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God is a guerrilla.


HOMAGE TO HAMMURABI, p. 9




Chapter 1
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I’m not certain whether the affliction originates in genetic disinclination or environmentally induced aversion, but I’ve always been more a recluse than a celebrant. Most of my lies have been uttered to evade the sticky dangle of a social occasion, and most of my alcoholic intake has been consumed to ease me through those festivities I’ve been too timid or unimaginative to avoid. As a result, parties and I pretty much parted company early in the last decade, when staying home with Malamud or Mahler or Montana began to seem preferable to most of the alternatives that came my way—cocooning, I believe they call it now that the taste-makers have followed my lead. So it was distinctly out of the ordinary for me to be parading my hard-won nonchalance on the fringes of a handsomely refurbished loft on the trendiest corner south of Market, with something called the Sunday Punch sloshing over the rim of the plastic glass that had been foisted on me the moment I arrived, as I waited for my host to find time to tell me why I’d been invited to spend an evening with half a hundred guests who were far too young to have been confronted by life’s more vicious vicissitudes, at least not the sort that made my own little ledge of the world a precarious perch.


As out of place as a parent at a prom, all I knew as I looked for something sufficiently potent to wash away the lingering sweetness of my drink was that Bryce Chatterton had been a friend for twenty years, and all I guessed was that, given the nature of my business, he was in some kind of trouble. If that was the case, I would do anything I could to help, within reason or without. A dozen years ago, Bryce had ushered me across a nasty wrinkle in my life, when my failure to become either professionally consequential or personally connubial had spawned a depression that only Bryce’s relentless applications of common sense and good cheer had lured me out of. As a result, I had owed him a debt for a long time. As with all my debts, I would feel better once it was paid off.


The name on the building read PERIWINKLE PRESS, broadcasting its presence to the ever-less-literate nation by a block of off-white neon featuring an appropriately leafy logo that entwined itself among the blinking letters and garlanded them with blossoms of literally electric blue. Bryce Chatterton was the founder, president, and sole surviving editor of the enterprise. Ostensibly, the purpose of the party was to announce Periwinkle’s publication of a collection of poetry by the young woman who was now backed into the far corner of the room by the press of her gushing admirers, her smile just slightly less dazzling than the head she had shaved to her scalp in honor of the occasion. All of which was further proof that I must have been present for some other reason—I haven’t read a poem since the day Walt Kelly died and took Pogo and Albert with him.


Since in attitude, age and attire I was easily branded alien, my tour of the room was unimpeded by fellowship. I was not entirely bored, however—there’s a hot new parlor game making the rounds in San Francisco these days. It’s called Earthquake, and the object is to relate the most terrifying, heartwarming, scandalous, or apocalyptic experience that has at least a tenuous connection to the October tremor or its aftermath. The winner, of course, usually tells a tale that combines at least three of those attributes while suggesting he somehow managed to experience the event while at Candlestick Park, on the Bay Bridge, in the Marina, near the Nimitz, and under the bay in a BART tube, in an amazing feat of simultaneity. But the best this party could come up with was some suburbanites’ competitive comparison of how much water the quake had sloshed out of their in-ground pools.


Thankfully, the evening was not without its other charms, most of which consisted of the literary snippets that wafted my way as I trailed my host around the room:


“I hear they only printed two hundred copies; that’s barely enough to supply her ex-husbands. Of course nowadays what with computerized typesetting they can go back to press in a minute. I think Doubleday printed my book on Lapland life-styles one at a time. …”


“He got a five-figure advance from Harper for a coffee-table book about owls. Who knew owls were going to be big, for God’s sake?”


“I heard the film rights went for a million, then when Redford decided to do Beanfield instead they just stuck it on the shelf. But why should she care, right? I mean, she can make her own movie for that kind of money, as long as she doesn’t have to pick up the cocaine tab. …”


“He told me Mailer read it and loved it but Random’s list is full till ninety-two and Meredith’s not taking on anyone new. I was going to send it to Pynchon, but only his agent seems to know where he is and she’s not telling. I guess I’ll write a romance in the meantime, just to tide me over. I mean how hard could it be—a mansion, two rapes, and a seduction and they sail off into the setting sun. …”


“He told me I didn’t really want to write, I only wanted to ‘be a writer.’ Can you believe it? And to think I was actually going in on a condo with the creep. …”


“I’m almost thirty pages into it. Candace says it’s the best thing I’ve ever done, but she thinks it should be a play because my dialogue’s so today it totally overwhelms the narrative. At least that’s what Candace says. So I was wondering if you’d take a look and tell me what you think. …”


“Her editor moved to New Zealand to herd sheep or something and the manuscript disappeared in the process, only Hortense didn’t know it for six months. In the meantime, she started seeing a channeler in Emeryville who convinced her that novels were spiritually irrelevant, so when she finally got it back she fed all nine hundred pages into the barbecue and cooked a Cornish game hen over them. She always was an Anglophile, you know. …”


“The only intelligent thing he ever said to me about writing fiction was, ‘Just because it happened, doesn’t mean it’s good.’”


I continued my misanthropic drift, avoiding the few people who seemed inclined to talk about something other than themselves, trying to keep the punch within the rhomboid confines of the plastic glass, keeping one weary eye on my host. Weaving his way like an eel through the gaggle of distaff groupies, Bryce Chatterton was a dervish of wit and hospitality, keeping glasses topped up, fingers filled with food, and people whose propinquity was solely geographical apprised of each other’s deliciously eclectic life-style. Whenever our eyes met, Bryce invariably signaled that he’d be with me in a minute, he had just one more thing to take care of, he hoped I understood, but somehow that minute never came. As at every party I’d ever attended, no matter where you had come from or where you wanted to go, time stopped well short of satisfaction.


Meanwhile, Bryce’s wife occupied a companionably overstuffed chair in the corner of the room opposite the guest of honor, her eyes buried in a book she was careful to demonstrate was not the volume being feted that evening. Normally, such outré behavior would be chastised by a self-appointed social arbiter, but since Margaret Chatterton’s money had underwritten the entire decade of Periwinkle’s perilous existence, no one chose to take umbrage at such aggressive aloofness. Not out loud, at any rate.


The next time I looked her way, I caught Margaret watching me, a furrow in her brow and a purse to her lips. But instead of acknowledging my glance, she lowered her eyes to her book and pretended neither our senses nor our sightlines had never tangled, a reaction only too indicative of the state of our mutual regard.


I’d first met her husband back in his bachelor days, when we began to run into each other at various clubs around the city in pursuit of our mutual passion for the bebop trumpet. Periodic encounters at Basin Street West and El Matador eventually evolved into the bar-ballgame-bullshit triumvirate that was the cornerstone of male friendship in the days before estimations of present and prospective wealth became the exclusive subject of discussion in the city.


When we met, Bryce had only recently abandoned the literary aspirations that had been fueled by his idolization of Scott Fitzgerald and his Stegner fellowship in Stanford’s famous writing program. A clerk in a Post Street used bookstore—an antiquarian bookshop, its owner dubbed it in order to justify the markup—Bryce was barely earning enough to stay afloat in the increasingly precious nectar that was post-sixties San Francisco. But because even more than jazz, books were his major passion, he was content to be a minor player in the minor minuet that passed for the city’s literary scene.


Eventually, Bryce began to appear with less and less frequency at our haunts. Since both the quantity and quality of American jazz had already begun its steep decline, I thought that might be the reason for his absence. But what I hoped was that, in contrast to my quarter century of failure in that regard, Bryce had found a woman he liked well enough to marry.


Most men are by nature unskilled in the things that matter. Indeed, it is often the very size of their ineptitude that makes them marriageable, in need of a complementary union to function at anything resembling their best. Because Bryce Chatterton was less able than anyone I knew at the mechanics of existence—Bryce couldn’t fry an egg, for example, or fill out a deposit slip—I was cheered when I learned his rescue had been realized.


Margaret had seemed in the nature of a coup for Bryce, someone who both shared his love for books and possessed a net worth that could afford him a regular diet of the pricey first editions that were locked away in the long glass case at the rear of his employer’s musty establishment. Though the outward signs were thus encouraging, and I wished the two of them nothing but the best, the downside was that our friendship failed to survive the marriage. Partly because such friendships rarely do, partly because Periwinkle was founded shortly thereafter and immediately knotted the loose ends in Bryce’s days and evenings, and partly because Margaret clearly felt that private investigators occupied a slot in the social strata somewhere below men’s room attendants, an opinion that seemed to slip a notch after she was introduced to me.


Nonetheless, I was pleased when Bryce began to ascend through the local literary stratosphere and when his bon mots began to appear in the city’s most prominent gossip column almost as frequently as Strange de Jim’s. He would telephone me periodically to bemoan the premature demise of one of our musical idols, or rhapsodize over the discovery of his latest genius, and we would exchange heartfelt pledges to get together soon, for baseball or for lunch. But except for a handful of rather rote occasions and an all-too-recent disaster during a party at my apartment, we seldom followed through. Suddenly ten years had passed, and when I received an invitation to the publication party it was out of a blue as blue as a periwinkle’s tiny bloom.


When Bryce swept past me yet another time and tried to give me something resembling a mollusk pursuing a sunburn on a Ritz, I asked him how long he thought it would be before we could talk. Bryce is both thoroughly polite and relentlessly optimistic, which tends to overload his expression with a guileless mix of astonishment and glee. In answer to my question, his eyes blazed so brightly behind their steel-rimmed glasses it seemed certain he intended the next book on Periwinkle’s list to be entitled Talks with Tanner.


“Soon, Marsh,” he promised. “I’m going to shoo them off to the Café Roma in ten minutes. I’ve arranged something special for Matilda tonight—they’re pouring a new drink in her honor, named after the new book. Cointreau, cinnamon, and clotted cream; I think she’ll be pleased, don’t you?”


I glanced at Matilda. Her pate was glistening from the warmth of her reception and she was clutching her book to her side as though its gossamer imagery would fly away if her grip loosened even slightly. The poems were about traffic, I’d heard someone say—cars and trucks and what happens when you ride around in them. The collection was entitled Gridlock, and the jacket photograph featured Matilda in a bikini and a chaise longue, recumbent on an endangered species—an empty parking space within a mile of Union Square.


As one of Matilda’s more unctuous friends began extolling her talent at the expense of Amy Clampitt, Bryce glanced furtively at his watch. “I’ll meet you in my office at nine, Marsh; you can go on back, if you like. There’s scotch in the credenza, lower left—I know that’s more your style. But first I’ve got to try to convince a young postmodern to send her new collection to Periwinkle. She’s clearly ready to break out—with the right promotion and some suitably bizarre behavior on her part, I think I can make her the next Kathy Acker.”


With a flip of his hand, Bryce went off to foist the Ritz on an impressively outlandish young woman who seemed more insulted than thrilled by the attention, which no doubt made her personality congruent with her prose. When Bryce was well into his spray of flattery, I surveyed my surroundings more closely, since it was my first visit to Periwinkle’s inner sanctum.


The party was corrupting what was normally the conference room. Darkly handsome, it was furnished in the timeless style of an English men’s club, with ponderous leather chairs and heavily tufted chesterfields. Beneath the gleaming brass reading lamps suitably esoteric tomes were displayed on deeply oiled occasional tables. The wall at my back was entirely a bookshelf and its opposite was mostly glass, beyond which a leather bar and a fabricating plant mocked us from the ungentrified side of the street.


On the wall to my right, precisely paneled squares bore framed and spotlighted covers from Periwinkle’s meager backlist, matted in a brilliant blue. Although I read my share of reviews and spent more than a few of my Saturday mornings browsing through the Recent Acquisitions section of my neighborhood library branch, few of the titles were familiar to me. Which might have explained why Margaret Chatterton had a scowl on her face when I looked her way a second time.


When I bowed toward what looked like the standard edition of her disdain, she unexpectedly motioned for me to join her. Margaret was one of those women who demands a fealty that exceeds my understanding and is thus beyond my power to confer, which makes me feel vaguely culpable. I obeyed her summons immediately.


“It’s been a long time, Marsh,” she said, the makings of mischief in her eye. “Are you enjoying your wallow among the literati?”


I looked down at the gray-streaked hair, the narrow nose, the vertically striated neck, the reluctant breasts that barely disturbed the drape of her cashmere dress. “About as much as you are, I’d say.”


Her smile turned snide. “Now you know how I felt at your Super Bowl party.”


“I wouldn’t have been offended if you’d stayed home, Margaret.”


“I wouldn’t have hesitated to offend you; it was Bryce I was worried about. I had to make sure he didn’t make any more of those ridiculous wagers.”


“Well, you got the job done. As I recall, no one did anything remotely ridiculous that day.”


She looked up at me as she fiddled with the jewel that was suspended at her throat like a drop of her husband’s blood. “I did put a damper on the whole affair, didn’t I?”


By the time the 49ers had launched their winning drive, I had been the only one left in the room, the rest of my guests having retired to the Caffé Sport to escape Margaret’s running commentary, which made Howard Cosell’s sound like the Reverend Schuler’s. “That about covers it,” I admitted.


She closed her book with the snap of a steel trap. “So what. Football is sadistic and its trappings are sexist. It ought to be banned.” With that burst of intellectual fascism, Margaret turned toward the crowd that continued to buzz with pleasure at nothing more apparent than its self-regard. “It’s hardly encouraging, is it, to know that the majority of people in this room think literature begins with Erica Jong and ends with Tama Janowitz.”


Her words buckled with a contempt so vast it must necessarily have encompassed herself. Since there wasn’t anything else to do, and since if Bryce did plan to engage me professionally it would probably be Margaret who paid the bill, I tried to jar her out of it. “You’d prefer they were discussing Jane Austen, I take it. Or maybe Ayn Rand.”


She scoffed. “Actually, my disposition is more a matter of money than poetics.” She gestured toward the guest of honor. “Would you like to know how much it cost me to publish Matilda’s little exercise in blank-verse egoism?”


“How much?”


She licked her lips. “Well, let’s see. With a standard trim size like Gridlock’s, a small page number and small printing, the figures run something like this—three thousand for the cover design plus another three for the jacket; twenty dollars per page in plate costs, times a hundred pages equals another two thousand; plus a dollar ten per unit in PP and B, plus—”


“What’s PP and B?”


“Paper, print, and binding. Which is another twenty-two hundred. Plus a dollar for every book we estimate we’ll sell for promotion, which is two thousand more. Plus the royalty to the author, which is ten percent of the cover price, which in this case means a dollar a book. Which gives us … what?”


“Something over fourteen thousand dollars.”


“Right. And that’s just hard cost, not fully allocated—I haven’t even hinted at overhead yet, which, given the size of our mortgage, is a horror I won’t bore you with.” Margaret glanced morosely at the wall across from us. “Suffice it to say, all those precious little poems and precocious little novels have cost more than two million dollars to immortalize. Net loss to me, needless to say.” She chuckled without a trace of mirth. “That’s exclusive of the cost of the stimulants necessary to revive the poor souls who decided to read them.”


“That’s a lot of money.”


Margaret looked at me with a glint of triumph, as though she suspected I had given Bryce the first book he’d ever read and was therefore to blame for his addiction. “Do you sense a little desperation in the air, tonight?” she asked abruptly.


I frowned. “Not particularly. Why?”


“This is his swan song,” Margaret said, the final words a spondee of satisfaction. “I’ve warned Bryce that at the end of the fiscal year I’m pulling the financial plug. When I do, I’m afraid his lovely little Periwinkle will rapidly begin to wilt.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said truthfully.


“Why?”


I thought of the hours I’d spent in the presence of nothing but a book, beginning at about age six with a boys’ biography of Kit Carson. Laid end to end, the hours would encompass years. The best years of my life, arguably. “Because books are nice things to make, I guess,” I muttered with an odd embarrassment. “And because Bryce enjoys his work more than anyone I know.”


Margaret pointed toward the wall. “How did you like Thin Wind? That was our best-seller: eighteen hundred copies.”


“I, ah …”


“I’m sure Bryce sent you a galley. What was your favorite part? The celebrated blizzard scene?”


“I guess so. Sure.”


Her laugh was the comeuppance I deserved. “Thin Wind is set on a banana plantation in Costa Rica; there is no blizzard. That is, if you discount the blizzard of adjectives that is that particular novelist’s most egregious affectation.”


There was nothing I could say that would take us anywhere I wanted to go, but in a mysterious shift of mood, Margaret looked up at me with uncharacteristic contrition. “Don’t be embarrassed, Marsh; actually, I’m flattered that you cared enough to lie to me. And I didn’t intend to be mean—I’ve told you this so you’ll help if Bryce starts behaving childishly after I’ve taken his toy away. I do care for him, you know,” she added as though she knew that among more than a few of her husband’s friends it was a subject of debate.


In the echo of her final sentiment, I glanced to where Bryce was regaling a bevy of presumably would-be writers with one of the publishing anecdotes he related so irrepressibly, this one having to do with an autograph party at which no one but the author showed up. “He doesn’t look too broken up over Periwinkle’s imminent demise,” I observed carefully.


“Because he doesn’t think it’s going to happen.”


“Does all this have something to do with why I’m here?” I asked when she didn’t elaborate.


“Bryce thinks he’s found a substitute for me,” Margaret muttered, her gaze fixed on her husband, her injured feelings obvious. “Or for my money, at least.”


So Bryce has a mistress, I thought. Good for him, I thought next, then wondered why I wasn’t ashamed of myself. “An investor, you mean?”


She shook her head. “A book.”


I was confused. “What book?”


“A new one. Not yet published. Something Bryce feels could be a true best-seller.”


I felt myself redden. “There are already plenty of books about San Francisco private eyes,” I demurred insincerely. “Both real ones and imaginary ones.”


I expected her to try to convince me otherwise, but Margarets cockeyed squint meant I was refusing an offer that hadn’t been made, which made me redden even further. I had blurted the unnecessary disclaimer because the reference to a mysterious masterpiece had exposed my deepest secret—a secret I’d kept even from my secretary and Bryce Chatterton: some day I wanted to write a novel. Hatched during the reading rampages of my college years, the desire apparently remained so strong some three decades later that it had led me to grasp at an opportunity that wasn’t real and indulge myself in images of dust jackets decorated with my photo and book spines resplendent with my name.


Margaret seemed telepathically attuned to my discomfiture. “Bryce doesn’t want you to write a book; he wants you to read one.” Her smile turned thuggish. “You do read books, don’t you, Marsh?”


“Once in a while,” I said, angry at myself for my irrational fantasizing, angry at Margaret for so readily rebuffing me. “But what I get paid for is reading people.”


She raised a brow. “Oh? And what do you read in me?”


“A mystery,” I said roughly. “Gothic, I’d say.”


“Heavens,” Margaret Chatterton replied airily, then made as if to probe the assessment further.


But I didn’t give her the chance. Before she could question me again, I excused myself and headed for a mood modifier more reliable than punch, put to a pathetic rout by the resurrection of what was at once the most persistent and arrogant of my ambitions.





 


 


 


Before it was summarily stolen from me, I considered teaching the most noble profession of them all. Though now I am in many ways its victim, I still think that: the most noble; and the most treacherous. Perhaps that is nobility’s essence, that it cannot exist without peril. Which would explain why, in a society that so maniacally seeks to obviate risk, a champion is so seldom seen.


HOMAGE TO HAMMURABI, p. 31




Chapter 2
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The office was much smaller than the conference area, in its relentless clutter and confusion less a room than a cavern carved out of a mountain of books and manuscripts. The only items of decor not related to publishing and Periwinkle were a stack of Bang & Olufsen components in a cabinet behind the desk and an array of photographs of a young woman that was on display in the many nooks and crannies of the room.


After examining the stylized stereo close enough to decipher how to turn it on, I pressed some buttons until I got the tuner locked on KJAZ and the opening bars of a James Moody ballad, then got comfortable in the desk chair, feeling exalted and at home in the cozy room. To pass the time I leafed through a recent Newsweek, stopping only to read the cover story on the delectable Michelle Pfeiffer and a review of the new novel by Richard Russo. I put down Newsweek and picked up Publishers Weekly. An article listing the American media companies now owned by foreign corporations lent further support to a common prognostication—that by the end of the century America will be little more than a satellite of foreign powers, vulnerable to their policies and preferences, significant solely as a market for their wares.


The radio shifted to the Brecker Brothers, and I grew as restless as their rhythms. After discarding the dregs of the Sunday Punch in a pot of pansies and filling the void with Bryce’s Black Label, I left the desk and wandered around the room, pulling books off the shelves as I went, taking the best measure of a man there is next to examining his diary or his tax returns.


Most had been written by well-known Bay Area authors, present and past, from Frank Norris and Dashiell Hammett to Herb Gold and Anne Rice. Almost all were first editions and many were inscribed to Bryce with sentiments ranging from careful courtesy to effusive thanks. After three or four examples of the latter, I found myself taking pleasure in the fact that so many eminent people shared at least one of my opinions—that Bryce Chatterton was a nice guy.


After enjoying an elegantly brief tribute to Bryce from the pen of Alice Walker, I turned my attention to the manuscripts. There was a yard-high pile of them beside the desk. I selected one entitled Rampage. The postmark indicated it had been mailed to Periwinkle some three months before, from a man in Hobbs, New Mexico. I thumbed aimlessly through the bright, crisp typescript, wondering if the author rushed to the mailbox each day awaiting word of its fate, wondering if Bryce had become too jaded to marvel any longer at the dreams that lay pressed as hopefully as four-leaf clovers between the pages he so routinely received and presumably, in all but the rarest of cases, dispatched with a rote thumbs down.


I stopped at page 251: “The blood from her breast spurted onto my face like wine from a goatskin, and was thick in my throat as I drank it.” For some reason the image made me laugh. Mercifully, the door to the office opened and spared me a further dose of what Faulkner might have become if he’d tried to sell as many books as Stephen King.


Although I was expecting her husband, it was Margaret who succeeded me behind the desk. “Bryce will be in shortly,” she informed me as she rummaged through the pile of papers in front of her, her features dense with preoccupation. “The herd has finally been sufficiently fattened and he’s driving them toward the exits.”


“Good.”


When she didn’t find whatever it was she was looking for, she looked up. “I want to apologize if I seemed uncharitable in there,” she said, looking less apologetic than crafty. “I’m still not certain I’m going to shut Periwinkle down; it all depends on my ex-husband.”


“Why him?” I asked without much interest in the answer.


Margaret raised a brow. “I assumed Bryce told you that Marvin’s money paid for all this.”


I shook my head. “Marvin who?”


“Gillis.”


My interest turned real—I knew Gillis a little, less personally than by reputation; I had even done some work for his law firm, though not on the corporate side of which Gillis was top gun, but rather for the lowly litigators.


“I thought everyone knew,” Margaret was saying. “Actually, I thought my divorce settlement was in the nature of a scandal.”


“I guess I skipped the columns that week.”


She bristled in self-defense. “Marvin made lots of money. It was only fair that I was given a share of it.”


Margaret had put it mildly. Marvin Gillis specialized in incorporating new ventures and taking a block of stock in return as his fee. Thanks to the law of averages and Marvin’s participation in the zoom of high tech down in Silicon Valley, portions of that stock were eventually worth millions. At one point I heard that only Jobs and Wozniak had a bigger bite in Apple than Marvin did, but I didn’t know if it was true. I did know that if Margaret Chatterton had been awarded even 10 percent of her ex-husband’s rumored accumulation, she had enough to float Periwinkle over the next century.


“Marvin is still being a grouch,” Margaret was saying, “even after all this time.”


“How?”


“He’s overextended himself in the past few years, so he’s trying to finesse me out of my holdings, refinancing and reorganizing this company and that, issuing Class C stock and nonsubordinated debentures and other nifty instruments that have the sole purpose of diluting my stake in his companies. My lawyer says he’s being fiendishly clever. If I can’t stop him, Periwinkle will go down the drain.” She closed her eyes. “But that’s not your concern, is it?”


“I don’t know.”


She didn’t hear me. “I’m sure you have more important things to worry about. I know I do.”


“Like what?”


She blinked. “It’s really none of your business.”


I shrugged. “You look the way a lot of my clients look, Margaret—that you need to talk to someone about something.”


She tried to smile. With Margaret, that’s as good as it gets. When Bryce first introduced us, I kept trying to decide what I’d done to annoy her. I finally realized that it had nothing to do with me, that Margaret simply resented her husband’s interest in anything other than herself.


“Perhaps I should try idle conversation at this point,” she said glumly. “I’ve tried everything else.” She paused for effect. “I’m worried about my daughter.”


“Jane Ann?”


She nodded.


I recalled the snapshots of his brand-new stepdaughter Bryce had brought by the office several years before. After I’d approved in spades, he’d presented me with a cigar in honor of the occasion. Cuban, in fact. The next day I gave it to Charley Sleet. He said it was the best he ever smoked. Since Charley’s a cop, he also said they were illegal.


I gestured to the photo on the corner of Bryce’s desk, which was the oldest version of the rest of them. “Is that her?”


“Yes.”


“She’s all grown up.”


“In some ways, yes; Jane Ann’s very precocious. But in other ways she’s frighteningly … regressive.”


The modification hinted at complex psychology, in both Margaret and her daughter. “Why are you so worried about her? I mean except for the ways parents usually worry about their kids?”


Margaret closed her eyes, as though better to picture her distress. “Marvin and I divorced when she was nine. For reasons that seemed important at the time, I chose to let Jane Ann grow up with her father. So …” Her shrug was massive enough to encompass her daughter’s infancy and adolescence. “Still, she survived, for which I’m thankful—so many don’t these days. But it wasn’t easy, for any of us. When she was seventeen she rebelled against Marvin’s strictures, his conventional values, his excessive expectations. She dropped out of high school just before graduation, refused to go to college even though she’d been admitted to one of the finest in the country, and began to associate with peers who were even less responsible than she was. And now she …”


“What?”


She sighed heavily. “That just it. What does she do? I haven’t the faintest idea. She is talented in art and takes lessons twice a week but she never seems to actually paint anything. She has no job, yet cruises the city in an expensive convertible, lives in a chic apartment, carouses to all hours. She’s had one abortion that I know of; she was arrested for possession of drugs when she was eighteen, though thankfully the case was weak and Marvin got it thrown out on a technicality. Her driver’s license is suspended, though that doesn’t seem to slow her down. I just … don’t know what to do.” A tear appeared in a corner of her eye. “She has always craved excitement. She lived on the roller coaster at Santa Cruz one summer; she adores those horrid slaughter films; she wanders the most frightening areas of the city without a thought for her safety. I’m afraid she …”


“What?” I prompted again.


Margaret struggled for the words. “I guess I’m afraid she’s gotten herself involved in something dangerous. And quite possibly criminal.”


“Like what?”


She opened herself to me for the first time, her bleak and bloodshot eyes a pink patina above a desperate plea for help. “Who knows? These days young people don’t seem to experience pleasure unless they’re committing an antisocial act.”


There was some truth to that, particularly with regard to the children of the very poor and the very rich, but I decided not to point it out. “You don’t have any clue at all to what she might be mixed up in?”


Margaret shook her head. “Just that she seems so edgy lately. She lives like she’s on the run—changing phone numbers frequently, spending lots of money with nothing to show for it, showing up here late at night in the company of a young man who looks more like a bodyguard than a boyfriend. I just …” The enormity of the puzzle silenced her.


“How long has this been going on?”


“It’s gotten worse in the past month, but she’s been a problem for years.” Margaret looked away from me, to one of the photos of her daughter, this one showing Jane Ann waving happily from the back of a horse. In the one next to it she was several years older and on crutches, as though the years of adolescence had crippled her. “I have to tell you that it’s not impossible that Jane Ann has used some of the money her father and I have given her over the years to finance an illegal enterprise,” Margaret concluded grimly, “and that somehow it’s gone bad.”


“If it’s drugs, she could be in serious trouble. The nuances of the social register don’t mean much to the Colombians.”


She nodded timidly. “That’s why I was wondering if you could look into the situation for me.” Her expression congealed and became beseeching. “I know you think I’m a hard woman. And I am, in many ways. I’ve had to be. But I love my daughter very much. I neglected her for a long time, under the illusion that I wasn’t competent to rear her. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to her now that I’m in a position to prevent it. Could you help me, Marsh? Please?”


Because it was in such contrast to her usual demeanor, I found the entreaty moving. But nevertheless I shook my head. “Bryce called first, Margaret. I have to see what he wants me to do. If it’s something I think I can handle, I have to give that priority.”


“I see.”


“Your problems with Jane Ann sound like they need someone full-time. I’d be happy to recommend an investigator for you to talk to. A woman, if you think that would be preferable.”


“What if I persuade Bryce to use someone else?”


“I’m afraid the answer’s still no.”


“But why?”


“I don’t mix friendship and business.”


“You’re willing to work for Bryce.”


“Bryce is different; Bryce is balancing the books.”


“What about when the business pays twice your normal rate?”


Flush with the profitable resolution of my most recent undertaking, I allowed myself a righteous smile. “Friendship pays better. In the long run.”


“When you get to be my age, the long run is not a viable option.” Her lips curled bitterly. “Look at me. No wonder Bryce spends his every waking hour in here with these stupid books. Who’d want a woman whose flesh drips off her bones like this?”


She held up an arm for me to inspect. It wasn’t by any means a teen’s, but it wasn’t as wattled as her rhetoric suggested. It was just a badge like the badges that all of us over forty carry around, badges worn within and without, badges we tear at when our lives go wrong.


I sighed. Despite our disputatious history there was something pitiable in Margaret’s candor. Her inner demons seemed no more blameworthy, nor more governable, than my own. So, since she was fishing for a compliment, I gave her one.


“You’re still an attractive woman, Maggie,” I exaggerated easily.


Her smile was almost real. “Maggie. You’re the only one in the world who calls me that. I must admit I like it.”


Somewhere between us, something softened. As it did, Margaret looked out the window, at the towers of light rising out of the financial district, at the fortress of wealth they defined, at the implication that those of us outside that electric forest were doomed to insignificance.


After what looked like regretful reverie, Margaret looked back to whatever she saw as our relationship, her aspect firm and businesslike. “Bryce is certain the job he wants you to do for him will be his salvation. And Periwinkle’s. I wouldn’t want you to think I’m standing in the way of that. I love him, too, after all,” she added, as though I’d expressed some doubt.


While I stayed silent, she framed a qualification. “But you should also know that Bryce’s dream is nonsense. If you don’t want to see him hurt, you should not encourage him to indulge his fantasies. And if you truly care about him, you’ll keep me apprised of what you’re up to. Otherwise, you may end up doing more harm than good.”


With her final caution, Margaret left the room. A moment later the door opened once again. Bryce Chatterton walked to the chair his wife had vacated and sank to a comfortable slant, hands locked behind the sandy hair that crossed his head in tangled wisps, loafers and argyles perched like tropical birds on the corner of his desk. According to his wife, this was Periwinkle’s final hour but Bryce looked less like the captain of a sinking ship than an eager mariner who’d just sighted a new world.


“Another legend launched,” he said. “I feel like Max Perkins must have felt the day he brought out Thomas Wolfe.”


“Congratulations.”


“I’m kidding,” he said when he saw my look, which let me get comfortable as well—I’m uneasy with people who take themselves too seriously, which means I’m uneasy a lot these days. I sank to the chair across from him, crossed my legs, and took the measure of my old friend, to see what time and his wife had done to him.


As they had been a dozen years before, Bryce’s clothes were woolly and professorial, but now they were designed by Ralph Lauren, not assembled from a thrift shop. His body was still rotund and soft, less dissipated than untended, more bearish than porcine. Because his face was amply fleshed, it was sufficiently unmanageable to betray every nuance of his emotions, which had previously been extravagant but now seemed languid and serene. From my inventory, I was prepared to conclude that, more than most people I knew, Bryce Chatterton had thrived during the decade just past. But just as I was awarding him this unspoken accolade, his expression sagged toward melancholy.


As though I’d just admired it, he gestured angrily at the clutter. “It’s not as impressive as it looks. By the time a manuscript winds up here, it’s already been rejected by every publisher worthy of the name.”


“I doubt it,” I said, just to be saying something.


“Hell, Marsh, I don’t publish books, I publish authors. If a manuscript is even remotely promising, I call the writer in to lunch. If I like him—or, more precisely, if I want him to like me—I publish. If not, I don’t. Behind the facade, essentially I’m a welfare program. I lavish Margaret’s money on souls who have less claim to her bounty than the homeless wretches who camp in Golden Gate Park or the Civic Center Plaza.” Bryce groaned heavily in an effort to cast off his sudden depression. “It was a nice party, anyway; Matilda was thrilled. Did you meet anyone interesting?”


I shrugged. “Colt Harrison.”


Bryce shook his head. “The eminent critic for the Chronicle.” The encomium was insincere. “I’m surprised he showed—usually Colt only writes up a collection after it’s been reviewed in American Poetry, so he’ll know what he thinks about it.” Bryce worked with the thought, then softened. “Poor Colt. He has his place; the problem is, it’s on a soap box, not on the book page. He has no concept of the difference between good verse and bad and lacks the vocabulary to articulate it if he did. All you need to do to get a favorable mention from Colt is parrot his politics—Colt doesn’t want to read about the world that is, he wants to read about the world that he thinks ought to be. Unfortunately, his politics are somewhere in the shadow of George Will’s. It’s the shame of my profession that such politics have become de rigueur.”


“What does that mean?”


“If literature couldn’t put a stop to a nincompoop like Reagan, or expose the cruelty and corruption of the Visigoths who worshipped him, then what the hell can it do?”


“I think that’s a job for journalism, not literature.”


“Both, Marsh, both. And both have failed us miserably.”


Bryce pondered his adjudication for another moment, then reached into his desk, pulled out a cigar, and lit it, as if shrouding himself in toxic gases would shield him from the failings he had just described. When he offered me one, I shook my head.


“What were you talking with Margaret about?” he asked once his stogie was merrily befouling the room.


“Literature, of course. She asked if I’d read the new Danielle Steel; I asked if she’d seen the latest Tom Clancy.”


Bryce ignored the burlesque. “She was complaining about money, I’ll bet,” he speculated glumly.


“Maybe a tad.”


He closed his eyes. “She’s been saying she’s going to close down Periwinkle. It would serve me right, of course—I’ve treated her more like an underwriter than a spouse for years. Sometimes I think she suspects I’m seeing another woman, even though the only women in my life are those up there.”


His finger anointed the books on the shelves that surrounded him, lingering long enough to suggest the relationship was indeed lascivious. As if buoyed by the possibility, his eyes flipped open and his expression brightened. “But if you come through for me, Marsh old buddy, Margaret’s funk won’t matter.”


“Which brings us to why I’m still tasting the Sunday Punch.”


Bryce nodded. “I wanted you to come to the party so I could give you a feel for why I care about all this so much. Gridlock may be silly—hell, all my books may be silly—but the impulse behind them isn’t silly. The desire to express yourself in the written word, to arrange the language in ways it’s never been deployed, to perpetuate what you’ve learned about life—that’s the best use of our brain there is.”


“Literature’s fallen out of favor, hasn’t it? People seem more interested in facts these days.”


Bryce wrinkled his nose. “What they want is consolation and expiation, and that’s all most of the so-called fact books give them. People don’t avoid fiction—good fiction—because it’s false, they avoid it because it’s all too true. A great novel is a mirror that shows us who we are; unfortunately, these days that’s not something many people want to know.”


Bryce’s face reddened with ardor. “The truly great lives are fictional lives, Marsh: Hamlet, Anna Karenina, Silas Marner, Ahab—even Jesus. The Bible is the best-selling novel of all time, after all. The little monk in Lyon who chose which gospels to include in the New Testament was the world’s first great editor.”


“That burst of blasphemy could get you tarred and feathered in certain states of the union.”


“You know what I mean, Marsh. These are the lives that illuminate; these are the lives that suggest who we should aspire to be; these are the truest stories.” Bryce paused, then cooled to a simmer. “It’s stunning how many people want to write, you know. After TV has stolen the time we used to devote to reading, and movies have made us bored by anything but group sex and spatter murders, and politicians have so emasculated the language its glories have become mundane, people still want to write novels and stories and poems. How many unsolicited manuscripts do you think I get over the transom each year?”


I shrugged. “A hundred?”


“Five times that. And a big house like Random gets maybe five thousand. None of which they’ll publish. Which leaves a lot of leftovers for people like me.” Bryce stopped bending a paper clip into the shape of a triangle and looked at me earnestly. “I really don’t want to lose Periwinkle, Marsh. You’ve got to help me keep it.”


“I’d like to,” I said honestly. “Maybe it’s time for you to tell me how.”


Bryce nodded, then reached into his jacket pocket, took out a key, and unlocked the bottom left drawer of his desk. When he straightened he was cradling a stack of paper in his hands, a ream of it at least, gazing on it as fondly as if it were his newborn offspring. “This is the Holy Grail for a man like me, Marsh. At least I hope it is.”


“What is it?”


“A novel. A good one, maybe even a great one.”


Behind his glasses, Bryce’s eyes slipped away to the vision of a life of fame and fortune and, since it was Bryce, of the satisfactions that come with the belief that one has added to the small store of truth in the world.
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