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      Part One

      


      Thursday, June 10

      The mesa was the most desolate place I’d ever seen.

      I climbed out of the Scout and followed my guide across rock-strewn ground where nothing but mesquite and spiny cholla cactus
            grew. The morning was overcast, the air saturated with salt-laden moisture—spitty weather, we used to call it. The wind blew
            sharp and icy off the flat gray sea.

      Ahead of us where the ground dropped off to distant ranchland stood the tumbledown adobe hut. My guide, Andrés, stopped several
            yards from it and waited for me to join him. “There is where it happened,” he said in a hushed voice.

      I looked at the hut, felt nothing. It was simply a relic of a bygone time, crumbling now into the earth that had formed it.
            I started toward it, then glanced back at my companion. He stood, arms folded, staring resolutely at the Pacific. Superstitious,
            I thought, and kept going.

      The hut had no roof, and two of the walls leaned in on each other at abnormal angles. I stepped through an opening where a
            door once had been onto a packed dirt floor, Loose bricks were scattered underfoot, and trash drifted in the corners; fire
            had blackened the pale clay.

      I still didn’t feel anything. No more loss or grief, no sense of horror—none of the emotional shock waves that surge through
            me at the scene of a violent death, even though the death that had happened here should have touched me more deeply than any.

      What’s wrong with you? I asked myself. You can’t have used up all your tears in one night.

      For a few minutes I stood still, looking for something—anything—and willing my emotions to come alive. But there was nothing
            here, so I turned and went back outside. I felt a tug at the leg of my jeans and glanced down: a little tree, dead now. Poor
            thing hadn’t stood a chance in this inhospitable ground. A few crumpled papers were caught in its brittle branches; I brushed
            them away. Rest in peace.

      One of the scraps caught my eye, and I picked it up and smoothed it out: U.S. Department of Justice, Immigration and Naturalization
            Service, Notice and Request for Deposition. The form the border patrol issues to illegal aliens when they pick them up, carelessly
            discarded here because it didn’t matter anyway. One trip over the border fence and through the wild canyons—infested with
            rattlers, scorpions, and bandits—had been aborted, but that made no difference. Soon the illegal—in this case, the form
            showed, one Maria Torres—would be back, and others would follow in a never-ending stream. I let the paper drift from my fingers.

      Then I walked away from the hut where so much had come to an end and stood at the very edge of the headland. To my right lay
            the distant towers of San Diego and, closer in, the vast Tijuana riverbed. The river itself had long ago been diverted from
            its original course; it meandered westward, its waters made toxic by Mexico’s raw sewage. Straight ahead was its destination,
            the leaden gray Pacific. And to my left, Baja California. A border patrol helicopter flapped overhead.

      I turned and faced south. Cars moved on the toll road leading away from the border; beyond it sprawled the pastel houses and
            iron and red-tiled roofs of Tijuana. The famed bullring—like a giant satellite TV dish that could service all of Baja—stood
            alone at the edge of town. I stared at the black steel-paneled boundary fence that lay across the ridge of rugged hills, and
            thought of satin funeral ribbons.

      For a long time I stood there, thoughts and impressions trickling randomly through my mind. I recalled the words “You keep
            what you can use, throw the rest away.” And then the sluggish flow began to rush in an unstemmable torrent toward the obvious
            conclusion. When I finally began to feel, the emotions were not the ones I’d anticipated. I turned and ran back to where AndrÉs
            still contemplated the sea.

      I’d come here this morning on a pilgrimage, thinking that everything was over, finished. Now I realized my search was only
            beginning.

   
      One

      Monday, June 7

      “Hey, where’re you going in such a hurry? I need to talk with you.”

      Hank Zahn’s hand gripped my shoulder as I tried to squeeze by him on the front stairs of All Souls Legal Cooperative’s main
         building. He jerked me to such an abrupt halt that I nearly lost my footing on the fog-damp step.
      

      “Sorry,” my boss added, steadying me with his other hand and whacking me on the elbow with his briefcase.

      “Let go of me,” I said through gritted teeth, “before we both fall down and end up in matching leg casts.”

      Hank did as I told him, running his free hand over his wiry gray-brown hair. “Sorry,” he repeated.

      “Just see that it doesn’t happen again.” I kept going, hoping to make a getaway while he was still befuddled.

      “Wait!” he called.

      I sighed and turned. “What?”

      “I need to talk with you before the partners’ meeting at three.”

      It was close to noon now. “What about?”

      Hank’s eyes grew evasive behind his thick horn-rimmed glasses. “Oh, some things to do with the reorganization.”

      So they’d finally coined a term for it—reorganization. It referred, I supposed, to the mixed bag of changes that had gone
         into effect during All Souls’s transition from a small neighborhood law cooperative to one of northern California’s largest
         legal-services plans. At any given time during the past year you could have found at least one employee reeling from some
         change in job status or description, and now it appeared it was to be the turn of their chief investigator. From the look
         in Hank’s eyes, I wasn’t going to like what I heard. Still, I had my priorities.…
      

      “Hank,” I said, “I’m working a case, and I’ve got to take off.”

      “I really need to—”

      “I’ll try to get back to you before three.”

      “If not …” He paused, looking downright guilty now.

      “Yes?”

      “The partners would like you to attend the meeting.”

      Bad sign. Very bad. What the hell was this? Surely they didn’t plan to fire me? There had been a number of dismissals lately, and Lord knew I’d played fast and loose any number of times with what few
         rules All Souls had, but I was a good investigator, and they damn well knew it.
      

      I frowned, but before I could say anything, Hank fled up the steps. “Be there,” he called back to me.

      I watched him go inside, his shoulders hunched under the burden of his guilty knowledge, then shrugged and headed downhill,
         where my old red MG was sandwiched between the corner and a fireplug.
      

       *    *    *

      All the way to Oakland Airport I fretted. I’d just come off an investigation that had turned into a flat-out case of obsession,
         and I’d expected to give such behavior a rest for a while, but here I was tying myself into emotional knots a day and a half
         later. From All Souls in San Francisco’s Bernal Heights district to Treasure Island in the middle of the Bay Bridge, I obsessed
         about my job. From Treasure Island to the airport, I obsessed about Hy.
      

      Hy—Heino—Ripinsky. Gentleman sheep rancher and director of an environmental foundation in the Mono County town of Vernon
         on the shore of Tufa Lake. Multitalented: airplane pilot, book collector, naturalist, sometime diplomat, sometime protester
         for worthy causes. Long rap sheet to go with the latter. Multilingual: English, Spanish, Russian, and French, speaking all
         with unaccented fluency. Tall, lanky, hawk-nosed, with shaggy dark-blond hair and a droopy mustache. Given to rugged outdoorsman’s
         clothing, but also at home in formal fund-raising attire. A gentle, passionate man, but a man whom I’d also heard described
         as dangerous, perhaps violent.
      

      And he did have his darker side. Tragedy in his background: one wife, Julie Spaulding, who had, as he put it, saved him from
         hell and later died of a debilitating disease. Julie, who had understood his self-destructive urges and wisely established
         the Spaulding Foundation to occupy his lonely hours. Mystery in his background, too: a nine-year hole, years away from Tufa
         Lake about which rumors abounded. Rumors, from employment by the CIA to a prison term—and none, I was convinced, that came
         close to the true story.
      

      Hy refused to tell me the truth, even after we became lovers late in March. The barrier of silence had driven me to set up
         a case file containing what fragmentary information about his past I’d been able to gather. A file that I’d destroyed only
         a little over a week ago, convinced I had no right or need to pry into what he seemed determined to conceal, and had set up
         once again just this morning when I learned from his assistant at the foundation that Hy had apparently staged a deliberate
         and well-thought-out disappearance.
      

      At first tracking him down had seemed like an adventure, perhaps a response to a subtle challenge on his part. But after an
         hour of thought, I began to wonder if the disappearance was deliberate after all. Hy didn’t play games, not that kind. Now
         tracking him down seemed imperative. Now I was afraid for him.
      

      *    *    *

      Oakland Airport was nearly socked in by fog, and the wind gusted across its north field, where the general aviation terminal
         was located. A couple of corporate jets were fueling up, but otherwise there was little activity. I skirted the terminal building
         to the small aircraft tie-downs.
      

      The wind made the Cessnas and Beechcrafts and Pipers strain at the chains that tethered them; their wings creaked and shivered,
         looking deceptively fragile. I moved quickly among them until I spotted Hy’s Citabria Decathlon in the tie-down where he’d
         parked it last Wednesday morning. Even if it hadn’t been in the same place, I would have known it instantly by the blue silhouette
         of a gull that seemed to soar against the white background and the identification number, 77289. It was a small, high-winged
         plane—tandem two-seater, and aerobatic. Hy had once proudly informed me that it could fly upside down, but so far, thank
         God, he hadn’t treated me to that experience.
      

      As I approached the Citabria, I felt deflated, a little shaky, even. I supposed that in the back of my mind I’d hoped to find
         it gone, learn that Hy was on his way back to Tufa Lake, and be able to stop worrying. But seeing it here brought the gravity
         of the situation home to me, and now I was sure that Hy’s disappearance wasn’t a playful challenge to my investigatory abilities.
      

      When we’d climbed out of the plane last Wednesday morning, back from a Memorial Day weekend vacation in the White Mountains,
         he’d said he planned to refuel and immediately continue on to San Diego, where one of his many unnamed old buddies had a business
         proposition to make him. True to form, Hy hadn’t given me a hint as to what the proposition might be or where to reach him,
         had merely said he’d fill me in if it worked out. Probably I should have become concerned for him sooner, because he hadn’t
         called me. One thing— practically the only thing—I could depend on Hy for was to keep in touch.
      

      “Can I help you with something, ma’am?” One of the linemen, bundled against the cold in a down jacket, appeared around the
         tail of the Citabria. Hy often claimed that a pilot could instantly identify an airport by looking at a picture of the line
         personnel—in Burbank, for example, they all resembled movie actors—and I had to admit that this one, with his unshorn hair
         and single earring, had a touch of nearby Berkeley about him.
      

      “This plane,” I said, resting my hand on the Citabria’s wing, “has it been moved since last Wednesday?”

      The man shook his head, then looked more closely at me. “You were the passenger, I remember.”

      “Right.”

      “Well, it’s been here all along. The people at the counter in the terminal are getting a little curious; fellow said he’d
         only be tied down overnight, and it’s coming up on a week now. He doesn’t show pretty soon, they’ll have to do some checking.”
      

      “He said he’d be staying here in the area?”

      “Guess so.”

      I couldn’t believe Hy had lied to me about his destination. That wasn’t his style; rather than lie, he’d simply employ silence.
         “Did he mention where?”
      

      “Not to me. In fact, at first he wasn’t going to stay at all. Said he was going to make a phone call, then fuel up. But when
         he came back outside, he told me his plans had changed and got his gear.”
      

      “And went where? Did somebody pick him up?”

      The lineman shrugged. “Didn’t notice.”

      “Well, thanks for your help.” I dug in my bag and gave him one of my cards. “If he comes back or calls in, anything like that,
         will you get in touch with me?”
      

      His eyes widened slightly, the way some people’s do when they realize they’ve been talking to a private investigator. “Sure.
         You might want to check with Sandy at the desk inside. She probably knows more about this.”
      

      “I’ll do that.” I gave the Citabria a last glance and headed for the terminal.

      Sandy had curly auburn hair and a friendly freckled face, and reminded me a little of my assistant, Rae Kelleher. When I explained
         what I was after, she pulled the card Hy had filled out and let me see it. All it gave was his name, address, and the plane’s
         registration number. He’d also told her that he only intended to tie down overnight and had asked that they have the Citabria
         refueled.
      

      “The lineman told me that Mr. Ripinsky originally came inside to make a phone call,” I said, handing the card back to her.

      She nodded and motioned toward the pay phones. “He did that before he checked in with me.”

      I myself had made a brief call before driving back to the city; Hy must have come in very soon afterward. “Did you notice
         if it was local or long-distance?”
      

      “Long-distance. He came over and asked me for change for the phone, but I couldn’t spare any, so he said he’d use his credit
         card,”
      

      “Did he make just the one call?”

      “No, two. And he wrote something down, maybe directions.”

      “And then he checked in with you?”

      “Yes. Afterward he went outside, and a little while later I saw him talking with Jerry, one of the linemen who was just going
         off shift. I got the impression they know each other pretty well. Does Mr. Ripinsky fly in here a lot?”
      

      “Fairly often. Is Jerry working today?”

      She shook her head. “He’s on vacation—visiting his folks in the Midwest, I think. Won’t be back till next week.”

      Dead end for now—dammit.

      “Jerry gave him a ride,” Sandy added. “Probably to the main terminal.”

      “What makes you think they went there?”

      “Because Jerry’s seeing a waitress at the snack bar there and he usually goes over and has breakfast when he gets off.”

      “You’re a good observer.”

      “Well, I had a good subject.” She winked at me. “Mr. Ripinsky’s a very attractive man.”

      *    *    *

      
      I could think of only two reasons Hy could have had for going to the main terminal: to catch a connecting flight to a city
         that was far enough outside the Citabria’s range to make flying himself there a hassle, or to rent a car. And since he’d told
         both the lineman and Sandy that he only planned to tie down overnight, the latter was the more likely. It was close enough
         to the time of day when he would have arrived at the terminal that I reasoned the car-rental clerks would be the same ones
         who were on duty that morning; I started at Hertz and worked my way along the counters, showing the photo of Hy that I kept
         in my wallet. At a small cut-rate firm called Econocar—trust Hy not to squander on inessentials—I got lucky.
      

      The young black man with a high pillbox haircut recognized Hy immediately. “Yeah, he rented from us,” he said. “It was a slow
         morning, and I remember him because he was carrying a bunch of expired credit cards. Had a hell of a time finding one that
         wasn’t. He joked about it, said he couldn’t be bothered with cutting them up and signing the new ones.” He shrugged skeptically.
      

      “In his case, it’s the truth. Do you recall how long he planned to keep the car, or if he returned it?”

      “No.”

      “Can you find out?”

      He hesitated, frowning. “I’m not sure I can get that kind of information, or if I should be giving it out.”

      I flipped from Hy’s picture to my identification. “It’s a missing-person case. His plane’s tied down at North Field, and they
         need to free the space.”
      

      “Well, if it’s airport business … The cars’re tracked individually by vehicle number, so I should be able to pull it up.”
         He turned to his computer and typed, peered at the screen, typed some more. After a couple of minutes he said, “He kept the
         car for four days. Was returned on Saturday to SFO.”
      

      “What kind of car was it?”

      “Ninety-two Toyota Cressida. Blue.” The clerk smiled. “He asked me what the hell Cressida meant. I didn’t know. Then he goes,
         ‘How can I risk my life on the freeways in something called that—especially when I don’t even know what it means?’ ”
      

      I smiled, too. Hy’s interest in—and knowledge of—cars stopped around the year his ancient Morgan had been manufactured.
         “And that’s all the information you can access?”
      

      “Yeah. Anything else you’ll have to check with our people at SFO.”

      “You know the name of the supervisor down there?”

      “Dave Fry. He’s at the car-return area, not the counter in the terminal.”

      “Thanks for your trouble.”

      “Don’t mention it. Good luck finding the guy.”

      *    *    *

      Before I left the terminal I went to the snack bar and asked for the waitress who was seeing a North Field lineman named Jerry.
         The woman behind the counter pointed out a petite blonde named Katie who was juggling four plates with skill worthy of a magician,
         and said she’d send her to me when she was free. While I waited I nursed a cup of coffee.
      

      The sight of my I.D. turned Katie’s blue eyes a shade wary. Yes, she said, Jerry had come in for breakfast last Wednesday
         morning. “What’s he done?” she asked.
      

      “Nothing that I’m interested in. Did he mention giving somebody a ride over here from General Aviation?”

      She frowned. “I don’t … Wait—the guy with the Citabria?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Yeah, he did mention it. The guy’s not really a friend of his, but they talk when he flies in here. Jerry wants one of those
         Citabrias real bad, and the guy … What’s his name?”
      

      “Hy Ripinsky.”

      “Right, how could I forget that one? Well, Hy told Jerry he’d let him know if he heard about a used one for sale cheap.” She
         shivered. “I sort of hope he doesn’t. Those planes scare me to death.”
      

      “Did Jerry say why Hy needed the ride or where he was going?”

      “Just that he’d only landed to drop off his girlfriend and refuel, but then he’d made a phone call and found out that the
         plans had gotten switched around on him. He was pissed because if he’d made the call a few minutes earlier, he could’ve caught
         a ride into the city with his girlfriend instead of having to rent a car. What’s going on, anyway? Is this Hy in some kind
         of trouble?”
      

      “Some kind.” I gave her a conspiratorial smile. “I’m the girlfriend.”

      For a moment Katie looked dismayed; then she laughed. “I know how that goes,” she said. “If I was a detective, I’d’ve gotten
         the goods on Jerry months ago.”
      

      I thanked her and left the terminal, trying to sort out what had happened last Wednesday morning. Hy was sorry he hadn’t been
         able to ride into the city with me; that meant he’d felt no need to conceal whatever he planned to do there. Maybe that would
         make tracing his movements easier.
      

      *    *    *

      Dave Fry, manager of the Econocar lot on the frontage road near SFO, looked like a very depressed individual. I could see
         why. His desk in the office shack was heaped with unprocessed paperwork; the windswept lot was full of unrented cars; the
         terminal shuttle bus stood idle. I saw only one other employee, a young Asian man who sat on the step of the bus, looking
         as down in the dumps as his boss. When I showed Fry my identification, he sighed and shrugged—obviously expecting some kind
         of trouble and resigned to it.
      

      “That car was returned after office hours on Saturday,” he told me. “What they do, they drop the keys and paperwork in the
         lockbox outside, and we bill their credit cards.”
      

      “May I see the paperwork?”

      Fry looked at the desk in front of him, mouth turning down. “Someplace here,” he muttered, pushing a couple of piles around,
         then lifting another and peering under it as if he hoped a pair of helping hands might reach out to him. After a few moments
         of fumbling, he worked a folder free of the stack; it had a yellow Post-it note stuck to its flap. “Hey, that’s right,” he
         said. “The car you’re asking about is the one that came in damaged.”
      

      “Damaged how?”

      Fry examined the envelope. “Dented right front quarter panel and busted headlight.” He held it out to me.

      I took it and examined the Post-it note. The message on it said to bill all charges for repairs to American Express, and the
         writing wasn’t Hy’s. His was more like printing—bold and sprawling. This was fine script that reminded me of Hank Zahn’s
         nearly illegible scribbling.
      

      Quickly I looked inside at the contract, where the credit card had been imprinted. It had Hy’s name on it and also that of
         the Spaulding Foundation. I took my notebook from my bag and scribbled down the credit-card number and expiration date, then
         handed the folder back to Fry. “There’s no one at all on duty here after hours?” I asked. “Not even a security guard?”
      

      He motioned through the window at the lot. “Lady, does our volume of business suggest that we could afford a guard?”

      He had a point. “Is the car still here on the lot?”

      “Yeah. It’s not going into the shop till tomorrow.”

      “May I have a look at it?”

      Fry’s eyes narrowed. “The car wasn’t used … well, like in a crime?”

      “Not to my knowledge. This is just a routine skip trace.” Didn’t I wish.

      He nodded. “Then I don’t see any reason you shouldn’t take a look. Space thirty-four, back against the fence. Hasn’t been
         moved since it was returned. You’ll have to find it yourself; I can’t leave the office.”
      

      I went outside and crossed the lot. The Cressida was pulled in, nose against the fence, badly dented and very dirty. I ran
         my finger over the damaged quarter panel, and it came away with a coating of fine gray-black dust, like ash. I went around
         and slipped into the driver’s seat. It was drawn up so that a much shorter person than Hy—or than I, for that matter— could
         drive it.
      

      The shaky feeling I’d experienced when I first saw the Citabria in the tie-down at the airport returned. Questions flooded
         my mind: How had the car gotten damaged? Why hadn’t Hy returned it himself? Who had? I didn’t speculate on the answers, merely
         turned my attention to a systematic search.
      

      Nothing in the glove compartment but the owner’s manual. Nothing in the ashtray. A couple of Styrofoam cups that had contained
         coffee on the passenger’s side floor. Some loose change caught in the crack between the seat back and bottom. And shoved down
         beside the seat, a map. I pulled it out and unfolded it.
      

      It was a Triple A road map of the area south of San Jose where Highway 101 cuts through Santa Clara and San Benito counties
         on the way to Salinas. A smaller area was circled in red felt-tip on the portion that had been folded out, and in the margin
         Hy’s hand had written, “Ravenswood Road.”
      

      Ravenswood Road. Something familiar about that. Where …?

      I closed my eyes, pictured the stretch of highway; I’d driven it any number of times over any number of years, en route from
         San Francisco to my parents’ home in San Diego. You bypassed Morgan Hill and Gilroy on the freeway, and then the road narrowed
         and was open to cross traffic. There was that stretch—I couldn’t remember whether it was before or after the turnoffs for
         Hollister and San Juan Bautista—where the north-and southbound lanes were divided by a big stand of eucalyptus. If you were
         driving north, you saw a turnout with boulders covered with graffiti on the left, and on the right a sign for Ravenswood Road.
         A scenic place, and isolated. Nothing much there that I could remember. Why …?
      

      I folded the map and stuck it in my bag, then pulled the trunk release and went to look inside. Nothing. I went over the front
         seat and the backseat once more, then hurried to the office. Fry still stood behind his desk, staring dejectedly at his mounds
         of paperwork. I gave him my card, asked him to call me if he heard from the renter of the damaged car. As I ran to my MG,
         I tried to estimate the amount of time it would take to reach Ravenswood Road. It was quarter to three now—
      

      Dammit! I’d forgotten about the partners’ meeting at All Souls. Command appearance, and I was reasonably sure I’d be in big
         trouble if I failed to show. I’d have to return to the city for it, then double back, and brave San Jose in rush-hour traffic.
         At least it stayed light until eight or eight-thirty this time of year, so I’d be able to see whatever there was to see down
         there—if anything.
      

      I pointed the MG toward the entrance to northbound 101.

   
      Two

      When I hurried into the foyer of All Souls’s big Victorian in Bernal Heights, I saw that the sliding doors to the parlor,
         where the partners held their weekly meetings, were closed. Ted Smalley, our office manager, looked up from his computer and
         said, “Aspice quod felis attraxit.”

      I sighed. “And that means …?”

      “Look what the cat dragged in.”

      During the past weekend Ted had come across a gem of a book by one Henry Beard entitled Latin for Even More Occasions. Ted, who is an odd combination of Renaissance man and efficiency expert, read and memorized the entire volume and was now
         planning to search the stores for all the other Beard titles, as well as seriously considering signing up for a refresher
         course in the dead—well, apparently not so dead—language. Recently I’d been worried about him because he’d seemed depressed—not
         an unusual emotional state for a gay person who had lost at least a dozen friends to AIDS during the past year—and I welcomed
         this improvement in his spirits. But if he was going to greet me every morning with such expressions as Expergiscere et coffeam olface (Wake up and smell the coffee), I wasn’t altogether certain how long I could endure this bizarre new enthusiasm.
      

      I motioned at the closed doors. “I take it they’re annoyed with me for being late.”

      Ted shrugged.

      “Should I go in?”

      “Hank said they’d send for you. If you ever showed up,” He went back to his computer.

      Terrific, I thought. The summons to the meeting had sounded ominous from the first, and now I was out of favor for being late.
         Bad initial impression, and if I went in there preoccupied with Hy’s situation, I was likely to compound it. What I needed
         was to put Hy out of my mind for the moment. Perhaps some diverting conversation—and not in Latin— would help.
      

      Instead of going up to my office, I went down the hall to the cubbyhole under the stairs that belonged to my assistant, Rae
         Kelleher. She sat at her desk, one foot tucked up in the chair, the other scuffing rhythmically against the floor as she spoke
         on the phone. I squeezed past her and curled in the armchair—my former ratty armchair that she’d slipcovered in blue and
         white—and waited while she finished a conversation relating to one of the background investigations she was working. The
         office, a converted closet that the building’s former owner had the gall to call a den, was overly warm and stuffy; I glanced
         at the ficus plant Rae nurtured under an ultraviolet bulb and saw its leaves were dusty and drooping from lack of water. Rae
         herself seemed similarly uncared for; her curly auburn hair needed washing, and her jeans and sweater looked as if she’d slept
         in them. It didn’t surprise me; she’d had a big disappointment the week before. Her current love, jewelry chain owner Willie
         Whelan, had demanded she sign a prenuptial agreement before he’d present her with a diamond engagement ring, and Rae had flown
         into a rage at his remarks on her inability to wisely handle her own finances. Since then she’d handled her hurt with alternating
         fits of fury and dejection. This must be a dejected period, because when she hung up the phone and swiveled toward me, I saw
         her eyes were red.
      

      “You all right?” I asked.

      “Oh …” She waggled an outstretched hand from side to side.

      “Another fight with Willie?”

      “Look, I can’t talk about him, I’d just start crying again. What’s with you?”

      I’d come here for diversion, so I wasn’t about to explain the Hy situation. “I’ve been summoned to the partners’ meeting.”

      “Uh-oh. How come?”

      “Don’t know, but Hank acted mighty shifty when he asked me to be there.”

      “Weird.” She screwed up her freckled face in thought. “I’ve been hearing a word around here lately—‘reorganization.’ ”

      “Yes, Hank said that’s what they want to talk about.”

      “Well, it sounds to me like a euphemism for demotions or layoffs. This place is getting too corporate, if you know what I
         mean.”
      

      “I do. And I hate to sound like I’m wallowing in nostalgia, but I miss the good old days.” In the old days All Souls had possessed
         a certain laid-back ambience as well as an excitement about the challenge we were presenting to the legal establishment. Now
         we were establishment. We’d incorporated; we’d bought the Victorian and spiffed it up with its first paint job in decades; we’d rented
         two additional houses across the park out front for our support staff; we had an 800-number hotline for clients; we had marketing
         people to sell the membership plan to large northern California employers.
      

      But those were only surface changes. Others went much deeper, and the fact that I was currently sweating over attending a
         meeting of the partners told me just how deep. The partners: my friends.
      

      Hank Zahn, senior partner and sole remaining co-founder of All Souls, was my oldest and closest male friend. He was one of
         several people I’d shared a house with in Berkeley while getting my degree in sociology. His wife, Anne-Marie Altman, another
         founder of the co-op, had left to become head counsel for a coalition of environmental organizations—including the foundation
         Hy ran—but she remained my closest woman friend.
      

      Jack Stuart, our criminal specialist, wouldn’t be at today’s meeting because he’d left town this morning to sort through some
         painful feelings about the case he and I had just concluded. But Larry Koslowski, our corporate specialist, would be present.
         Larry, our resident health nut whose good intentions and peculiar culinary concoctions had nearly poisoned me on any number
         of occasions. And then there was Pam Ogata, the tax attorney who had filled Anne-Marie’s shoes—a Japanese-Hawaiian whose
         exquisitely decorated quarters on the second floor spoke of her homesickness for the islands. Pam, with whom I’d shared many
         an expedition to flea markets, thrift stores, and antique shops.
      

      How on earth could I shrink from a meeting with such friends? Of course, there were two relatively unknown quantitie.…
      

      Rae asked, “Shar, what do you think of Mike Tobias?”

      It was as if she’d overheard my thoughts. Mike Tobias was one of the unknowns—a newish partner. His background—a childhood
         spent in the drug- and crime-plagued Sunnydale projects and a stint as a social worker before attending Hastings College of
         the Law—had made him a tireless crusader and perfectly suited him for working with our needier, less empowered clients.
      

      “I’m not sure,” I told Rae. “I like him, and I certainly admire him, but I don’t really know him.”

      “The reason I ask is that this corporate stuff became more pronounced about the time Mike made partner.”

      “Well, the incorporation and the new partners all happened at the same time. That was when Gloria came on board, too.” Gloria
         Escobar devoted her attention to equal-opportunity and civil-rights cases. I knew even less about her than I did about Mike,
         because she seldom socialized with any of us.
      

      That was another difference from the old days: back then I could count on knowing all my colleagues well. Many of them had
         lived in free rooms that the co-op provided to offset the low salaries a poverty law firm offered. All employees were welcome
         to attend the frequent potlucks, parties, and poker games. Today everyone was adequately compensated, and the few who remained
         in communal living quarters—Ted, Pam, Larry, Jack, and Rae—paid fair-market rent. A number of the newer associates and employees
         led personal lives that were strictly segregated from their work lives, and while the potlucks, parties, and poker games continued,
         they catered to an ever-diminishing core contingent.
      

      Rae said, “Mike and Gloria seem like good people, but I can’t warm up to either of them. I get the feeling that anything not
         strictly relating to work is off limits, and you’ve got to admit that neither of them has a sense of humor.”
      

      “They’re crusaders, Rae. People with missions often don’t see much to laugh at.”

      “Well, if I couldn’t laugh at stuff, I’d go totally insane. Even this thing with Willie has its funny side, if you think about
         it.”
      

      I agreed—both about the thing with Willie and the need for laughter. If I lost my ability to laugh at life’s snares and pitfalls—to
         say nothing of my own foibles and pomposities— I’d end up in the bin within weeks.
      

      Ted stuck his head through the doorway. “They’re ready for you, Shar.”

      “Thanks.” I got up and followed him, smoothing my long red sweater over my jeans and feeling ridiculously like a little kid
         being called to the principal’s office.
      

      As I slid open the parlor door, Ted whispered, “Noli nothis permittere te terere.”
      

      I glanced back at him. “What?”

      “Don’t let the bastards get you down.”

      They were all there, seated in various attitudes and degrees of repose. Hank was sprawled on the piano bench, leaning back,
         elbows propped on the keyboard cover. Pam, always more comfortable on the floor, had her back to the ash-clogged fireplace.
         Larry slouched in the overstuffed armchair, his feet propped on its hassock. He had a big pottery bowl in his lap and was
         fishing walnuts from a sack and shelling them into it. Mike anchored one end of the maroon sofa, Gloria the other.
      

      I shut the door and looked around for a place to sit. The only one was between Mike and Gloria, but being hemmed in by the
         two partners I was least comfortable with would put me at a psychological disadvantage. Finally I went over and plopped down
         next to Hank, poking him in the ribs to make him move over.
      

      “Sorry I was late,” I said. “I got hung up on a case I’m working,”

      Hank held his ground, poked me back, then sighed and relinquished the center of the bench. Larry tossed me a walnut. Pam smiled
         and said, “Better late than never.”
      

      Pam loves to utter aphorisms in a manner that makes them sound like arcane bits of Asian wisdom. I said, “That’s deep, Pam.
         Maybe you should get Ted to translate it into Latin.”
      

      She made a face at me. I glanced at Gloria and Mike; neither looked amused. Gloria’s eyes were impatient, Mike’s somewhat
         annoyed.
      

      Well, no wonder, I thought, recalling the conversation Rae and I had just had. To them the law and its trappings— even All
         Souls’s shamelessly casual partners’ meetings—were a serious matter.
      

      Both Gloria and Mike had struggled to achieve what Hank, Pam, and Larry took for granted. While I knew only the outlines of
         Mike’s earlier years and nothing at all of Gloria’s, I was certain neither had enjoyed the slightest privilege or luxury.
         In contrast, Hank had been raised in an affluent Peninsula suburb and hadn’t worked a day until he graduated from law school.
         Pam’s childhood had been spent on a Lanai pineapple plantation; private schools, both there and on the mainland, had prepared
         her for law school at the University of Chicago, where the worst hardship she’d endured was snow. And Larry—he’d been a rabble-rouser
         all his life, bummed around Europe for a couple of years after college, then skated through Yale Law. It was a wonder any
         of them had developed so much as a shred of social consciousness, but in some way they had. I supposed that the assurance
         and feelings of entitlement instilled in them by their upbringing had enabled them to simultaneously take the law seriously
         and engage in antics such as poking and joking and walnut-tossing. Just as the lack of said assurance and feelings of entitlement
         made such antics seem inappropriate, if not downright offensive, to Gloria and Mike.
      

      In an odd way I empathized with them all, because my own experience bridged the gap. My father had been a chief petty officer
         in the navy, underpaid and often out to sea. In his absence, my mother’s hands were too full raising five problematical kids
         to supplement the family income. True, we owned our own big rambling home on a large lot on one of San Diego’s finger canyons,
         but there were years when we depended on the largess of my uncle Ed, a commercial fisherman who brought us catch after catch
         of rock cod and sea bass and halibut. To this day I will not willingly eat fish.
      

      In my family, high-school graduation was supposed to be the cutoff date for financial support, and unlike a couple of my freeloading
         siblings, I’d taken the rule seriously. I went to work in retail security, lived at home, paid room and board, and tried to
         save toward an apartment of my own. Given my spendthrift tendencies, I suppose I’d still be living there and saving toward
         the apartment if my supervisor at the department store hadn’t encouraged me to go to college. That, plus incredibly high SAT
         scores and a small scholarship, had gotten me to Berkeley. But even then college hadn’t exactly been a carefree interlude—not
         when I was working nights and weekends as a security guard.
      

      Maybe, I thought now, I’d forgotten where I’d come from. Lost sight of who and what I really was. Maybe because I’d achieved
         more than I’d expected to—a certain professional reputation, a newly remodeled home of my own, a comfortable life-style—maybe
         I’d lost my ability to relate to people like Gloria and Mike, people who deserved far more credit for their accomplishments
         than I for mine.
      

      The thought unsettled me. I wasn’t like that—at least not in the self-image I valued.

      Hank glanced at me. Whatever expression I wore seemed to sober him. He said to the others, “Okay, let’s come to order again—if
         possible.” To me he added, “We asked you to attend the meeting to discuss a promotion.”
      

      A promotion. They weren’t going to lay me off, or even demote me. They wanted to give me a better job.

      So why had Hank acted so goddamn shifty earlier? Why did he now fail to meet my eyes? Why was Pam staring down at the rug,
         her face hidden by her shiny wings of black hair? Why did Larry’s waxed handlebar mustache twitch as he burrowed through his
         bag of walnuts? Only Gloria and Mike looked at me—expectantly, as if they wanted to share my pleasure.
      

      “What kind of promotion?” I asked, trying not to sound suspicious.

      Hank cleared his throat before speaking. “As you know, with the growth of the firm, the investigative caseload has become
         extremely heavy.”
      

      I nodded.

      “We want you to hire more investigators. Two, to begin with. You and I can go over the salary budget later. In essence, this
         creates a department, which you’ll head up.” He paused, seeming to search for words. So far this was all good news; why was
         he having such a hard time delivering it?
      

      “With the increase in responsibility, of course, will come an appropriate salary increase for you, plus other perks,” he added.

      “Does that mean you’ll pay for my car phone?” I asked the question jokingly, but it was one of the perks I’d insist on. Over
         the weekend I’d had reason to become enraged with All Souls’s stinginess when it came to equipment I considered essential;
         that morning I’d informed Ted that I was buying a phone, and if they wouldn’t pay for it, I’d foot the bill myself.
      

      Hank’s smile was strained. “I’m sure that can be arranged. Now, in addition to an increase in the investigative caseload,
         you’ve probably noticed that we’ve come to rely more heavily on our paralegal researchers.”
      

      Something in the way he stressed the word “now” put me on my guard. I waited.

      Hank took off his glasses and began twirling them by one earpiece—a telltale sign of discomfort. “As you know, the use of
         paralegals eliminates time-consuming tasks for attorneys, provides more efficient service to our clients, and produces a higher
         profit margin.”
      

      “Christ, Hank,” Larry said, “you sound as if you’re quoting from the California Paralegal’s Guide.”
      

      Hank silenced him with a glare. I glanced at Pam; she was smiling at the rug now, her normally pale face pink with suppressed
         laughter. Hank glared at her too, even though she couldn’t see him, then put his glasses back on and regarded me apologetically.
         “Sorry if I sounded like I was talking down to you. I was trying to make the basis for our decision clear.”
      

      “Why don’t you just tell me the decision, and if I need clarification, I’ll ask for it.”

      He looked around, as if he hoped someone else would take over. No one volunteered. Finally he said, “We’ve decided to make
         investigative services and paralegal research one department, with you as its administrator.”
      

      I frowned, unable to assimilate what I was hearing. Supervising a staff of investigators was one thing, but what did I know
         of paralegal work? “I’m flattered,” I said, “but the two don’t strike me as compatible. Besides, I’m not sure I know what
         most of our paralegals do.”
      

      Gloria leaned forward, dark eyes intense, carmine-tipped fingers shaping her words. “A paralegal researches case law, Sharon.
         She or he interviews clients, writes memoranda and briefs, prepares exhibits for trial, drafts interrogatories, indexes documents
         for trial—handles anything, short of practicing law, that makes the attorney’s work simpler.”
      

      “I understand the basic job description,” I said, “but it seems to me that, since the paralegals work closely with the attorneys
         they’re assigned to, they’d be better off reporting directly to them.”
      

      “Currently they do, and they’ll continue to, but we need to ensure that the work flows smoothly. That’s where you and the
         new research department come in. As administrator, you’ll log in cases and keep tabs on every phase of the research, so none
         of the steps is neglected. Plus supervise your own investigators, of course.” Gloria’s bright lips—the exact shade as her
         fingernails—curved into a smile, as if she’d given me a particularly nice present and was anticipating enthusiastic thanks.
      

      Now it was becoming clear why Hank was nervous about this discussion. Why Pam and Larry wouldn’t look at me. Why only the
         two partners who scarcely knew me thought I should be thrilled with this promotion. I said, “That sounds like a very time-consuming
         process. Given how frequently I have to be out of the office on my own investigations, I don’t think it’s feasible.”
      

      Mike frowned, bushy black eyebrows meeting in a straight line. From his quick glance at Hank, I revised my earlier assessment
         of the situation; he and Gloria had also known I wouldn’t like their plan. “Sharon,” he said, “that’s why we’re giving you
         the go-ahead to hire more investigators. They’ll free up your time for administrative duties.”
      

      Yes, now it was all very clear. “You want to confine me to a desk job,” I said flatly.

      Mike drew back a bit, still frowning, lower teeth nibbling at his neatly clipped mustache. Then he went into his sincere mode:
         eyes wide and guileless, speech patterns turning folksy, tone warm and intimate. “Big step up for you. Big increase in pay.
         But hey, we forgot to mention the incentive plan!” He actually clapped his hand against his high forehead in an imitation
         of the guy who could have had a V-8.
      

      I wasn’t falling for any sincerity act. Looking from Pam to Larry to Hank, I asked, “You all approved of this? Jack, too?”

      Hank’s shoulders hunched defensively; I’d seldom seen him look so miserable. Pam’s fingers tightened on her blue-jeaned thighs.
         Larry practically stuck his head into the shopping bag full of walnuts.
      

      Finally Gloria said, “One of the incentives we’ve talked about is to bring you in on the profit-sharing plan. I don’t know
         if you’re aware of it, but profits were up fourteen percent last quarter.”
      

      I was silent, my emotions in a turmoil. On the one hand, I was appalled at the prospect of a desk job, but on the other, I
         wondered what was wrong with me. Substantial salary increase, profit sharing—the American dream. So why did I feel so confused
         and resistant?
      

      “Sharon,” Pam said, her delicate features strained, “you may not think so now, but you’d make a terrific administrator. You
         could turn the new research department into the mainstay of the corporation.”
      

      Research department. Such a dry sound. Research was an activity carried on in musty archives: slow, methodical, analytical—and
         boring.
      

      I shook my head in confusion, fighting off a sense of betrayal and trying to imagine the scenario they’d presented me. Supervising
         a larger staff of investigators, even relatively untrained ones, would be easy. I’d hire bright people, teach them what they
         needed to know. Even dealing with the paralegals would pose no real problem; during my tenure at All Souls I’d read a fair
         amount of law and picked up even more informally. What I couldn’t envision was me behind a desk forty hours a week.
      

      I said, “I still think it’s a mistake to combine the two activities.”

      Mike replied somewhat tartly, “It’s not up to you to critique our organizational chart.”

      “But she might have a point,” Larry said thoughtfully. “We should at least hear her out.”

      “Larry, the matter’s already settled.”

      “But, Mike, she’s saying exactly what we expected she would.”

      “Of course she is—and you know why, given where she’s coming from.”

      Quickly Hank held up a hand. “Let’s not argue.”

      “Just where am I coming from?”
      

      Hank made a dismissing motion. “I don’t think we need to get into—”

      Pam’s voice cut through his words. “We’ve always been up front here. We might as well get into it.”

      “Get into what?” I demanded.
      

      Hank sighed heavily. “I asked you to meet with me beforehand. But no, you couldn’t be bothered. Too busy. Off working a case.”

      “Which is precisely the problem,” Gloria added.

      I faced her. “The problem?”

      “Yes, problem.” She nodded emphatically, long curls bobbing. “You’re a good investigator, Sharon. But you lack discipline.
         The Benedict case is a good example.”
      

      The Benedict case was the one I’d just wrapped up. “What about it?”

      “Did you receive authorization to work on it?”

      “Not initially. Hank was on vacation—”

      “Did you request it from anyone else?”

      “I’ve always reported to Hank. And when he came back, he gave me the go-ahead.”

      “Only after you were in over your head.”

      “Jack requested—”

      “He had no right, and both of you knew it. It was Jack’s personal crusade, and by giving in to him, you neglected your other
         duties.”
      

      Mike added, “That’s not an isolated instance, either. That business up at Tufa Lake is another.”

      Outraged, I turned to Hank. “You loaned me out on the case. The California Coalition for Environmental Preservation reimbursed
         the firm for my time.”
      

      Mike said, “He only loaned you because Anne-Marie’s his wife and their chief counsel and she requested you. He didn’t go through
         channels, get approval from the rest of us. This new organizational plan will prevent abuses like that.”
      

      Surprisingly, Hank nodded. “Mike’s right—I admit it. We’ve talked—and fought—this through at our meetings. Back when All
         Souls was a small cooperative, I could bend the rules, but as it grew I just kept doing that, to our detriment. We all have
         to learn to adapt.”
      

      His words rendered me speechless. His words, and the truth of them.

      After a moment Gloria moved her hands together in a gesture that apologized for the dissension. Mike leaned forward, elbows
         on knees, soft eyes begging for understanding. Larry looked hangdog, Pam hopeful. Hank reached over and squeezed my hand.
      

      These people are not out to get you, I told myself. They’re good people, dedicated people, and they have the best interests
         of the co-op at heart. But, damn, they’re asking too much!
      

      Hank said, “So what do you think, Shar?”

      I remained silent.

      Gloria added, “All Souls needs you.”

      “I’m not sure you need me in that particular capacity.”

      Larry said, “Everything changes, Shar. Maybe you should change, too.”

      Pam added, “There’s a lot of energy being generated by the reorganization. We want you to be a part of it.”

      Mike said, “I know Jack would tell you the same if he were here.”

      So they were all committed to this new plan. It was take-it-or-leave-it time.

      I thought of the future if I accepted this promotion. Tried to look at it in a positive light. A desk job, supervising a staff
         of investigators and paralegals. Log sheets, meetings, mediating disputes … Ugh! But balance all that against the satisfaction
         of watching the department and the co-op grow and prosper. Balance that against the satisfaction of prospering personally.
         A higher salary, car phone, profit sharing. I could pay off the second mortgage I’d taken out to finish remodeling my house,
         buy good furniture, bank a portion of my take-home pay. Maybe I’d even be able to start taking flying lessons again. I’d had
         a few lessons years ago, and Hy had been teaching me informally, but I needed to log time with a licensed flight instructor.
         And a desk job would give me the time for that; there would be no more evenings wasted freezing my ass off on stakeouts, no
         more weekends wasted chasing down elusive witnesses. I’d put in my eight hours five days a week and have a life as well.
      

      It would also mean stultifying boredom and a hell of a lot of clock-watching. It would mean surrendering the freedom I loved.

      But face it, McCone, I told myself, if you don’t agree to their offer, it’ll mean starting over. It’ll mean giving up All
         Souls, the closest thing to a family you’ve got anymore.
      

      They weren’t going to get off cheaply, though. I would really stick it to them. “What about a pension plan?” I asked. “You
         partners have one.”
      

      They exchanged surprised glances. “I’m sure that could be arranged,” Hank said.

      “And this salary increase—just what are we talking here?”

      “At least one-third over what you’re making now.”

      I did some mental arithmetic. “Double would be more attractive.”

      “The point is negotiable. So what do you say?”

      “I’ll have to think on it.”

      “But what’s your initial feeling?”

      It sucks, I thought. Aloud I added, “I don’t want to leave All Souls, so I’ll give your offer very serious thought.”

      Again the partners exchanged glances. Relief was the primary component this time, tinged with incredulity in the eyes of the
         three who knew me well.
      

      Hank asked, “When may we expect your answer?”

      “Give me till close of business on Wednesday.”

      “Fair enough. In the meantime, if you have any questions—”

      “I know where to find you.” I smiled wryly at him, got up, and moved toward the door. Behind me I could feel an easing of
         the collective tension. I stepped into the hall, shut the door, and started toward the stairs.
      

      On my way past Ted’s desk I asked, “What’s the Latin for ‘between a rock and a hard place’?”

      “Sorry,” he said, eyeing me sympathetically, “the book doesn’t say.”

   
      Three

      Before the partners’ meeting I’d needed something to take my mind off Hy; now I needed to think of him to keep myself from
         brooding. I sat down behind my desk in the window bay at the front of the second floor, swiveled around, and stared moodily
         at the houses across the little park. After a while I turned back to the desk, pulled the phone toward me, and dialed the
         number of the Spaulding Foundation.
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