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When Mickey Dade discovers the body of Dominic Como, he sees this as his chance to prove himself. He’s been stuck behind a desk at Wyatt Hunt’s private investigative service, The Hunt Club, but now seizes the opportunity to work on a real case.


Como was one of San Francisco’s most high-profile fundraisers and one suspect in the case is Como’s business associate, Alicia Thorpe – young, gorgeous, and the sister of one of Mickey’s friends.


As Mickey and Hunt are pulled into the case, they soon learn that Como was involved in some highly suspect deals. And the lovely Alicia knows more about this – and more about Como – than she’s letting on.


As the case reaches its nail-biting conclusion, Mickey Dade finds his world crumbling around him as he learns the hard lessons Hunt knows only too well.
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      THE DAY HE found the body, Mickey Dade woke up under a tree on Mount Tamalpais.
      

      
      Sleeping outside a few nights a week had been going on as a regular thing with him for about four months now. He always kept
         a sleeping bag in his used Camaro’s trunk anyway, and starting around mid-May, when the weather got nice everywhere but in
         San Francisco proper, he’d finish work and leave town in whatever direction struck his fancy.
      

      
      Even in the urbanised, overcrowded Bay Area, there were innumerable places a guy could simply pull over, park, and crash on
         the ground under cover of trees or bushes or in the hollow of a sand dune in one of the city or county or even national parks,
         at the beaches, off back roads, even in the quiet ‘neighborhood watch’ suburbs.
      

      
      Monday the past week, while it was still light out he’d driven down to Woodside, an exclusive semirural enclave nestled into
         the foothills behind Palo Alto, and slept out under an old stone bridge over a dry creek bed. Two days later, he’d parked
         a couple hundred feet down an unnamed, little-used dirt track cut into the woods behind Burlingame around Crystal Springs
         Reservoir. Last night, he’d gone north into Marin County, got halfway up Mount Tamalpais, and pulled under an old low-hanging
         scrub oak in a forgotten and unpaved parking lot.
      

      
      
      He always woke up at first light, so this morning he was on the Golden Gate Bridge by the time the sun cleared the hills behind
         Oakland. He had his iPod coming through his speakers. It was mid-September, and as usual this time of year, the coastal fog
         was taking a break. The morning clarity under the cloudless sky was startling. Mickey could easily make out the tiny dots
         of the Farallons twenty-some miles away over the deceptively still Pacific.
      

      
      He exited the bridge and soon found himself on Marina, cruising through the streets. The closely set, well-maintained, beautiful
         low-rise homes stirred some vestigial gene he must have picked up somewhere. Just driving through a neighborhood of real honest-to-God
         stand-alone homes always filled him with something like contentment, although it wasn’t quite that; it was more like hope
         that contentment and physical security were among life’s possibilities.
      

      
      This was something Mickey didn’t have much personal experience with. He couldn’t remember ever having lived in anything but
         an apartment house, although his parents had apparently rented a small bungalow in the Sunset before their divorce. His sister,
         Tamara, said she vaguely remembered that house. But she was two years older than he was. Mickey had been only two when his
         mom had taken them from their father and moved out.
      

      
      But Mickey didn’t get time to enjoy the Marina architecture this morning. A crowd was clogging the street up by the Palace
         of Fine Arts. At this location, he thought somebody was probably shooting a movie – the Palace had been a setting in both
         Vertigo and The Rock, among a host of other films. People loved the old domed structure that had been constructed for the Panama-Pacific Exhibition
         back in 1915. With its classical columns and its reflecting lagoon, the spot conjured both urban elegance and a hint of mystery.
         So he pulled into the Yacht Club parking lot, where he knew you could always get a spot at this time of the morning.
      

      
      When Mickey got out of his car, he was surprised that the noises carrying from down by the Palace seemed distinctly ominous
         and angry. Someone was giving harsh orders on a bullhorn. He heard a full-throated chorus of discontent – maybe actors and
         extras emoting, but he didn’t think so.
      

      
      Mostly, it sounded like a fight.

      
      From the outskirts of the crowd, Mickey could make out at least three distinct groups, not including the vans from two of
         the local television stations.
      

      
      The police, at least twenty of them, six of them mounted on horseback, held a line near the shoreline of the lagoon. The nonequestrian
         cops were turned out in ‘hats and bats’ – full assault gear, helmets with tinted face masks, batons out. A larger, homogeneous,
         and clearly hostile group of maybe fifty citizens milled around on the sloping banks of the lagoon as if waiting for instructions
         to charge the police line. In front of them, a tall bearded guy in camo gear was right up in the face of the lead cop with
         the bullhorn. Finally, down by the water’s edge, a smaller group of perhaps twenty people in the uniforms of the city’s Parks
         and Recreation Department huddled fearfully by a small fleet of rowboats laden with what looked like netting of some kind.
      

      
      The camo guy started a chant, ‘Hell, no, don’t let them go!’ and in seconds the crowd was in full throat behind him, pressing forward toward the police line. The cops brought up their batons as the bullhorn exhorted the crowd to ‘Back
         away! Back away!’
      

      
      ‘Hell, no, don’t let them go!’

      
      A white-haired man in a bathrobe and tennis shoes with his arms crossed and wearing a bemused expression stood on a lawn across
         the street. Mickey sidled up next to him. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked.
      

      
      The man shook his head. ‘Idiots.’

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘All of ’em.’

      
      ‘But what’s it about?’

      
      The man looked over, askance. ‘You don’t know about the ducks? Where you been?’

      
      ‘What about the ducks?’

      
      ‘They’re moving ‘em, or trying to.’ He shook his head again. ‘Lunatics. Stupid idea, bad planning, insane timing. But what
         else do you expect nowadays, huh? You really don’t know about this? Moving the ducks down to Foster City?’
      

      
      ‘Ahh.’ So that’s what this was. Mickey had read all about it over the past few months, but hadn’t realised that it was coming
         to a head so soon. Now the whole story came back to him.
      

      
      The city had approved a $22 million restoration for the Palace and its grounds, and part of that project included buttressing
         the remainder of the shoreline of the lagoon, most of which was already bounded by a low rock-and-concrete wall. But the rest
         of the shoreline, closest in toward the Palace itself, had become degraded over time – in the past year alone, a couple of
         kids had fallen in when the banks had collapsed under them. It wasn’t so much dangerous as it opened the city to possible litigation issues, and so the supervisors had given the plan the green light,
         and put up $7.5 million to get the project started. The rest would, somehow, be funded by private benefactors. And lo, it
         had come to pass.
      

      
      But to do any of this work, first the lagoon had to be drained.

      
      Enter the ducks. And the San Francisco Palace Duck Coalition. And a former Berkeley tree sitter who, for the present campaign,
         had adopted the nom de guerre of Eric Canard. Mickey only now came to recognise the man in his camo gear. Usually he did photo ops in a full duck suit.
      

      
      The Palace ducks, of course, along with its swans, herons, seagulls, and other birds, called the lagoon home. And if the lagoon
         were drained, Canard had argued to the Board of Supervisors, they would become homeless. Temporarily, but truly. And in a
         city that prided itself on being a haven to the homeless, this was simply unacceptable.
      

      
      So the supervisors, caving in – to widespread derision in the media and on the street – had set about finding a solution to
         the problem. In spite of the fact that San Francisco had several nice and completely serviceable ponds, those ponds had their
         own populations of ducks whose environments, Canard argued, would be compromised by the wholesale relocation of the Palace
         ducks to their own home waters. So, eventually, the decision was made to relocate the ducks to Foster City, a residential
         community with Venice-like canals, and few permanent resident ducks, twenty miles south down the Peninsula.
      

      
      This would have been a workable, though of course still wildly foolish, idea except for one thing: Six months before, Foster
         City had encountered its own problem with its indigenous ground-squirrel population. These animals were burrowing in the city’s levees and destroying them, threatening
         homes with the very real possibility of imminent flooding. In response to this crisis, Foster City had decided to poison the
         levee-dwelling critters en masse. This slaughter passed largely unnoticed in Foster City itself, but did not escape the keen
         eye of Eric Canard. And when San Francisco announced its intention to remove its Palace ducks to Foster City, Canard had gone
         ballistic.
      

      
      Surely, if the ducks were sent to Foster City, the heartless bureaucrats there would not treasure and protect them. These
         people had shown their true colors around the plight of defenseless animals and would obviously treat the ducks as they had
         treated their own squirrels if given half a chance. And Canard was not going to let that happen.
      

      
      So he’d sued. And lost.

      
      And had threatened to sue again. Which gave the city a window in which to make its move.

      
      Across the street, the chant was wearing down, but Mickey could still hear a strong voice – undoubtedly Canard – yelling now
         at the lead cop.
      

      
      ‘So how’d this start today?’ Mickey asked the old man. ‘I thought it was still in the courts.’

      
      ‘No. The brains down at City Hall decided they’d just go ahead and round up the birds. The whole thing is nuts. And it’s all
         moot anyway. They started draining the lake a couple of days ago before they were ready for the ducks – in secret, I might
         add, and that’s never a good idea – so word got out to Canard and his people that something was happening down here, and the
         whack jobs started gathering before sunrise this morning. Uh-oh.’
      

      
      Off in the distance, the sound of sirens, police reinforcements on the way. Another news van pulled in, screeching to a stop.
      

      
      The way this thing was developing, Mickey thought the story had a good chance to go national.

      
      But Mickey had to get home, cleaned up, and to work. So he thanked the older man for his company, said goodbye, and crossed
         the street about a half block north of the crowd. Turning right, still hugging the shoreline, he followed it around to where
         it veered away from the view of the crowd.
      

      
      Here the lower water level of the lagoon was much more obvious than it was up by the demonstration. The clumpy roots of the
         cattails shone black with the gunky bottom mud in the morning light. The low-hanging tree branches, which normally kissed
         the water’s surface, now looked trimmed off a foot and a half or so above the waterline. An asphalt pathway came down to the
         water’s edge off the parking lot, and Mickey took it as the shortcut back to where he’d parked.
      

      
      But he hadn’t gone more than a couple of steps when one of the tree roots sticking up from the brackish water stopped him
         in his tracks. It was funny the way these things growing wild in nature could so closely resemble shapes you’d expect to find
         in other species, in animals, even in people. Those roots, emerging from the water, could easily, he thought, be the hand
         of a man.
      

      
      In fact, it seemed so near a resemblance that he forced himself to step off the pathway and look closer. He came right down
         now to the water’s edge, where from this vantage he could dimly make out, six or eight inches under the water, an all-too-recognisable
         shape.
      

      
      As Mickey stared in dawning belief, suddenly the water seemed to move and a trail of bubbles rose out from underneath the submerged form, turning it over and raising what was now
         clearly a body until its head broke the water’s surface and the dead man’s eyeless face stared up at him, caught and silenced
         in midscream.
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      AT TEN MINUTES past noon, Mickey walked up the single flight of stairs that led from the Grant Street entrance, in the heart of Chinatown,
         to the front door of his workplace, a private investigations firm called the Hunt Club.
      

      
      Although the word firm was a bit of a misnomer, especially lately.
      

      
      Six months before, the business had been successfully humming along in pretty much the same circumstances it had enjoyed for
         the first six and a half years of its existence. At that time, the owner – Wyatt Hunt – didn’t seem to have too much trouble
         keeping himself and his two-and-a-half-person staff busy most of the time, working primarily for several of the city’s well-heeled
         law firms.
      

      
      Mickey’s sister, Tamara, had held down the front-desk duties and often did light field- and interrogation work, especially
         when women witnesses or children were involved. A junior associate – Tamara’s old boyfriend Craig Chiurco – had done the lion’s
         share of the legwork locating witnesses, serving subpoenas, accompanying clients to depositions, and performing the other
         standard grunt work that made up the business.
      

      
      Mickey, in addition to occasional subpoena service to the Hunt Club, had mostly driven a cab for a living, but was pretty
         much on call full-time to supply transportation to Wyatt or Craig should they need it, as they often did. In a city where parking was always so problematic, access to immediate
         transportation turned out to be a highly valued and oft-used service.
      

      
      Wyatt Hunt himself was the computer whiz and the basic brains behind the organisation. A natural-born marketer, Hunt also
         pulled in the actual jobs that kept everyone busy.
      

      
      Until recently anyway. When bad luck, withering publicity over one huge failed case, a faltering economy, and possibly some
         questionable judgment had created a perfect storm that was threatening to shipwreck the enterprise.
      

      
      Tamara had simply walked away from her job and had fallen into a profound funk from which she’d still not emerged. And with
         the exception of piecemeal work with the law firm Freeman, Farrell, Hardy & Roake, where Hunt had several close friends and
         one girlfriend – the business had all but evaporated.
      

      
      Mickey, though, had not only stayed on with Hunt, he’d given up his more lucrative daily work in the cab business, quit most
         of his cooking classes, and taken over his sister’s position at the front desk. He did this because Wyatt Hunt was not just
         a good boss. Hunt had literally saved the lives of both Mickey and Tamara when they’d been children.
      

      
      So Mickey wasn’t going to abandon Hunt. He’d stick it out until the job dried up and blew away. Or until it resurrected itself.
         Either way, Mickey was on board for the duration. He was still young, just twenty-seven. His own plans – to become a chef
         and open a world-class restaurant – could wait, since, like most American men his age, he was going to live forever.
      

      
      Mickey the dutiful had, of course, called from the Marina three hours ago at the minute he’d realised he was going to be late for work, and had told the answering machine some of the
         story, but he’d of necessity left out a lot of it.
      

      
      His discovery of the body had stolen the thunder from the demonstration. As soon as he’d run over and contacted one of the
         policemen on the scene, the television vans and a good portion of the crowd had swarmed to the other end of the lagoon to
         see the corpse in the water.
      

      
      Now Mickey let himself in to the Hunt Club’s two-room office. A chair scraped in the back, and Wyatt Hunt appeared in the
         adjoining door on his right, just beyond the receptionist’s desk. Tall and casually buffed, Hunt was dressed in slacks, a
         blue shirt, and darker blue tie. His sport coat, Mickey knew, would be hanging over his chair in his office in the back. ‘Just
         in time,’ Hunt said.
      

      
      ‘For what? Tell me we’ve got some work.’

      
      ‘I’ll play your silly game. We’ve got some work.’

      
      Mickey pumped a fist. ‘All right. You going out?’

      
      ‘I am.’

      
      ‘Where to?’

      
      ‘Lunch at Le Central.’

      
      Mickey whistled. Le Central was a white-tablecloth French restaurant down around the corner on Bush Street. This potentially
         meant that Wyatt had scored some deep-pockets client who would be footing the bill. ‘Who’s the client?’ Mickey asked.
      

      
      ‘Ah, the client. What client?’

      
      ‘The one we’re talking about.’

      
      ‘I’m afraid there is no client.’

      
      ‘So where’s the work coming from?’

      
      ‘What work?’

      
      ‘The work you just said we had.’

      
      
      Hunt leaned against Mickey’s desk and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Actually, truth be told, we don’t have any work.’

      
      ‘But—’

      
      ‘Hey. You told me to tell you we had some work, so I played along. In fact, though, I’m afraid we don’t have any paying work.’
         He turned a palm up. ‘At this stage, we’d better be able to joke about it, don’t you think? And the good news is that I’m
         really going to have lunch at Le Central and was waiting for you. You eaten yet?’
      

      
      ‘Not today. Other days, though, I have.’

      
      Hunt broke a grin. ‘Good for you. So I won’t have to teach you how.’ He looked around the small space with a wistful air,
         as though he might not see it again. ‘Let’s lock up and get ourselves on the outside of some grub.’
      

      
      Le Central had a notice on its daily-updated blackboard informing its patrons that its famous and delicious cassoulet had
         been cooking now for 12,345 consecutive days. In spite of that, both Wyatt and Mickey agreed that it was too warm a day for
         the rib-sticking beans, duck, sausage, and lamb casserole, and instead both ordered the poulet frites – half a roasted chicken with fries. As an afterthought, Wyatt also ordered a bottle of white wine, by no means a common
         occurrence at lunchtime. When Mickey raised his eyebrows in surprise, Wyatt said, ‘Special occasion. You mind?’

      
      ‘Not if you don’t mind me falling asleep at the desk this afternoon,’ Mickey said. ‘But if you’re okay with that, I’ll force
         down a glass or two.’
      

      
      ‘That’s the spirit.’

      
      ‘What’s the special occasion?’

      
      ‘Well, let’s wait for the wine. Meanwhile, tell me about this morning. You actually discovered the body?’

      
      
      Mickey launched into a truncated version of the day’s events. The dead man, according to identification in his wallet, was
         Dominic Como, a prominent civic activist who’d gone missing about four days before. Even more startling, and depressing, from
         Mickey’s perspective, was the fact that his grandfather, Jim Parr, had worked for Como as his personal driver. The dead man
         had been one of Jim’s personal heroes. So now, if and when he went home tonight, Mickey would be sharing his one-bedroom,
         nine-hundred-square-foot walkup with a grieving grandfather and a train wreck of a sister.
      

      
      The waiter appeared with their wine. Hunt tasted it, pronounced it fine, and then waited for their glasses to be filled before
         he lifted his. ‘Here’s to new beginnings.’
      

      
      ‘New beginnings,’ Mickey repeated. He hesitated, his glass poised in front of his mouth. ‘Why does that sound ominous?’

      
      Hunt put down his untouched wine. ‘I’ve pretty much decided to close up the shop. Let you move on to your chef’s career.’

      
      ‘What about you?’

      
      ‘I’ll be all right. Probably just hook up with one of the other outfits in town. Either that, or get a real job someplace.
         All these computer and marketing skills I’ve gotten good at ought to be worth something to somebody, I figure. Maybe a start-up.’
      

      
      ‘But you don’t want to do that.’

      
      ‘Well, sometimes you don’t get to do what you want. You, for example, don’t really want to be a receptionist and gofer.’

      
      ‘That’s not the same thing.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘I’m a lot younger than you is one reason.’

      
      
      Hunt almost chuckled. ‘Forty-five isn’t exactly one foot in the grave, Mick. People have been known to start over at that
         age. Goethe wrote Faust when he was eighty, so maybe there’s still some hope for me.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not it. It’s not just the age. You love what you do.’

      
      ‘I sure as hell don’t love sitting around the office waiting for the phone to ring.’

      
      ‘But when there’s work . . .’

      
      ‘Granted. It’s a good gig. I’m not arguing. I like it a lot when it’s working.’ He lifted his hands an inch off the table.
         ‘But you know what it’s been like. I don’t see how it’s going to turn around. So I thought I’d give you a few weeks’ notice
         – I’ll keep you on the exorbitant payroll until I shut the doors for good, but I thought you deserved to know as soon as I
         made up my mind, and I pretty much have.’
      

      
      ‘Pretty much, or definitely?’

      
      ‘Well, pretty definitely, unless something drastic happens. And I also wanted to tell you how much I’ve appreciated what you’ve
         done for me over these past months. But I can’t ask you to hold on any longer when I don’t really see any future in it.’
      

      
      Mickey finally noticed his wineglass. He picked it up and drank off a good swallow. ‘So what’s the timeline?’

      
      ‘Well, the lease for the office goes another two months from now and I’ve got to give a month’s notice. So I guess it’s formal
         in about thirty days, give or take.’
      

      
      ‘Unless something comes up to turn things around.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t hold my breath, Mick. I really don’t see what could make a difference at this point.’

      
      Something jangled near Mickey’s head and he swatted at the offending noise that had jarred him so violently from his afternoon sleep. The phone hit the floor in front of his desk and the receiver bounced across the hardwood.
      

      
      Mickey jumped up out of his chair, yelling, ‘Coming. Sorry. Just a second.’ He came around the desk, grabbed the receiver,
         and, breathing heavily, managed to say he was sorry again before he realised where he was and said, ‘Hunt Club. Mickey speaking.’
      

      
      A man’s voice. ‘Everything all right there?’

      
      ‘Yeah. I just knocked the phone onto the floor. How can I help you?’

      
      ‘You’re Mickey, you said?’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘Okay, hold on a minute. I’ve got somebody who wants to talk to you.’

      
      Mickey waited, then heard his grandfather’s voice. ‘Hey, Mick, is that you?’

      
      ‘Jim?’

      
      ‘Yeah. Me.’

      
      ‘What’s up? How you doin’?’

      
      ‘Well . . . a little fucked up.’

      
      ‘Where are you?’

      
      ‘The Shamrock.’

      
      ‘Are you okay?’

      
      ‘Good. I’m good. But I’m going to need a lift home here pretty soon.’

      
      Mickey looked at his watch and let out a sigh. ‘Jim, it’s only four o’clock. I’m at work at least another hour.’

      
      ‘I don’t think Mose would let me drink for another hour.’

      
      ‘Who’s Mose?’

      
      ‘Bartender here. S’good guy.’ Slurring.

      
      ‘How about you just have water or something? Would he serve you water?’

      
      
      ‘I don’t drink water. The things fish do in water. You don’t want to know. Maybe he’d give me one more drink?’ Sounding like
         he was making the suggestion to someone in front of him. ‘Maybe not, though. No.’ Back to Mickey. ‘He’s shaking his head.
         Hold on just a second. Here he is again. Tell him I’ll drink slow.’
      

      
      But the first man’s voice came back on. ‘This is Moses McGuire. You know where the Shamrock is? Maybe you want to get down
         here and pick up your old man. I don’t know if I want to let him out of here by himself in the condition he’s in.’
      

      
      ‘He’s my grandfather,’ Mickey said.

      
      ‘Whatever.’ McGuire lowered his voice. ‘Look, if he wouldn’t have remembered your number just now, I would have had to call
         a cab, but he said he didn’t want to take a cab, so I asked him how’d he feel about the cops, and I sure as hell don’t want
         to do that. Meanwhile, I got a business to run. He’s eighty-sixed here and you need to come down and get him right now. How
         old is he?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know exactly. Seventy-four, I think, somewhere in there.’

      
      ‘That’s too old for the drunk tank. You’ve got to come get him.’

      
      Swearing to himself, by now completely awake, Mickey said, ‘All right. Put him on again, would you?’ And then, after a short
         pause, ‘Jim. God damn it. I’m going to call Tam first. You just wait. Maybe she’ll beat me there and can walk you home.’
      

      
      ‘She’s not home.’

      
      ‘Where is she?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. She went out.’

      
      ‘Well, I’ll try her anyway. Meanwhile, you wait. Just sit there and have a club soda. Fish avoid club soda like the plague. The bubbles make ’em fart.’
      

      
      Twenty minutes later, after double-parking around the corner, Mickey pushed his way through the door of the Little Shamrock,
         Jim’s local hangout.
      

      
      One of the oldest bars in the city, founded in 1893, the Little Shamrock started out very narrow up by the front door. A couple
         of large picture windows facing Lincoln Way let in some natural light. A bar with a dozen or so stools ran down the left side
         of the room, and on the right, in front, an eclectic selection of memorabilia, including an antique bicycle, black-and-white
         photos, old election posters, and a grandfather clock that had stopped during the Great Earthquake of 1906 hung on the wall.
         Halfway back, the place opened up slightly to accommodate dart players and a jukebox, and in the very back, under the faux
         Tiffany lamps, the room took on the look of a dilapidated old living room, with a couple of sagging couches facing a cluster
         of overstuffed easy chairs.
      

      
      Jim Parr sat at the far end of the crowded bar with an empty glass in front of him. Maybe the bartender had coaxed him into
         something nonalcoholic after all. Jim was staring at the television set. His cheeks were wet. Excusing his way through the
         press, Mickey got back next to him and put a hand on his grandfather’s shoulder, gathering him in a half hug. He kissed him
         on the top of his cue-ball head. ‘Hey.’
      

      
      Jim leaned into him for a second, then pulled away, grabbed the bar napkin, and wiped at his eyes. ‘How’d you get here so
         fast?’
      

      
      ‘I ignored the speed limit. And I’m double-parked. You think you can walk?’

      
      
      ‘’Course. I could walk home if I needed to.’

      
      ‘Well, luckily you don’t need to. You paid up here?’

      
      ‘Paid as I went. Only way to live.’

      
      ‘So I’ve heard. Like a million times. Okay. Let’s go.’

      
      The old man got his feet onto the floor and straightened up, leaning into Mickey. The bartender saw what was happening and
         gave Mickey an approving nod. He mouthed a silent thank-you.
      

      
      Parr managed to keep upright as the two of them negotiated their way out of the bar and out onto the sidewalk. It was still
         a clear, warm day, and the sun was in their eyes as they made their way to the car. After Mickey poured Parr into the front
         seat, he went around and got in.
      

      
      ‘This about Dominic Como?’ he asked.

      
      His grandfather, head back against the seat with his eyes closed, turned toward Mickey and another tear broke. ‘I loved that
         guy,’ he said.
      

      
      Mickey facilitated his parking around the city by the judicious use of a handicap placard that he kept in his glove compartment
         and that he could put onto his dashboard whenever he needed it. His grandfather had given him this surprisingly valuable little
         blue item. In theory, only handicapped individuals had access to them, and there was nothing handicapped about Jim Parr.
      

      
      And there had been nothing handicapped about Dominic Como, either, for that matter.

      
      But Como nevertheless had always possessed a handicapped card for those special occasions when nothing else would do. When
         Parr had retired eight years ago, Como gave him one as a present. Como could get things that other people didn’t seem to have
         access to. It had been one of his talents, and access to those things was one of the perks of Parr’s old job.
      

      
      So parking wasn’t its usual awful and automatic hassle. Today Mickey pulled up into a spot by the emergency entrance to the
         UC Medical Center, only a couple of blocks from their apartment. By this time, Jim was snoring.
      

      
      Fifteen minutes later, the old man was in his bed, still dressed except for his shoes, and with the covers pulled up around
         him. Mickey closed the bedroom door and, sweating from having basically carried Jim up to the second floor where they lived,
         he took a dispirited glance around the cluttered living room: Tamara’s Murphy bed pulled down from the wall and unmade. Newspapers
         from several days scattered around. Coffee mugs on just about every flat surface.
      

      
      He straightened up, and when he’d finished, he opened the door to his own bedroom, essentially a large closet with a window
         facing the wall of the apartment behind them. Here was his bed, a board-and-cinder-block bookcase, a small dresser/desk combo
         unit, a few prints on the walls.
      

      
      But he didn’t go into his room. Dead in his tracks, he stopped in its doorway. No wonder he fled from this place as often
         as he could.
      

      
      This was no way to live.

      
      The death of Dominic Como, now confirmed as a murder, led off the five o’clock news. The cause, as Mickey had suspected, was
         not drowning, but rather someone had hit him with a blunt object on the back of the head. Como had already been missing for
         four days by the time he was found partially submerged in the lagoon at the Palace of Fine Arts by . . .
      

      
      Mickey, sitting in front of his television, came forward in mild shock as his own image appeared on the screen as part of the big story of the day. He had talked to several reporters that morning at the scene, of course, but never really
         believed that they’d run with any of the footage of him, since his own role in the larger story was at best only a footnote.
         But there he was on TV, describing how he’d come upon the body. He thought this was pretty cool in spite of how young he looked,
         and how disheveled, which he suddenly realised was what sleeping out under trees could do to you.
      

      
      But when they identified Mickey as ‘an associate with the Hunt Club, a private investigating firm,’ it occurred to him that
         maybe his unshaven mug and slept-in clothing weren’t the best advertisements in the world. That realisation brought him up
         short – the idea that he might actually be a liability of some kind for Wyatt’s business. Maybe while he was cleaning up his
         apartment and his physical surroundings, he thought it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to work on his own hygiene and appearance.
      

      
      But then his image left the screen and Channel Four’s perky anchorwoman was going on with more about the crime and the victim.
         Because of his grandfather’s longstanding job as Como’s driver, Mickey knew a lot about him, but he hadn’t ever really focused
         on the breadth of his charitable work. Now he learned that Como had either founded or sat on the boards of no fewer than six
         major charities in San Francisco – the Sunset Youth Project (of which he was executive director), Braceros Unidos, the Mission
         Street Coalition, the Rainbow Workshops, the Sanctuary House for Battered Women, and Halfway Home.
      

      
      The police investigation was continuing, but so far there were no suspects.
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      CLEANLY SHAVEN AND showered, in slacks, a button-down dress shirt under a Mountain Hardware jacket, and tennis shoes, Mickey walked down to
         Golden Gate Park, then, in another quarter mile or so, found himself at the de Young Museum.
      

      
      Off to his right loomed one of his favorite recent additions to the city’s landscape. Adjacent to the museum, a strange-looking
         tower thrust itself nine stories up into the now-darkening sky. The exterior of the tower looked to be made of metallic panels
         – copper? – into which the builder had punched various imperfections, from bumps to indentations to holes. More unexpected,
         especially upon the first viewing, the tower twisted as it went up. What started as a rectangle at the base shifted as it
         rose until at the top it was a gravity-defying parallelogram. From the top – an enclosed viewing platform – Mickey had been
         pleased to recognise that the bottom of the tower was aligned with the east-west grid of the park, while the top’s orientation
         was turned to match the grid of the city’s downtown streets.
      

      
      Inside now, he stopped a minute to listen to the jazz quintet playing in the lobby – a Friday-night tradition – then took
         the elevators up to the top. No charge. He’d been up here no fewer than forty times, and every time the place worked its magic
         on him. The windows were huge, both wide and tall, and through them the entire city revealed itself beneath and all around him. And since, because of the tower’s
         twisting nature, it wasn’t really obvious that there actually was a physical building under him, it always felt like he was
         floating.
      

      
      The sun had just disappeared into the ocean and the purple western sky was now ablaze with gorgeous orangered clouds. The
         Golden Gate Bridge was right there, just off to his right. And back behind him, the high-rises of downtown had just started to twinkle with their evening lights.
      

      
      But tonight he wasn’t here for the views. Because of its parallelogram shape, the floor came to a point on both the north
         and south ends. Mickey looked left and then made his way to the corner, where, as he’d suspected and hoped, his sister – in
         a cowl-necked sweatshirt and camo pants – sat on the floor, apparently mesmerised, hugging her knees.
      

      
      ‘They just let you sit here all day?’ he asked.

      
      She looked up and shrugged. ‘I’m not bothering anybody.’

      
      Mickey went down on one knee. ‘Were you planning to come home sometime?’

      
      ‘Sure.’

      
      ‘When?’

      
      ‘Eventually.’

      
      ‘Good. Just so I know not to rent out your space.’ He paused. ‘Oh, and in case you were wondering, Jim’s all right.’

      
      Now her head did turn toward him, quickly, in surprise. ‘Why wouldn’t he be?’

      
      ‘No reason. He’s fine. Really. I mean, after I got him home.’

      
      ‘He went out? Where’d he go?’

      
      ‘Shamrock. Then to drink-a-bye land.’

      
      
      ‘Why did he do that?’

      
      ‘Maybe he wanted somebody to talk to. Maybe his roommate didn’t tell him she was going out, and he didn’t want to be alone.’

      
      ‘I don’t have to tell him where I’m going, or what I’m doing. Or you either.’

      
      ‘Absolutely correct. I couldn’t agree more. You’re an adult. We’re all adults.’

      
      ‘You don’t tell us where you go most nights.’

      
      ‘That’s true. I probably should do that. I may start now. Or I might start staying at home again.’ He changed his tone. ‘Jim’s
         getting older, you know.’
      

      
      Her mouth turned down. ‘And your point is?’

      
      ‘My point is he’s getting too old to go out on his own and drink too much. The bartender said he might have had to call the
         cops if he hadn’t reached me.’
      

      
      ‘Lucky he did, then.’

      
      Mickey let out a long breath and stared out over his sister’s head at the last vestiges of the sunset. ‘I’d have thought you
         might relate to how he was feeling.’
      

      
      ‘About what?’

      
      ‘About Dominic Como being dead.’

      
      She turned to look up and stared at him. ‘When did that happen?’

      
      ‘Recently.’

      
      ‘And I’m supposed to relate to how Jim’s feeling about that because . . .?’

      
      ‘Because Dominic was somebody he’d spent years of his life with? Kind of like you and Craig.’ This was Craig Chiurco, formerly
         of the Hunt Club.
      

      
      At the mention of her former boyfriend, she blinked a few times in rapid succession. A tear fell from her left eye and she wiped it away. Some of the tension seemed to go out of her shoulders. After another moment, she turned her head to
         face him. ‘What do you want, Mick?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, to tell you the truth. Maybe talk to you a little. Have you eaten yet today?’

      
      Tamara’s mouth softened, almost into a smile. ‘Food. Always food.’

      
      ‘Not always, but often. I figure it can’t hurt.’

      
      ‘Probably not.’ She sighed. ‘And, no, I haven’t eaten.’

      
      ‘All day?’

      
      ‘Some cereal when I got up.’

      
      He gestured toward the city spread out below them. ‘Had enough of this view for today?’

      
      ‘I suppose so.’

      
      Giving her shoulder a small, friendly, brotherly push, he said, ‘Let’s go.’

      
      ‘So how much?’

      
      ‘How much what?’

      
      ‘How much weight have you lost?’

      
      ‘I don’t know exactly. Maybe ten pounds.’

      
      ‘More than that, I think. And you weigh yourself every day, Tam, so you know exactly, or pretty damn close. Don’t scam a scammer.
         How much?’
      

      
      ‘Okay.’ She looked across the table at him. ‘Say eighteen.’

      
      ‘Eighteen pounds in six months?’

      
      ‘Maybe twenty.’

      
      ‘That’s way too much. Especially since you started at basically perfect.’

      
      ‘Not perfect enough, evidently.’ She tried a smile, but it didn’t take. ‘I just don’t have an appetite anymore, Mick. I try,
         but nothing tastes like anything.’
      

      
      
      ‘The pot stickers here will knock you out.’

      
      She shrugged. ‘Maybe. We’ll see. It’s not like I’m trying not to eat. It’s just I don’t think of it.’

      
      ‘Well, you need to.’ Mickey slurped at his cup of very hot tea. ‘I don’t like to see you getting this thin, Tam. It reminds
         me of Mom.’
      

      
      Tamara’s teacup stopped halfway to her mouth. ‘I’m not like Mom. Mom was on drugs. She overdosed.’

      
      ‘Yeah, but before that she didn’t eat well either. And now, seeing you, you look a little like she did. And it brings it back
         clear as a bell. And that scares me.’
      

      
      ‘Mickey, I’m not going to die.’

      
      ‘Yeah, you are. But I’d prefer if it wasn’t, like, soon. Otherwise, what’s it all been for?’

      
      ‘What’s all what been for?’

      
      ‘I mean, you know, Wyatt saving us. Jim getting his life together to raise us.’

      
      She pushed her cup around on the table. ‘Sometimes I think it wasn’t for anything. It was just stuff that happened. And now
         we’re all here and so what? Jim’s probably going to die pretty soon. Wyatt’s going out of business. Everything’s a dead end.’
      

      
      Mickey put his own cup down. ‘Craig was that important to you? He’s gone and now you’ve got nothing to live for?’

      
      She shook her head. ‘It’s not just him being gone. It doesn’t even seem like it’s so much him personally anymore. It’s more
         the idea that I lived with this, this illusion, for all that time, thinking I was going somewhere, that he and I were going somewhere, and that all of it mattered.’ She
         leaned in across from him. ‘I mean, Mick, it all made sense. It hung together. I’m talking about the world.’
      

      
      ‘And now it doesn’t?’

      
      
      ‘I can’t seem to find where my real life connects back in to it.’

      
      ‘You think you’re going to find it sitting up in the tower?’

      
      ‘I don’t know where I’m going to find it.’

      
      ‘So you’ve given up looking? That’s kind of what it seems like from here.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s not it.’

      
      ‘No?’

      
      Anger flashed in her eyes. ‘No!’ Then, in a softer tone, ‘I am really trying not to lose it altogether here, Mickey. I don’t
         think you can really understand what it’s like when the rug’s pulled out from under you like it was from me.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ Mickey said. ‘I can. It got pulled out from both of us another time. And that was a lot worse than you losing your
         boyfriend. I remember it pretty well.’
      

      
      ‘What’s your point?’

      
      ‘My point is you’re too young to give up. There’s people out here in the real world who care about you – me, for instance,
         and Jim, and even Wyatt – and maybe you owe it to all of us to try to care a little back in return.’
      

      
      ‘I do care about all of you guys.’

      
      ‘You do? How are we supposed to tell? You quit working for Wyatt. You dump your job there on me. You disappear on Jim—’

      
      ‘I didn’t—’

      
      ‘You did, Tam. Yes, you did. And we all felt bad for you, and still do.’ He reached a hand over the table and touched hers.
         ‘But you’ve got to come back now. You’ve got to start, anyway. Remember back before Jim even took us on, we swore we’d always
         call each other on it if we started down a wrong road? Remember that?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, okay. Of course.’

      
      
      ‘Well, this is your brother calling you. You need to get out of this now, start going another way. Jim’s going to need you
         these next weeks at least. I’m going to need you for him. Maybe even Wyatt will wind up needing you.’
      

      
      ‘Wyatt won’t ever need me. He never did. And now he’s mad at me.’

      
      ‘He’s never said one word about being mad at you. If anything, he’s worried. But not even slightly mad. He blames himself,
         is what I think. For hiring Craig in the first place, for keeping him on, for you guys getting together.’
      

      
      Tamara looked up at the ceiling and seemed to be gathering herself. She inhaled deeply and let the breath out in a long sigh.

      
      The waitress appeared and placed a small dish in front of each of them, then a plate of six pot stickers down between them.
         ‘Kung pao shrimp coming right up next,’ she said.
      

      
      Mickey picked a pot sticker up with his chopsticks and put it on the dish in front of his sister. ‘If you eat, you’ll feel
         better,’ he said. ‘Promise.’
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      SATURDAYS, MICKEY WENT to his cooking class at La Cuisine, located in a large Victorian house on Webster Street between Clay and Sacramento. He
         was already halfway through his six-week Professional Series course – ‘Knives and Butchering,’ his eighth formal class in
         the past three years. At his present rate, he could expect to get his Certified Culinarian ticket, the lowest professional
         ranking, and possibly get hired to cut onions or sift flour for eight hours a day, in only another two or three years.
      

      
      But it was working toward something that he loved. By the time he was thirty, if everything worked out, he’d be working in
         a kitchen; at forty he’d have his own place. Maybe a small one, but his own.
      

      
      It was a timeline he could live with.

      
      His class began at the stroke of eight o’clock, and if you were late, you weren’t admitted. No excuses tolerated, even if
         you’d paid your entire tuition up front, even if you couldn’t find a parking place, your uncle died, all of the above. Marc
         Bollet, the maître, locked the front door at showtime sharp, and didn’t unlock it again for five hours. ‘You want the experience of working
         in a professional kitchen?’ Marc said more than once in his still-pronounced French accent. ‘You must learn never, ever to
         be late. Never to be sick. Don’t plan on too many days off, or vacations. La cuisine is not a career. It is a vocation, a sacred thing. Never be less than at your very best. Or you will find yourself without
         a job. Because there is always, always, someone who wants your chance.’
      

      
      Now Mickey, a full twenty-five minutes before class was to begin, courtesy of the best parking spot he’d ever found, got to
         the stoop with his cup of Starbucks and was somewhat surprised to see that, even this early, he wasn’t the first of his classmates
         to arrive. Ian Thorpe looked up with an easy, crinkling, blue-eyed smile under a wispy blond mustache. He wore chef’s clogs,
         a pair of stained khaki shorts, and a blue fisherman’s sweater with white horizontal stripes. ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘I was hoping
         I’d catch you before class.’
      

      
      ‘Me? You caught me. What’s up?’

      
      ‘I saw you on the tube last night.’

      
      Mickey broke a small smile. ‘Me too,’ he said. ‘But only four times. After that it got boring.’

      
      ‘They identified you as a private investigator.’

      
      ‘I know, but they didn’t get that part exactly right. I just work in the office, more or less the grunt. Answer phones, get
         the coffee, like that.’
      

      
      ‘Damn.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      Thorpe blew out. His eyes scanned the street behind Mickey for a moment. ‘Nothing, really. I was hoping maybe . . . well,
         maybe you could talk to your bosses . . .’
      

      
      ‘Boss. Singular. Wyatt Hunt. The Hunt Club. You need a private eye?’

      
      ‘I don’t know what I need, to tell you the truth, but somebody like your boss might be a good place to start. I need somebody
         who knows something about the law and how it works and who isn’t a cop. And it’s not for me. It’s my sister. She worked for Dominic Como.’
      

      
      ‘She did? What’d she do?’

      
      ‘She was his driver.’

      
      Mickey’s mouth all but hung open. ‘You’re kidding me?’

      
      ‘No. Why do you say that?’

      
      ‘’Cause that’s what my grandfather did for him too.’

      
      But just at this moment, another pair of their classmates showed up at the corner. ‘Maybe we can talk a little after class?’
         Thorpe said. ‘You be up for that?’
      

      
      Mickey shrugged. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Why not?’

      
      After class, back at the nearest Starbucks, Mickey removed the plastic top from his cup, blew over the coffee, and took a
         sip. ‘So,’ he said, ‘your sister.’
      

      
      Thorpe nodded. ‘Alicia.’

      
      ‘Younger?’

      
      ‘Three years. She’s twenty-five. Maybe I care about her so much because she’s my only family, actually.’

      
      Mickey put down his cup. ‘I’ve got a sister who’s pretty much my only family, too, except for a grandfather.’ He didn’t see
         any reason to include his boss, Wyatt Hunt, an adopted foster child himself, who, on his own time, back when he’d been working
         for the city’s Child Protective Services, had tracked down Jim Parr and convinced him to meet with his all-but-forgotten and
         -abandoned grandchildren, a meeting that had eventually led to Jim’s job as Dominic Como’s driver and then Jim’s adoption
         of Mickey and Tamara less than a year later. Mickey went on. ‘Anyway, my dad disappeared for good when I was, like, two. My
         mom overdosed when I was seven. Heroin.’
      

      
      ‘Heroin,’ Thorpe said. ‘I hate that shit, and you’re talking to one who knows.’ He lifted his eyes, his voice suddenly flat. ‘My dad shot my mother and then killed himself when I was
         twelve. It wasn’t much fun.’
      

      
      ‘No. Doesn’t sound like it.’ Mickey took a beat, let out a short breath. ‘That’s a worse story than mine, or damn close. And
         I don’t hear them too often. And now we’re both training to be chefs. Somebody should do a study. Orphans and chefs.’
      

      
      ‘We want to cook for people ’cause there was nobody to cook for us.’

      
      ‘Good theory. So you guys didn’t have other family?’

      
      ‘One aunt in Texas. An uncle in Florida. Neither interested.’

      
      ‘So how’d you and your sister stay connected?’ Mickey asked.

      
      ‘Alicia, mostly, not giving up. We both bounced around a lot. Foster homes, you know? You too?’

      
      Mickey shook his head. ‘We didn’t have that. My grandfather – the one who drove for Como – showed up and took us in. Saved
         us, no doubt. Maybe himself in the bargain.’
      

      
      ‘Well, Alicia and me, we got split up and farmed out to different families. I got into some bad behavior mixed with drugs
         and wound up at the youth work farm till I was seventeen. Alicia, she moved in with three or four different families, but
         she had some issues of her own – guys, mostly – and none of the family units took. But somehow she kept up on me, where I
         was, and finally talked me into the Sunset Youth Project.’
      

      
      Mickey nodded. ‘One of Como’s charities.’

      
      ‘Right. Actually, the main one. So, anyway, between that place and Alicia keeping me honest, I eventually straightened out,
         got back into school, and then even college. A miracle, really.’
      

      
      
      ‘But now you say your sister needs a private eye around Dominic’s death?’

      
      Thorpe nodded. ‘She volunteered out at Sunset and got pretty close to him in the last few months. The cops came by and talked
         to her yesterday. She got the impression that she was some kind of a suspect.’
      

      
      Mickey sat with that for a moment. At last, he picked up his coffee and sipped at it. ‘How close was pretty close?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, not for sure.’

      
      ‘But what would you guess?’

      
      Thorpe made a face, then shrugged. ‘I’d say it wouldn’t be impossible that they were having an affair, though Alicia’s always
         said she’d never go out again with a married guy.’
      

      
      ‘Again?’

      
      ‘I told you, guys were always her problem. She’s kind of pretty, and then of course having her father kill himself, she’s
         got a few issues of abandonment and self-esteem. Wants to prove she’s attractive to men. You’d think after the first fifty,
         the issue would kind of go away. But in Dominic’s case, I didn’t ask, and she didn’t say. She did tell me, though, that she
         didn’t kill him.’
      

      
      ‘You asked?’

      
      He nodded. ‘Directly. I wanted to know what we were dealing with.’

      
      ‘And you believe her?’

      
      ‘Absolutely. She wouldn’t ever lie to me. I’m sure of that.’

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      ‘Plus, you should see her. When it finally came out he was actually dead and not just missing, after you found him in the
         lagoon . . . I mean, she’s been crying full-time ever since.’
      

      
      
      Even with his limited experience of criminal matters, Mickey had learned that crying wasn’t a guarantee of innocence or of
         much else. Wyatt Hunt had told him that most people who kill someone close to them spend at least some time afterward crying
         about it for one reason or another – genuine remorse for what they’d done, or self-pity for the predicament in which they’d
         put themselves. ‘So what would you want a private investigator to do for you?’ Mickey asked.
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure, to tell you the truth. I only thought of the possibility of it when I saw you on the tube and they said that’s
         what you were. I know it’s not much of a connection, you and me. But I thought you might be cheaper than a lawyer.’
      

      
      That drew a quick laugh. ‘That’s true enough. Most of the time, we work for lawyers. That’s basically the gig. So you’re right
         – we’d be cheaper. Although we’re probably not going to be what she needs.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I thought that at least you weren’t a cop out to get her. I thought maybe you could find out the truth.’

      
      ‘Often not so easy. But you should know that the cops aren’t going to be out to get her unless there’s some evidence that
         points to her. And then after that, the truth might not be what you want to hear, in spite of what she’s told you, or didn’t
         tell you.’
      

      
      ‘I realise that. But I feel like I . . . I mean we talked about it, and both of us feel like we ought to do something. We
         can’t just sit and let the cops build a case around her. Especially since it was somebody else.’
      

      
      Mickey’s mouth broke into a smile. ‘So basically you’d want us to find out who killed him?’

      
      ‘Or just eliminate Alicia as a suspect.’

      
      
      ‘Well, if she’s really a suspect, what you really need is a lawyer.’

      
      ‘Except that’s a problem too.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Money.’ Thorpe came forward, elbows on the table. ‘I mean, we’ve got maybe a thousand or so between us, but that’s at the
         outside. It would pretty much tap us both out.’
      

      
      Mickey sat back and turned his cup slowly on the tabletop. ‘Actually,’ he said at last, ‘if that’s all the money you have,
         it’s good news in a way.’
      

      
      ‘How’s that?’

      
      ‘You can’t afford even the cheapest lawyer. And no reputable investigator would even start this kind of open-ended job for
         that kind of money. So you don’t have to lose any of it. And if somebody – lawyer or investigator – offers to take you on
         with that little as a retainer, you know you’re dealing with a shyster.’
      

      
      Thorpe’s shoulders fell.

      
      ‘Another good-news moment,’ Mickey continued. ‘If Alicia does get charged, the court will appoint a lawyer for her for free.
         You know that, right?’
      

      
      But Thorpe shook his head. ‘Her getting charged wouldn’t be good news, no matter what. I spent some time in custody when I
         was younger. I think real jail might actually kill her. We can’t let it get to that. She didn’t kill Dominic, I promise you.’
      

      
      Mickey spread his hands in an apologetic gesture. ‘In that case, I doubt they’ll get anywhere near an arrest. But I don’t—’
         Suddenly he stopped as the germ of an idea occurred to him.
      

      
      Dominic Como was a recent, high-profile murder. San Francisco’s large and generous philanthropic community, and in fact many of the charities with which Como had been actively involved, could be expected to have a vested interest
         in apprehending his killer. But in general, precisely these very people had a deep-seated mistrust, if not actual hatred,
         of police and law enforcement. In this, the most left-wing big city in the country, better the murder of one of their own
         should go unsolved than that they should cooperate with the Man. Police, and probably the mayor herself, would be seeking
         a speedy resolution to the Como case, and at least an arrest. But a lot of the people who might know the most would be the
         least likely to talk to the cops.
      

      
      What if, Mickey wondered, the Hunt Club could act as the clearinghouse between the people with information, the police who
         needed the information, and the institutions that had the cash that would be willing to pay for the information? What if he
         could pitch the idea of a ‘people’s reward’ for information related to Como’s death?
      

      
      This could in theory serve a host of purposes: It might provide valuable tips for the police; it would involve the wider community
         in the investigation; it could, of course, most important, motivate an otherwise reluctant witness to come forward. On a more
         personal note, the Hunt Club could stay open servicing the reward hotline. If the reward was a significant dollar number,
         many a lunatic would also be contacting the charities who’d offered the money with spurious and/or just plain stupid or wrong
         information.
      

      
      The Hunt Club might be of real value managing the flow of information to the police, forwarding any genuine leads, and gatekeeping
         against reports from the nutcase front. The process would save the cops perhaps hundreds of man-hours of unnecessary work winnowing out the wheat from the chaff.
      

      
      This was work the charities would want done, but they would be ill-equipped to do it themselves, and he and Hunt could do
         it with their collective eyes closed. Mickey thought that there might be several prospective clients who could chip in to
         pay for the Hunt Club’s services. Finding them would be a bit of a treasure hunt, but once Mickey did that, he might be able
         to give Hunt a couple of months’ respite before being forced to go out of business.
      

      
      The more he thought of it, the surer Mickey was that the money was out there; he just had to find it. And if they did the
         job right and met with success, it might even help to restore the reputation of the Hunt Club within the legal community.
         It could, in fact, be a new beginning for Hunt, and maybe even for Tamara. And Mickey, disposed to like Ian Thorpe because
         they shared such similar tastes and backgrounds, might even be able to set his and his sister’s minds to rest.
      

      
      All of this came to Mickey in a rush, his eyes glazing over. For those few seconds, he went still as a stone, until Thorpe
         tapped the table in front of him. ‘Mickey? You all right?’
      

      
      He came back to himself with a small start, a fleeting smile. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘I can’t really promise anything specific,
         but I don’t see how it could hurt to talk to your sister, maybe give her a heads-up on how the next couple of weeks might
         go. If you think she’d talk to me.’
      

      
      ‘If I think she’d talk to you. Are you kidding me?’

      
      Ian Thorpe already had his cell phone out. Was punching numbers.
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