanwhile, Jack Donahue had gone to San Francisco State, where he drifted in and out of a series of sixties life-styles, from antiwar activism to an urban commune grounded in polygamy to, some would later say, a profitable dealership in synthetic hallucinogens. A few even suggested that Jack had eventually become a narc, squealing on his pals to escape prosecution for his own misdeeds, returning to Altoona mostly to escape retribution. Tollison didn’t know and didn’t particularly care. What he knew was that he had brought a law degree back with him and Jack had brought back Laura. At any moment since, Tollison would have gladly exchanged their trophies.


Laura was regarding his silence with alarm. “Right,” he agreed again. “Jack’s no wizard, but he’s an overachiever, I’ll give him that. And he’s lucky. I just wish the bastard would stop treating you like—”


Her dark look silenced him. “What is it?” he demanded. “What’s happened?”


“He knows. Or thinks he does.”


“Jack? About us?”


She nodded. “You know how we’ve tried to figure out whether he did or not? Well just before he left, he said that since I’d be alone for a week I wouldn’t have to slither out of town the way I usually did. I could invite you over and play house to my heart’s content.”


“He mentioned me specifically?”


She nodded.


Tollison’s gaze fell on the courthouse, symbolic of turpitude and time. “What’s he going to do?”


“He didn’t say.”


He grasped her arm. “We have to discuss this, Laura; we need to decide what we’re going to—”


She pulled away. “I have to go now, Keith. Really. We’ll get together next week, I promise.” She looked up and down the street once more. “Call me if there’s a problem with the ride. I’ll catch an early lift home, so you and Bren can dance till the wee hours.”


“I’ll be ready to leave by the time we get there.”


She shook her head. “Isn’t middle age boring? I find myself asleep by nine o’clock some nights. By the time Jack wanders in, it seems like it must be time for breakfast” With the sun at her back, her hair was aflame. “And once in a while it is. See you at eight.”


Suddenly saucy, she pursed her lips in a sly long-distance kiss, then hurried down the street and disappeared into a doorway beneath a sign that featured an electrically oscillating hand and bright white lettering that read: THE PERMANENT WAVE.





 


 


. . NEWS NINE . SPECIAL REPORT . NEWS NINE . SPECIAL REPORT. .


“Good evening, this is Carl Noland, Channel 9 News.


Less than one hour ago, a SurfAir Coastal Airways Hastings H-11 fan-jet, bound for San Francisco from Los Angeles, crashed in a remote area near Woodside as it was descending to land at San Francisco International Airport. Details are sketchy at this time, but one onlooker has told authorities that the plane seemed to stop in midair, then sink slowly toward the ground. The pilot apparently was able to get the craft under control just before it crashed, and for that reason some observers are optimistic that there may be survivors. There are also reports that the H-11 collided in midair with a smaller aircraft, but they have yet to be confirmed.


“There is no word yet on the number of casualties. SurfAir was originally known as Valley Airlines, a commuter line serving Reno, Nevada, and the San Joaquin valley cities of Stockton, Modesto, and Merced. Four years ago, the airline changed its name and, thanks to an infusion of funds from financier Baxter Chase, expanded its operations dramatically. SurfAir now serves all major cities in California and Nevada, and recently announced plans to extend service to Boise, Idaho, and Portland, Oregon.


“For the past six months, the airline has been engaged in an aggressive fare war with its competitors for the air-commuter dollar, and sources at San Francisco International tell us that the SurfAir flights from Los Angeles, particularly those departing in the early evening, are frequently booked to capacity. There have also been periodic rumors in the financial community that SurfAir’s aggressive marketing strategy has forced the company dangerously close to insolvency, but company officials have consistently denied those rumors.


“The Hastings H-11 is a new airplane, first certified in 1985. It has a capacity of one hundred twenty passengers plus a crew of eight, and was designed and built especially for heavily traveled routes such as LA-San Francisco. This is believed to be the first accident involving that model. At the time of its introduction, the H-11 created controversy in aviation circles because Hastings subcontracted with a Japanese manufacturer to design and build the tail and wing components of the plane, leading American companies to express concern that this foothold would lead to the eventual dominance by the Japanese of the commercial airframe industry, to the detriment of American manufacturers such as Boeing and McDonnell Douglas.


“Access to the crash site Is apparently limited to a narrow fire road, however we are told that police and fire authorities, as well as investigators from the National Transportation Safety Board, are already on the scene. Also on the scene is our own Helen Macy, and we go live to her now.”


“Thank you, Carl. As you said, I am here at the site of the crash, which is approximately two miles off Highway 84, also known as La Honda Road, some six miles west of the San Francisco peninsula community of Woodside.


“It’s like a war zone, Carl. As you can see, fires are blazing all around me, doubtlessly from the fuel expelled as the aircraft broke apart. The smoke makes it difficult to see, but hunks of metal and fabric appear to be scattered over the entire area. Everywhere you turn you can see bodies or portions of bodies; rescue workers are trying to determine if any of them are still alive. The personal possessions of the passengers are scattered over the site as well. Over there is a broken briefcase containing stacks of computer printouts that are blowing across the ground. Just beyond the briefcase is a doll in a pretty pink dress that miraculously seems untouched. It is impossible not to Imagine what must have happened to the little girl who—”


“Helen?”


“Yes, Carl?”


“What about survivors?”


“I have nothing definite on that as yet. The front portion of the plane is so badly smashed that survival would be a miracle for passengers seated in that area, but the rear portion has broken away and seems intact. Rescue efforts seem to be concentrated in that area.


“There are several ambulances already on the scene, and more are arriving even now. The only person I have seen being treated by the medical personnel is a fireman who burned his hands as he made his way into the wreckage. A priest is giving last rites to victims who were thrown clear. As you can see, the rescue people are fashioning masks from their handkerchiefs or other scraps of clothing. This is because of the stench, which is overwhelming.


“Oh. The smoke just lifted for a moment and I could see a pair of seats, seats from the plane that have come to rest at least twenty yards from the wreckage, thrown out during the crash. There are people still strapped in them, Carl, and they are on fire. Smoke is pouring off them and … well, since they’re not moving, I assume they’re dead. I hope they are, at least. It … unless you’ve seen something like this, you can’t begin to—”


“Helen, thank you. That was Helen Macy from—”


“Behind the yellow police line a crowd has started to form, perhaps fifty onlookers. Incredibly, many of them are laughing; a few are even drinking beer. They seem to be—oh my God. Someone just dashed out from behind the police line and picked up something off the ground and stuck it beneath his jacket and ran back. This is unbelievable. I think it was human flesh, Carl. I think it was a foot. I … you think you’ve seen everything there is to see in this business, and then—”


“Helen, thank you for your report. We—”


“I talked to a man who saw the plane pass over his farm just seconds before Impact, and he said he saw nothing unusual at the time he noticed the plane—”


“Helen, we—”


“—which may mean that the passengers were aware of what was happening right up to the time they hit the ground. I can only guess what—”


“Thank you, Helen Macy, for that live report. Obviously a tragic scene.”


“Wait. I want to tell you—”


“I’m afraid that’s all we have time for, Helen. When further information is available, we will certainly get back to you.


“In other news, police today seized a record quantity of cocaine that was hidden in a …”




TWO


He thinks the speech went well, but for confirmation Alec Hawthorne turns to the only person in his life whose judgment he trusts implicitly. He first met Martha a decade ago, after he had battled his way to a senior partnership in a law firm as big as a village and she had been hired fresh out of the good law school that was her antidote to a bad marriage. He was between wives three and four at the time, perplexed by yet another woman’s metamorphosis from flirting fan to grasping harpy. Numb to the world beyond the office door, determined never again to be humiliated by female or divorce lawyer, he confronted the women who crossed his path with hostility verging on misogyny. Around the firm, Hawthorne became known as Pope Alec the First.


Wife number three had cost him half a million in cash and equivalents. Regularly and relentlessly, he would be assaulted by memories of selling the house on Russian Hill, the trimaran in Sausalito, the condo at Tahoe and, most vividly of all, of the Sunday morning he watched her lawyer drive off in his favorite performance car, one of only forty like it in the world. Still, shortly after Martha joined the firm, he picked her to assist him in wrapping up the final settlements in the Paris crash, as if to prove to himself that, thrice burned, he had finally become immune to romance. For her part, Martha became so immersed in the Civil Code and the Federal Reporter, she seemed blind to the dazzle of both his reputation and his wealth. Over the succeeding months they worked their way into an efficient professional partnership marked by exchanges of silly gifts and wry observations of the several absurdities of their profession. The decade of difference in their ages gradually became not a barrier but an increasingly comfortable tether.


Somehow, despite his wariness of romance and his growing affection for his chief assistant, wife number four came and went. To this day he cannot remember her face without a photographic nudge. After the divorce, he once again drowned recrimination in work and drink. Nevertheless, in the dim light of an alcoholic fog, he and Martha advanced from friendship through an unpremeditated coupling on his office couch sometime between 3 and 5 A.M. on a New Year’s Eve to a passion so ubiquitous his partners demanded that he give her up or leave the firm.


Since he was generating more business than any six of his colleagues combined, jealousy was the more precise motive for his ouster—indeed, had he not been asked to leave, he would have departed of his own volition. A month after the ultimatum, he and Martha founded their own firm, associating one other attorney with them and, within a year, half a dozen more.


Goaded by the rejection of his former wives and partners, Hawthorne had been determined to exceed even his own immoderate ambitions. After spending a borrowed fortune on office space and equipment, he began working harder than ever to build his practice. At his side, Martha dispensed narcotics of praise or emetics of criticism, playing his ego like a harp by telling him the unvarnished truth or a perfectly tailored lie, whichever she thought would get him through the next item on their increasingly dense agenda. A series of fortuitous circumstances allowed him to pay off the new building six months after the all-night party that announced the opening of his law firm’s brass-hinged doors, and Hawthorne quickly found himself as counsel of record in the majority of significant crash cases on the West Coast.


Martha coughs and breaks his reverie. Hawthorne rubs his eyes and glances at his watch. It is 2 A.M. Somewhere. Loosening his tie and unbuttoning his shirt, he leaves the Louis XIV desk, trudges to the bed, and reclines atop the heavy coverlet. At his look, Martha abandons the current Journal of Air Law & Commerce, pours him a drink from a bar secreted within a false armoire, then sits next to him after handing him his cognac. He takes a sip, enjoys the downward singe, and makes room for her to lie beside him. She slips a hand to her spine and unzips her gown, steps out of it with care, and drapes it over the back of a chair. When she joins him, she is dressed only in bra and panties.


Her hair is as short as a man’s. Her body is long and narrow, far less lush than those of the four women he has wed. Her brassiere is more a belt than a pair of silken sacks; the thatch at her crotch strays beyond the V of silk that tries to bale it.


“So how was it?” he asks.


“Fine.”


“I thought they were a little bored.”


“They weren’t bored; they were embarrassed. They haven’t done half enough to improve the safety situation and you reminded them of it.”


“Ad nauseam.”


“Pilots are like kids—they only hear what they want to hear, and they only hear that after you repeat it ten times.”


The solitaire on her middle finger—the sole souvenir of her marriage more visible than cynicism—scrapes his inner thigh. When he doesn’t encourage her, she takes her hand away.


“Speaking of kids, I should fit Jason into the schedule somewhere,” he says.


“There’s no room till after the Grand Canyon trial.”


“When’s that?”


“Late May. After that you’ve got the helicopter case—if it doesn’t settle, which it doesn’t look like it’s going to—then Greece, then the Hawaii thing.”


“Jesus. Is Christmas still clear?”


“Ten days, as ordered.”


“Good. Keep it that way.”


Her punch is either affectionate or cautionary, he can’t be sure. Martha takes an incredible variety of orders from him, encompassing everything from his lunch menu to his tax returns, but there is a right way and a wrong way to issue them, and sometimes he transgresses. When he does, she retaliates.


“Okay,” he says. “What’s next?”


“We take the eight-ten to Washington. Dinner with Senator Langston, more talk about his bill to forbid overbooking and limit carry-on luggage. He’ll hit you up for a contribution to his next campaign, but you’re already okay with both the senator and his party, so don’t worry about it. In any event, you’ve given him all you can.”


“Don’t tell me I’m broke again.”


Her attention shifts to her favorite subject. “Not yet. I’m trying like hell to keep it that way, but as usual I’m getting no cooperation from you or anyone else in the firm.”


He sighs. “Back to the senator. What do I think of his bill?”


“You think it would be a mistake for you to support it publicly, because you’re so closely identified with the consumer side of aviation issues no one would buy your objectivity, which you don’t have anyway. You think you’ve done all you can do, which is recommend it to certain sources you prefer to keep anonymous.”


“Will he buy it?”


“He buys anything that comes wrapped in a check. And you don’t care if he does or doesn’t.”


“Why?”


“Because he won’t be around in two years.”


“Who’s going to beat him?”


“Maxwell.”


“You sure?”


“Yes.”


“Then we should toss some money his way, too.”


“We have.”


He kisses her forehead. “Next.”


“Night shuttle to Boston; a ten A.M. hearing on objections to your petition for attorneys’ fees in the Logan crash.”


“What am I asking?”


“Two million two.”


“How’s the judge?”


“Sympathetic. We did a lot of groundwork for him in that case and he knows it. If the engine guys hadn’t agreed to contribute thirty percent of the settlement, the whole mess would have gone to trial and it would have taken ten years to get a civil case onto the calendar in Boston for the rest of this century.”


“Do I have a fallback position?”


“You hang tough. We accepted half of what we were entitled to under our fee agreements in the Chicago DC-10. That’s our charitable contribution for this year.”


“Okay. What else?”


“Afternoon flight to LA. Booked at the Bonaventure. Hearing the next morning to choose the chairman of the plaintiffs’ committee in the Barstow crash.”


“How do we look?”


“We have eleven cases. A couple are sure seven figures, a couple are kids, three are nondependents, the rest are marginal. Haroldson has the most: thirty. Scallini has a dozen at least, and he’ll be loaded for bear: He’s tired of getting competition from another Californian in the races for lead counsel. Vic is still inclined to remind you that he was trying aviation cases when you were trying to tie your shoes.”


“The man is so greedy he drools, for God’s sake.”


“You know that and I know that, but Judge Hallett doesn’t know that.”


“He will the first time Vic opens his mouth,” Hawthorne predicts. “Who got that—what’s her name?—the widow of the president of Keefer Instruments?”


“Scallini.”


“Damn. I thought she liked me.”


“She did; her lawyer didn’t. He and Scallini had some preexisting relationship. Political stuff, I think, from back when Vic decided he wanted to be governor. That one was over before you laid eyes on her. Plus, I heard Vic agreed to kick back half his fee for the referral.”


“The guy better get that little incentive engraved on the steps of city hall.” Hawthorne laughs. “Poor Vic. He just won’t quit, will he? Not till he knocks Ed Haroldson off the top.”


“Neither will you. Or have I been wasting my time for ten years?”


Though Martha is gazing at him intently, Hawthorne is far too tired to debate the trajectory of his career. “So who’s not committed?” he asks.


“Mostly, the Japanese. Tour group of seventeen. You have a meeting with their representative at the Bonaventure when we get in. I’ve sent fruit and flowers to his room, and I have sketches of the memorial we propose to build at the crash site with a portion of our fees if we’re their counsel. Grass and rocks and flowers; a plaque, no monument. Don’t worry; he’ll go for it.”


“I’m not worried, I’m just tired.”


“No you’re not. When you’re tired, I can’t do this.”


Unzipping his fly, she makes a fist around his sex and transforms it into a dowel. He kisses her lightly, tasting greased lips and inhaling perfume.


“Shall we?” she asks, gazing idly at the fleur-de-lis that bespeckle the far wall. Hawthorne wonders if they remind her of when she was a Scout.


He considers her offer, knowing she would refuse him nothing, knowing also that the act will be quick and meaningless. “Let’s wait for Boston. Take in a show, get all hot and bothered, then go back to the Ritz and do things that run afoul of half the ordinances in the city.”


“Fine.”


The word is without affect. Hawthorne takes it at face value. It would be equally fine with Martha if they took concurrent vows of chastity. With Martha, allure and perversity are congruent.


“Should I stop or keep on?” she asks.


As he considers the question, the phone rings. When it peals a second time, Martha glances at her watch. When he nods, she goes off to answer it. She listens, says, “You know the drill. I’ll call with any special instructions,” then hangs up.


After arranging her underclothes, Martha goes to the closet and selects a simple dress and steps into it. Taking a legal pad and silver fountain pen from her briefcase, she sits at the elaborately ornamented desk, crosses her legs, and says, “A Hastings just went down.”


Hawthorne scoots back against the headboard. “The new one?”


She nods.


“Where?”


“Woodside.”


“What airline?”


“SurfAir.”


“The shuttle?”


She nods.


He leaves the bed and begins to pace. “Tell Dan to get to the airport, talk to the people meeting the plane, get names if he can. Tell them not to sign anything or talk to anyone, especially Hawley Chambers. Tell him—”


“Dan knows what to do.”


“Right. Is Ray going to the site?”


“If he can get there.”


“Send someone to the SurfAir offices in LA, bird-dog their people, get a passenger list, whatever else they put out.”


“That won’t be easy. It’s the new age, remember. Just board with your credit card and ring up the fare. The records probably all went up in smoke.”


“Jesus. It’ll take a year to figure out who was on the damn thing.”


Martha waits for more. Hawthorne circles the room, issuing additional orders as familiar faces begin to crowd his mind—crash victims he has represented in the past, once more begging him to do something. But he is never able to do what they want most, which is to rewind time.


His eyes begin to sting. Doing the best he can, he dictates more instructions. Martha records them silently. Despite the hour Hawthorne is fully awake, electrically charged, oblivious to all but the disaster he has just been dealt. He is launching a war, and he loves it as helplessly as Patton.


“Hi, Mr. Tollison. How’d it go?”


“Hi, Sandy. Another controversial triumph. How come you’re here so late?”


“I like to end the week with a clean desk, is all.” She looked away. “Plus, I like to be down here after dark sometimes. It makes me feel professional and everything.”


He smiled. “Well, don’t make a habit of it or your mom will be all over me again.”


He watched the freckles on her face make room for a smile. “Anything I should know about?” he asked as she unwrapped a chocolate ingot dug from within her desk.


“Lots.”


He sighed and detoured to the waiting-room couch.


Sandy swallowed a bite of nougat the size of a walnut and looked at her shorthand book. “Mrs. Rushton’s son—she said her mother used to do some kind of piecework for your mother?—was arrested last night. He stole a car. He’s still in jail, because he can’t afford bail and she won’t post it.”


Tollison resisted a lecture on the presumption of innocence. “Public defender.”


Sandy shook her head. “She wants you. I told her our fees and she says she can pay. But you don’t have to do anything right away. She thinks it will do him some good to spend a night behind bars.”


“The last mother who thought that ended up at a funeral. While her son was learning his lesson, his cellmate slit his throat.”


Sandy’s countenance darkened to the shade of her Snickers bar. “Well, she wants you to talk to him.”


“Okay. Next?”


“Hugh Vickery wants to change his will.”


“What’s it this time?”


Sandy read from her pad: “‘A Styrofoam container, sealed with duct tape, painted red, white, and blue, and tossed off the Golden Gate Bridge on the first equinox following his death. Toward the ocean side.”


“Jesus. What was it last time?”


“Scattered over the ninth green at the country club. The time before that he wanted them mailed to the secretary of state.”


Tollison shook his head. “I don’t know why Hugh can’t let himself get boxed and planted like the rest of us. Well, you know what to do.”


Sandy nodded.


“Next?”


The demand was more abrupt than he intended, since a review of his active cases inevitably made him churlish, but after his quick apology, Sandy’s grin returned. “Mr. Wilson wants to know if the contract’s ready; Mrs. Hanley wants to know if she can take her baby to Florida without the judge’s permission; Charley Hoover wants another chance to persuade you to run for city attorney.”


“The answer is no. To each of them. That it?”


“No. Mr. Golding called.” Sandy consulted her notes. “He says Mr. Cosgrove won’t agree to paragraph nineteen of the property-settlement agreement.”


“Which one is that?”


“The golf clubs.”


Tollison swore. “I told him if he turned down my offer we were going for half of everything. Well, you draft a letter to Stephen Golding, Esquire, and tell him half means half—my client insists that she be awarded the even-numbered golf clubs in the set her husband acquired during the marriage, and that includes the sand wedge. Without the clubs we go to court.”


Sandy nodded and made a note.


“Anything else?”


She shook her head.


“Okay. Get Brenda for me if you can, then call the jail and see if they’ll have the Rushton boy ready in an hour. I’d better get him out of there, so get his mother on the line so I can tell her the facts of life in the county lockup. The boy got a job?”


“I don’t know.”


“Probably not—no one under thirty has a job in this town. Except you. Call my mother and tell her I’ll stop by and see her in the morning. If I don’t have anything to eat in the refrigerator, order something for me before you leave. I’ll get that Wilson thing done tonight.”


“You have the dance, remember?”


He nodded. “I brought my suit in this morning, so I can go straight to the dance from here. By way of the jail, I guess.” He glanced at his watch. “After I’ve talked to Mrs. Rushton, you can take off.”


“Thanks.”


Tollison watched as she reached for the phone book. She was young enough to be his daughter, and he often experienced the pleasant sensation that Sandy was precisely that. “You still dating Travis?” he asked quietly.


She scattered her freckles once again. “Sort of.”


“I like Travis.”


“I know.”


“I think I like him better than you do.”


“I do, too.”


“Just because I like him doesn’t mean you have to date him.”


She reddened. “You’re a nice man, Mr. Tollison. But no one’s that nice.”


They exchanged winks, and Tollison trudged into his private office, tossed his coat onto the battered Chesterfield, and collapsed into the chair behind his desk. Like its occupant, the room bore a rumpled aspect that with a little work could have been distinctive.


Most of the furnishings were abused and unprepossessing, but a few were treasures—the library table had been built by Quaker craftsmen in the previous century and bequeathed to him by his father, who had acquired it from his. The pictures on the wall were a set of Goya etchings purchased during his only trip to Europe, a ten-day fling taken after an employment-discrimination case had yielded him a five-figure fee. A more active art collection hung from pegs behind the desk—a set of Giants caps, one of every style the team had worn from the past of John McGraw to the present of Chili Davis, some so motheaten they were disappearing right before his eyes.
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