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“[Beck is] very much like Agatha Christie, with some touches that go all the way back to Conan Doyle.”
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Chapter 1

Jane wondered if she looked as stupid as she felt. She was slouching in front of a piano, one hand wrapped languorously around a microphone, in a tall, narrow house built in 1688 and overlooking a canal in Amsterdam, now serving as a restaurant with a smoky little bar on the first floor.

She shook out her brown hair, a practiced movement that also emphasized the way her dress curved around her breasts and hips. Then there was the studied bow of the head and the flexing of the mike cord, as if she were composing herself, before a brief nod to her accompanist. All these moves, which she had picked up from old movies since girlhood, and which she had once found reasonably amusing to execute, now seemed hopelessly corny. Maybe even—although she suppressed the thought —a little pathetic.

Jane, who felt that she had been born into an age glaringly devoid of charm and elegance, had tried to make her act a gentle homage to a classier era. But perhaps, she was beginning to think, it was just shabbily retro.

She was pleased to see that the preppy American, with whom she had established meaningful eye contact in the past, was here again tonight, but this time without his friends. She tilted her head back lazily, then brought it forward again, timed so her face ended up level with the microphone just as she began to sing in a husky but melodious voice, giving a world-weary air to “Just One of Those Things.”

The noise level in the bar lowered briefly, but, she noted with irritation, rose again as she plunged through the lyrics. Fortunately, however, an exuberant female shriek from the corner of the room drowned her out when she went flat on “a trip to the moon on gossamer wings.”

She glanced at the American. He seemed to be watching her with appreciation, and even glared menacingly at some noisy people at a table nearby. She rewarded him with lowered eyelids and the merest suggestion of a smile. He was rather attractive, with wavy hair, intelligent eyes, an athletic body. He looked younger than Jane. Lately, a lot of the attractive men around her looked younger.

It had come to that rather sooner than she had expected it would. If she hadn’t been in mid-phrase, Jane would have sighed wistfully. He wore a Brooks Brothers summer suit, and a tie with little blips on it, which she hoped were not mallard ducks in flight. Moneyed, traditional East Coast Americans, if they were the hearty, expansive, check-grabbing type who chummed up to headwaiters and sang along at the opera, were okay. But she had a West Coast aversion to wardrobes that looked as if they were assembled primarily from Maine catalogs.

Really, she admonished herself, I must stop this tacky habit of flirting with the customers. If I don’t look out, I’ll turn into some predatory old harridan, leering at wholesome young American boys. She transferred her gaze from the man in the Brooks Brothers suit to an Amstel beer poster on the opposite wall.

When the song ended, she turned briefly to her accompanist, an irritable conservatory student with bad skin and an unwieldy Dutch name, Bouwdewijn Overdijk. He was giving her a nasty sneer, no doubt because she’d gone flat. Big deal. She could still sell a song, even if she wasn’t always on key. And his timing was rotten anyway. Europeans couldn’t syncopate worth a damn, no matter how musical they were. When she’d brought that up earlier in the evening, he’d had the nerve to tell her he thought the pewter dress she was wearing looked a bit tarty.

In the past, she might have laughed that off. Tonight, however, she was annoyed. She’d been annoyed a lot lately. Restless, impatient, and annoyed. In an act of defiance, Jane ended her set with “Begin the Beguine,” just to aggravate Bouwdewijn. He could never get the rhythm right, and he knew it. And what the hell, she thought, why shouldn’t I flirt with the customers? She gazed soulfully for a second too long at the young American, and raised one eyebrow, so she wasn’t surprised when, after she’d finished to scattered applause, he approached her. He was probably going to ask her if he could buy her a drink. It might be nice to talk to an American for a while.

“Excuse me,” he said eagerly. “Mrs. da Silva?”

She was curious. He’d called her “Mrs” Her framed black-and-white photograph on the sidewalk, at street level above the rather sinister stone stairs that led to this basement, just said “Jane da Silva.” He must know who she was.

He pressed a card into her hand. “Hamilton Carruthers. From the embassy.”

She looked down at the card. “Cultural section?”

“That’s right.”

“Don’t tell me you’re asking me to lay off Cole Porter in the interests of the exportation of American culture,” she said with a sideways smile. She examined his tie. The little blips were crossed squash rackets, which probably meant he was in pretty good shape.

“I’m crazy about Cole Porter,” he said, smiling. “And, frankly, Mrs. da Silva, I think you do him credit. No, I’m here because they’re looking for you at the embassy. And while it’s not exactly in my line, I volunteered to come find you.”

“Oh,” she said, casting a nervous eye on Bouwdewijn, who was shuffling through his sheet music in a surly way and scowling at her. He hated it when the customers came up and spoke to her, neglecting him.

“I knew who you were because I’ve been here before,” Hamilton Carruthers continued. “I’m kind of a fan, actually. Perhaps you remember me,” he added, raising an eyebrow.

“Perhaps I do,” she said, giving him a level gaze. “Why are you looking for me at the embassy?” Maybe they wanted her to sing at some function. She hoped it wasn’t the damned IRS again.

He clasped his hands together. “You have a message from home.”

“From home?” With a start, she realized she didn’t really have a home. She hadn’t had one for years.

“From Seattle,” he said.

“But I haven’t lived there since I went on my junior year abroad,” she said. “I’ve hardly ever been back.” The last time had been for her cousin’s wedding.

“You are from Seattle. You must be the right Jane da Silva. Seattle’s a great town, they say.”

“It’s okay,” Jane said cautiously. “I understand it’s become kind of fashionable lately.”

“Let’s sit down and have a drink,” Hamilton Carruthers suggested. “I’ll explain everything.”

He ushered her to his table and she asked for a cognac.

“They had a hard time finding you,” Hamilton Carruthers said. “You’re supposed to register with the embassy or consulate when you’re abroad.”

She waved her hand impatiently. “I know, but I travel a lot.”

“I’m sorry to have to tell you,” he said, now assuming a grave air, “that your uncle is dead.” Hamilton Carruthers was, apparently, the genuine article—a true gentleman diplomat. No lower-middle-class “passed away” for him.

“Uncle Harold?” she said, her eyes widening.

“Yes. I have a letter here from a firm of lawyers in Seattle. They’ve been trying to track you down for weeks.” He reached inside his jacket and pulled out an envelope.

Jane took a sip of her cognac and opened it. “Poor Uncle Harold,” she said. “He was such a nice man. Kind of a do-gooder type.” She found herself misting up just a little. Uncle Harold had been a nice man. Suddenly, she felt very melancholy. “He always liked me,” she said, sniffing.

“I am so sorry,” said Hamilton Carruthers, handing her an immaculate handkerchief as a tear rolled through her mascara and smudgily onto her cheek.

“Thank you. I’ll be all right in a second. I haven’t seen the old boy in years. We wrote, though.”

He patted her hand. “It’s difficult when one is abroad,” he said.

She blew her nose. “Well, I wonder what the lawyers have to say. Maybe he left me a little something.” She cheered up somewhat at this thought. God knows she could use a little something right now.

The letter was quite short.

Dear Mrs. da Silva,

Your uncle, the late Harold Mortensen, has named you in his will to continue his life’s work by means of a testamentary trust. If you carry out the work of the trust to the satisfaction of the trustees, you will receive an income during your lifetime, for as long as you satisfy the requirements laid out by your uncle.

The nature of your duties is sufficiently complex that I think it preferable that you meet with the trustees personally to learn of the exact nature and scope of the work.

If you are not willing to undertake the tasks outlined for you, the trust will be terminated and the assets distributed to charities named by your uncle.

Please contact us at your earliest convenience to discuss this matter.

Sincerely,

George W. Montcrieff

“How bizarre,” said Jane.

Hamilton Carruthers coughed delicately, and gazed into his own cognac. It was clear he was too well bred to ask about the letter, but it was also clear that he wished she would confide in him.

She thought she might as well. After all, a certain degree of intimacy had been established by her snuffling into his handkerchief. She reflected briefly that she must remember to launder it properly and mail it to the embassy at The Hague.

“My uncle Harold’s left me his money,” she said. “But it sounds like I have to run his weird enterprise. It was always very mysterious, and everybody kidded Uncle Harold about it. My mother used to call it the Bureau of Hopeless Cases. But he called it the Foundation for Righting Wrongs.”

Hamilton Carruthers’s eyebrows rose.

“I know,” she said. “It does sound a little ambitious, doesn’t it? It was sort of a nonprofit detective agency. He had a grim little office in the Arctic Building, I remember,” Jane continued. “A big old building with marble walrus heads decorating the outside.

“When I grew up I assumed it was some kind of a tax dodge.” She frowned. “But Uncle Harold, I realize now, wouldn’t have dodged his taxes. He was a real straight shooter.”

“Do you want to do it?” said Hamilton Carruthers. “Right wrongs?”

“It might be fun,” she answered.

“I love your singing,” Hamilton Carruthers said suddenly. “How long have you been performing? Why aren’t you famous?”

Jane laughed. “Probably because I’m not good enough,” she said. “It started as sort of a joke. I was at a party in Brussels and I had a few drinks and sang ‘Ten Cents a Dance,’ and someone offered me a job. That was five years ago.”

“I sort of assumed you’d always been a singer,” Hamilton said.

“No. Just another splotch on my résumé,” said Jane. She had been a governess, a hand model, a simultaneous translator (which gave her migraines), an aerobics instructor (which gave her shin splints), the editor of a shopping guide for tourists in Rome, and part owner of a small shop that sold baskets, sachets, and paperweights and folded in six months.

“To tell you the truth, I’ve been feeling rather sorry for myself, and put out with myself too, for having led such a raffish life when I am basically a very sensible person.” She didn’t add that she would be forty in three years, and on her thirty-seventh birthday she had made a vow not to be broke anymore after forty.

“And then this comes along. Uncle Harold. It’s really kind of overwhelming.” She sighed. “It’s nice to talk to an American. You can get all personal and tell everything, and it doesn’t make them nervous. I miss that sometimes.”

“And your dress matches your eyes,” Hamilton said.

“I know,” said Jane, too preoccupied to take much notice of his non sequitur. “I planned it that way. I hate to break it to you, Hamilton, but all that kind of stuff is planned.”

She paused. “The Bureau of Hopeless Cases,” she said slowly. “Of course it depends on how much money there is, too.”

 
 

 

Chapter 2

Exactly how much money are we talking about?” Jane, wearing a Chanel suit Bernardo had given her years ago, was sitting opposite George Montcrieff, an elegant, elderly gentleman and a senior partner in the firm of Carlson, Throckmorton, Osgood, Stubbins, and Montcrieff. Jane hoped she looked like a deserving heiress.

She was talking not so much to Mr. Montcrieff as at him. He seemed preoccupied, gazing out of the window in the long pauses between his sentences.

“Mmmm,” he replied. “There is a great deal of money at stake here.” He clammed up again and stared out of the window some more.

Jane had been startled by the number of high-rise buildings that had sprung up in Seattle since her last visit ten years ago. This one, a looming tower of black glass, had a magnificent view out over Puget Sound to Bainbridge Island, dark with Douglas firs. A green-and-white Washington State ferry cut through the blue-gray water, leaving a ruffled white wake.

“Fantastic view,” said Jane. “I had forgotten what a beautiful city this is. You were saying, Mr. Montcrieff?”

“A lot of money.” His gaze drifted back to her. “Your uncle left his affairs in a very strange state, if I do say so,” he said, frowning as if it were somehow her fault. “Quite unorthodox. But he was adamant. Absolutely refused to set up a purely charitable trust. Said he didn’t want the state attorney general or the IRS poking around. It left him in horrible shape, tax-wise. But he had plenty of cash, so he forked it out when he wrote the will. Still, the whole thing is peculiar.” He eyed her as if she didn’t deserve one dime of Uncle Harold’s money, and as if the government would probably confiscate the whole estate anyway because Uncle Harold was so eccentric.

“Well,” Jane replied tartly, “it is my understanding that you drew up the will, so I am sure you will agree that it is a perfectly sound document. I would like a copy, by the way.”

“Of course,” he said, placing his fingertips together. “Harold quaintly called his enterprise the Foundation for Righting Wrongs.

“Its chief asset was Harold and his desire to set things right. But there is also the house. You knew about his house? Under the will you may live there as long as you want if you are doing the work of the Foundation for Righting Wrongs. If you fail, the trustees will expect you to vacate within thirty days. Of course, it’s only yours during your lifetime.

“You do understand, Mrs. da Silva, that you are perfectly free to choose not to carry on your uncle’s, er, work. In that case, I’ll simply ask you to sign a statement to that effect and the funds can be distributed to the specified charities. All very worthy ones, I might add.

“I understand you are some kind of a chanteuse.” He paused, and allowed a dubious look to cross his features. “You would then be free to return to Europe and pursue your career.”

Jane was tempted to ask him whether he was crazy, or whether he just thought she was. Instead, she said, “Mr. Montcrieff, let me be frank. My present career leaves a lot to be desired. It is not steady, the pay is not very good, and while it used to be fun, it isn’t anymore. When I was widowed, my husband left me in bad financial shape, and I am afraid I was unprepared to make much of a living for myself.” She left out all the tedious details of Bernardo’s crooked manager, the disastrous devaluation of the Brazilian peso, and the fact that, as an American, getting a work permit had always been difficult in Europe.

He would have asked why she hadn’t come home, and she wasn’t really sure, now that she thought about it, except that coming home had always seemed to represent defeat. After all, she’d left when she was nineteen with a view to leading an interesting life, never coming home. Sort of Jean Seberg in Godard’s Breathless, a savvy ex-patriate.

She’d remembered Seattle as a relentlessly dull town, far away from anything else; but, walking to Montcrieff’s office this morning, she’d found it quite charming, full of espresso carts and window boxes with flowers and nice old architecture lovingly restored and interesting-looking people on the streets, and the New York Times on sale. Had she changed, or had Seattle changed? Both, she supposed.

“I am here to find out exactly what Uncle Harold’s work is and how much money there is.”

“Well into six figures, I’d say,” he replied. “Of course, it all depends on how it is invested and so forth. Should you choose to participate, you will receive the interest—after taxes and a few minor expenses.”

“I see. How much return can I expect on it?”

“Well into six figures,” repeated the lawyer. “I was speaking of the interest, Mrs. da Silva. Not the principle.”

Jane nodded silently and tried not to look absolutely overjoyed. It wouldn’t do to clutch Mr. Montcrieff’s lapels, jump up and down, and shriek like some game-show contestant. “I would like to learn more about the Foundation for Righting Wrongs and what would be expected of me,” she said gravely.

For that kind of money, she’d do anything. Well, practically anything. She imagined it meant getting on the phone and untangling little old ladies’ utility bills or finding out why the mail order merchandise they’d sent for hadn’t arrived. If she worked it right, it shouldn’t take more then twenty hours a week, max.

“Very well,” said Mr. Montcrieff, opening his desk drawer. He produced a pair of binoculars and peered out the window.

“I see a bird of prey out there. A hawk perhaps. Very interesting.” He strode eagerly over to the window. “It’s circling over the city. How fascinating.” Mr. Montcrieff’s face became animated for the first time since she had met him. “What prey has it spotted?” He put the binoculars to his eyes.

“To think that, little over a century ago, downtown Seattle was teeming with wildlife. Deer of course, and raccoons and so forth. Otter. The beaver, its fur prized in Europe for the making of hats.”

Jane walked over to him. “Tell me,” she said firmly, “what I have to do to get that money.”

“I’m a little vague on that point.”

Jane had already assumed that vagueness was Mr. Montcrieff’s habitual state. “How can we find out?” she said. “Someone must know.”

“The trustees. They’re very anxious to meet you. I’ll turn you over to my nephew Bucky. He’ll handle this for you.” He squinted into the binoculars and rotated his head, presumably tracking the hawk in its flight.

“Fine,” said Jane, grabbing her purse. “I’ll have your secretary arrange that, shall I?”

“Good idea,” said Mr. Montcrieff, now leaning far to one side of the window. “It’s a red-tailed hawk if I’m not mistaken. Forgive me if I seem distracted, Mrs. da Silva.”

She let herself out of his office, glancing over her shoulder to see him still plastered against the glass. Montcrieff’s eccentricity had given her pause. If he had drawn up the will, wasn’t it possible that it wouldn’t hold up? What if those charities contested the will? It sounded as though there was enough money to make it worthwhile to some nonprofit group. And after all, a lot of those organizations didn’t really do that much good. Just put on parties so all the women could make their husbands wear black tie.

In the outer office, an efficient-looking secretary blitzed away on a keyboard. “Mr. Montcrieff wants me to meet with his nephew,” Jane explained.

“Yes, I thought he would. I’ll take you to his office. He’s expecting you.” This sounded promising, Jane thought. As they left, she heard an intercom crackle. “Miriam, get me the Audubon Society on the line, would you?” Miriam rolled her eyes and kept walking.

Bucky, whose name according to his door was actually George W. Montcrieff II, was a well-groomed, tanned, angular man in his thirties. He wore a very unlawyerly Italian suit and silk shirt. His slightly sharklike smile indicated that if his nickname had had anything to do with prominent teeth, orthodontia had corrected the problem.

“Well hello,” he said, taking her hand and clasping it enthusiastically. He looked her up and down thoughtfully, then glanced at his wafer-thin wristwatch. “You know,” he said, “perhaps we could discuss this over lunch. There’s a great seafood place right on the corner. They’re usually crowded, but I’m sure they’ll have a table for me. Miriam, would you call down and tell them I’m on my way?”

He took Jane’s elbow and glided her along to the reception area, where he leaned over to a young girl there. “Listen sweetheart, I’m expecting Calvin Mason in about twenty minutes. Send him down to McCormick’s, will you?”

The girl nodded and they entered the elevator. As they went down to the lobby, Jane noticed Bucky’s expensive but overpowering cologne. The whole elevator smelled like a new issue of Vanity Fair.

Seated in the restaurant, Bucky, unlike his uncle, came to the point and stayed there. “Well,” he said. “I imagine you’re anxious to find out just what the Foundation for Righting Wrongs does, and what part you are expected to play.”

“Exactly,” she said. “I’d also like a copy of the will, which it seems to me I should have received by now, and some kind of a list of what Uncle Harold had. I’d like to know how much money there is and how it is invested.” Maybe the whole deal was crazy, but there was no point acting less than serious about it at this point. After all, there was all that fabulous money at stake.

He nodded. “I’m so sorry we didn’t get you a copy of the will sooner. I’ll have my secretary get you copies of everything. For now, here’s a copy of a letter your uncle left you to read after his death.”

She opened the envelope with a table knife and read:

Dear Jane,

I’m not sure you want to take on the task I’ve prepared for you, so I’ve made it worth your while. I feel you are well suited to continue my work after I am gone.

I also believe, my dear (and I don’t mean to be presumptuous, but as I am not only your uncle, but your deceased uncle), that you ought to respect my views, that this work would be good for you and give you a sense of higher purpose that may have been lacking in your life.

Since childhood, you have displayed a natural altruism with a native cleverness, and these qualities can be brought together to good purpose if you carry on the work of the Foundation for Righting Wrongs.

My instructions to the trustees are very specific. The tasks you undertake must be difficult ones, for there is no real satisfaction, I have discovered, in anything that is too easy.

I have chosen to indulge your love of luxury, another of your traits, Jane, and perhaps a less commendable one, in order that you will choose to take on the work; so that you will not be distracted from it by the need to earn a living; and because of my affection for you.

I have no doubt that you will earn every cent of it, and that, if you discharge your duties faithfully, someday we may both be reunited in a world in which there is no Wrong, only Right.

Love,

Uncle Harold

A hell of a deal, Jane thought rather tenderly. Big bucks, and my soul gets saved too. Uncle Harold had thought of everything. It was quite touching.

She folded up the letter and said, “I hope to be worthy of the confidence my uncle has placed in me.”

“I’ve met with the trustees,” said Bucky, “and it is my impression that they will hold you to your uncle’s high standards.”

“You mean you think they will be difficult to please?”

“Your uncle’s little enterprise,” Bucky said, with a smirk that seemed to indicate he thought Harold Mortenson was a fool, “is based on the idea that sometimes injustice must be overcome by herculean efforts.”

“There is no real satisfaction,” quoted Jane, “in anything that is too easy.”

“I suppose so,” he said dubiously.

“Well I’m going to do my damnedest to make this thing work,” said Jane, half to herself.

He looked at her thoughtfully. “I sure would. The income attached to it is pretty hefty. You could have a very pleasant life.”

Jane smiled at his frankness. She also wondered what motivated it. Was he trying to let her know he was on her side? Or trying to get her to admit she was only after the money?

“Anyway,” said Bucky, smiling back, then glancing at the wine list, “your biggest problem will be finding cases. Hopeless stuff. Nothing that can be solved by simple legal action or a letter to the newspapers.”

So much for her theory that she’d be tracking down lost social security checks or missing pets.

“I see,” she said.

“I’ll set up a meeting for you with the trustees. If you’d like, I’ll go with you.”

“I’m anxious to meet them as soon as possible,” she said. She didn’t really think she needed to take an overperfumed lawyer with her. She’d rather tackle the trustees alone.

The waiter came over, and she put her elbows on the table and leaned toward Bucky, smiling. “Why don’t you order for me?” she said, managing to convey by her tone that she had complete confidence in his savoir faire.

Until she had her hands on that money, signed, sealed and delivered, she’d be nice to everyone. The lawyers, the board, and whoever else was involved. After her position was secure, she looked forward to the most satisfying aspect of being rich: the ability to tell people, very nicely of course, for Jane believed in the old-fashioned virtue of civility, to fuck off whenever it pleased her.

 
 

 

Chapter 3

Calvin Mason walked into McCormick’s and scowled into the dim corner where Bucky was sitting. Calvin was in his mid-thirties, with untidy curly dark hair and horn-rimmed glasses. He had a purposeful but rather shambling gait, his body hanging from wide shoulders. He wore jeans and a light blue work shirt, and he carried a manila envelope and a black plastic videocassette box.

Typical of Bucky, he thought to himself irritably. Makes me take the damned elevator all the way up to the seventieth floor for nothing. Two elevators, actually, because you had to transfer on the thirtieth floor, and listen to a snotty disembodied female voice call out the floor numbers accompanied by electronic chimes. And all the while, Bucky is sitting down here drinking white wine and eating oysters with some babe.

He brushed aside the maître d’ and strode over to the table.

“Oh, hello Cal,” said Bucky, smiling up at him. “What have you got for me?”

“Just what you ordered.” Calvin looked at Bucky’s companion with curiosity. A little older and classier than Bucky’s usual type, she was wearing some kind of a nubby suit with gold buttons. It looked expensive and feminine. Probably some rich client he was hoping to lure into matrimony.

Maybe she was the client in the divorce case he was working for Bucky. In that case, the contents of the tape he was delivering would be of real interest to her. It featured an amorous airline pilot and a saucy little flight attendant bouncing around on a creaking brass bed in a quaint little Victorian bed-and-breakfast in the San Juan Islands.

Calvin was normally discreet, but Bucky had irritated him by not apologizing for making him take that elevator ride while the Toyota was parked next to a fire hydrant. And Bucky had said, “What have you got for me?” So Calvin expanded on his answer.

“The place had those flimsy white curtains, so I only got them in silhouette, but the heavy panting on the audio comes through loud and clear, and we ID’d him all right. She calls out his name a couple of times. He just says ‘Oh, baby.’” He smirked. “On top of which, the dope parked his Z car right in front of the place. I got stills of it.”

The lady’s eyebrows rose and she sipped her wine hastily, a maneuver that made him wonder if she wasn’t suppressing a laugh. Calvin smiled at her in a rather cocky, man-of-the-world way. If she was the client, it was clear she was more concerned with adding some big bucks to her settlement than with her husband’s low-budget fling in some mildewing Victorian pile in Friday Harbor.

Bucky gave him a sharp look. “Thanks,” he said, snatching the cassette box. “I’ll call you.”

Calvin flung the envelope down on the white tablecloth. “My report, the stills, and the invoice are here. Prompt remittance is appreciated.”

He turned and left, brushing the maître d’ aside again on the way out.

“A private detective we use sometimes,” said Bucky airily. “Unfortunately, we need someone like Calvin around once in a while when we’re obliged to take a more unsavory route in the practice of family law.” He frowned.

“Yes, I’m sure you rely on the unsavory route only with the greatest reluctance,” she replied, smiling charmingly. “He certainly is colorful.” She glanced in the departing man’s direction.”

“Kind of a sad case, really,” said Bucky, an expression of sympathy crossing his smooth brow. “He’s a lawyer. A sole practitioner who can’t make a go of it. He’s got a grungy little office with a Murphy bed and a framed diploma from Matchbook U.” Bucky shook his head sadly. “He fleshes out his meager collection of pathetic cases with some investigative work for respectable firms.

“A good investigator, but not, as you might have noticed, very couth.” He gave a condescending chuckle and touched the knot of his paisley silk tie. “Still, he manages to make a respectable appearance in court when I need him to testify.

“But enough about poor old Calvin Mason. I was filling you in on the details. The trustees have arranged for you to get an advance. You can use it to live on while you get settled in the work—should you choose to tackle it, of course.”

“I do choose,” she said, slithering an oyster into her mouth.

“Yes. Well, they’ve also decided you can stay in his house while you settle in. Should you come to an arrangement with the board, the house is part of the package. It’s an asset of the foundation.”

She remembered the place, an old gloomy Craftsman-style house in a tangled garden up on Capitol Hill. There was a lot of dark woodwork inside, and leaded glass windows. Outside, it had the broad porch and deeply overhanging eaves that were standard for rainy Seattle.

She wondered how much the advance was. She was anxious to get her Jaguar out of storage and have it shipped from London. It was all that was left of the life she’d had with Bernardo. The car was a classic. No matter how bad things got, she’d always managed to pay the storage fees.

If the trustees decided she wasn’t up to Uncle Harold’s standards and wanted the advance back later, let them sue her for it. Maybe she could get a few good cashmere sweaters in basic colors—black, gray, and red. And white— white could always look dressy—and a Burberry trench, too, to set her up for the next ten years.

“When can you give me the keys?” she said.

“Right away. If you’d like, I’ll help you move in or whatever.”

“That’s very kind of you, but it won’t be necessary,” she said, noting with disapproval that he’d eaten four of the half dozen oysters they’d ordered. What a jerk. She grabbed the last one on the plate hastily. “And I would appreciate it if you could arrange that board meeting as soon as possible.”

“No problem. I’ll set it up for tomorrow. The old darlings haven’t got much else to do, as far as I can tell. They’re all well on in years.”

“Oh really?”

“Yes. All retired. Contemporaries of your uncle. Judge Potter and Professor Grunewald and the bishop.”

“Bishop?”

“Yes, an Episcopal bishop. Name of Barton.”

“Oh. He christened me,” she said. “And he must have been ancient then. Practically dropped me, they tell me.”

“If it was after lunch, the explanation is simple,” said Bucky, gazing significantly at his wineglass.

“I see,” said Jane.

“And my uncle, of course,” added Bucky. “He’s an ex officio member.”

“I’ve already met him too,” said Jane with a forced smile. “Well, I certainly look forward to meeting the others.”

After the waiter arrived with plates of salmon and then withdrew, Bucky leaned confidentially over the table. “The word is,” he said, “that the old boys plan to give you six weeks to come up with a really juicy case. They don’t think you can do it.”

Jane couldn’t help but notice a certain relish in his tone. She decided to tackle him head-on. “You sound as if you think they want me to fail,” she said, with a smile designed to be disarming.

Bucky smirked a little. “They’re very conservative and set in their ways. They’d never admit to themselves they’d want you to fail; but, let’s face it, a bunch of old guys like that, used to their old pal, Harold, well, they just aren’t going to take you as seriously. You’re female and comparatively young. And you’re new. Harold’s up and dying and your replacing him is bound to shake up their comfortable routine.”

“I see,” said Jane.

“But I certainly want you to succeed,” said Bucky, looking just a little too sincere to be sincere.

After lunch, Jane went back to the offices of Carlson, Throckmorton, Osgood, Stubbins, and Montcrieff, where she received a copy of the will, a check for three thousand dollars, and a key to Uncle Harold’s house on Federal Avenue East.

Thanking him effusively for lunch, she fended off Bucky’s attempts to offer her any further assistance and went to a bank on the corner. There she opened a checking account with her advance, using her passport for identification (and hoping they wouldn’t check the status of her accounts at the Crédit Lyonnais and the Algemene Bank of the Netherlands, or her current status with Visa; they didn’t).

She cashed the last of her traveler’s checks and bought an international money order to send to Jean-Pierre, her last serious lover. He had probably forgotten about the five thousand francs Jane owed him, but she hadn’t.

Jean-Pierre had been a turning point. He was sleek and handsome in an older, silver fox sort of way, and he’d been crazy about her. And he was so rich. But near the end, when she realized he’d just become a pleasant habit, she made herself stop taking money from him.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he’d said. “I have plenty and you don’t and if we’re going to be together I want to be comfortable.”

“But it makes me feel like a rich man’s mistress,” she’d said. And he’d replied, astonished, “But of course. That’s what you are. Do you want to get married? Would that make it different? We could get married.” He’d said it with the air of a puzzled aristocrat, indulging some bourgeois whim of a straitlaced American.

She’d borrowed that last five thousand francs to get herself to Amsterdam, because she knew she didn’t want to marry him, and she couldn’t give him up and stay in Paris. And the unhappy reason she couldn’t give him up, beyond missing the comfortable life they had developed together, was that she was afraid of starving to death in some grim little flat. She was also faintly horrified to find herself casting around for someone else to take her on.

Here in Seattle, all that seemed ridiculous. Like something from a Henry James novel.

She hadn’t driven for a while, and she was rather startled by the high-tech gadgets on the rental Chevy: digital clock, alarms that sounded when the key was in, a seat belt that loomed at her when she closed the door, a scanner on the radio. She felt disoriented, and vaguely ashamed that she had somehow let the world pass her by.

She thought she could navigate from downtown Seattle up to Capitol Hill, but downtown looked entirely different, with lots of new buildings, festively encrusted with postmodern details and plazas dotted with concrete tubs bursting with flowers. The simple, rigid grid pattern of serious buildings had been glitzed up so that she was completely lost. Besides the new topography, there seemed to be many more one-way streets.

Instead of getting out the map that came with the car and plotting out a route to her destination, Jane drove up and down the streets, looking around. Even the people looked different. When she was a girl, downtown used to mean white men in business suits and white women dressed up to go shopping or to work in offices. Now there was more of a bazaarlike quality—more blacks and Asians, more aggressively chic young people, and—something she’d never seen before in Seattle—mad-looking, apparently homeless people, carrying their belongings with them, or hunkered down on street corners.

One thing hadn’t changed. Pedestrians waited politely on the curb for the light to change, and motorists waited politely for them to cross. Nobody jaywalked, and nobody leaned on the horn. In all her travels, especially to Latin countries, Jane had made the necessary adaptation to chaos and learned to break the rules to keep the flow going. But she had always felt guilty, as if she were betraying the pleasant orderliness with which she had grown up.

When she did get herself across the freeway and up to Capitol Hill, she realized that Uncle Harold’s quiet neighborhood of big, boxy houses built in the first decade of the century hadn’t changed much at all. The house, however, was bigger than she had remembered, almost what you’d call a villa in Europe. But then everything back home seemed bigger than she remembered, after years of living in hotel suites with Bernardo and later in a series of small European apartments.

It had begun to rain, and as she stood on the porch fiddling with the key, she listened to raindrops splashing on the shiny leaves of the overgrown camellias that flanked the porch. She opened the door and went inside with the slight sadness one feels when entering a house that isn’t lived in.

Inside, there was a musty smell, probably from Uncle Harold’s cigars. The place would need a general airing out and a good cleaning. She set her suitcase in the hall, then wandered, rather dazed, through the rooms. Could she actually use all this space? There were good-sized rooms with dark beams running along the ceiling and built-in bookcases and sideboards and niches of various kinds. With new paint and better lighting it wouldn’t be gloomy at all. Pruning back the overgrown camellias would help, too.

There was some dusty-looking mohair furniture around, and some very decent but worn Orientals on the floors. The kitchen had apparently not been remodeled since the fifties. The refrigerator had rounded corners, and there was a lot of pink Formica. Upstairs were a couple of bedrooms, charming rooms with coved ceilings, yellowed wallpaper, diamond-paned windows, and window seats.

It was a comfortable house, well made and a good example of turn-of-the-century reaction to Victorian excess. And besides, she felt rather close to Uncle Harold here. She wanted to feel close to him. He had—it seemed so far, anyway—saved her. In a way, she thought grimly, she had been feeling like a pretty hopeless case herself.

She sat down heavily on one of the mohair sofas and gazed over at the tiled fireplace. Hanging over the mantel was a big etching in a dark wooden frame. Saint George, with a resolute expression and flowing hair, was inserting a lance purposefully into the flank of a twisting dragon.

Hopeless cases. Funny how that phrase kept coming up. Her mother used it when she talked about Uncle Harold’s foundation. And then, Bucky had used it. It was apparently what the board wanted her to come up with in the next six weeks.

Or had Bucky used it? No. He’d used “pathetic” cases. But he’d used it in another context. What was it? She concentrated, then remembered. It was how he’d described that seedy investigator’s legal cases. What was the guy’s name? Calvin. A very upright kind of name for someone prowling outside of a hotel room with a video recorder. His last name was Dixon. No, Mason. Calvin Mason.

 
 

 

Chapter 4

The trustees met the following evening at a restaurant in downtown Seattle. Jane remembered the restaurant from when she was a girl. It was the sort of place, that, although open to the public, managed to resemble the dining room of a private club. The furnishings were dark and respectable, and there were plenty of heavy draperies and carpeting to muffle the sound. The menu ran to roast beef, Yorkshire pudding, and lamb chops. The waiters were elderly and never introduced themselves by name or recited additional selections that had not been printed on the menu.

When she arrived, she had been surprised to learn that the actual meeting would take place in a private room. The restaurant itself seemed private enough—dim and quiet in a way modern restaurants never even tried to be. The place was empty except for two old ladies eating Caesar salads in silence; a family party with several twentyish children; and, tucked behind a potted palm, a couple in their forties with the intense, furtive look of middle-class adulterers.

Jane followed the maître d’ to a long windowless room, overheated and giving the impression that it needed dusting. There, six white-haired gentleman rose courteously. One of them was George Montcrieff, who introduced the others.

Bishop Barton was recognizable by his dog collar and the gleam of Episcopal purple beneath his black suit. Judge Potter wore a white carnation in his lapel. Professor Grunewald, beaky and square-jawed, hunched over and peered at her through trifocals. There was also Franklin Glendinning, a retired banker with a wintry look in his blue eyes, and Commander Kincaid, a retired navy man with ramrod-straight posture and an engaging way of talking out of the side of his mouth, as if every remark were a wisecrack.

“Really amazing,” continued George Montcrieff as they all scraped their chairs and sat, continuing to gaze at her with well-bred curiosity. “Mrs. da Silva and I spotted a red-tailed hawk from my office window the other day.”

They all ignored him.

“It was circling its prey,” Montcrieff persisted.

“Nature red in tooth and claw,” said the bishop, waving vaguely, then reaching for his highball glass with a gnarled hand. “Something to drink, my dear?”

“Yes, thank you,” said Jane. “A sherry, please.”

It seemed the proper drink for a gathering like this. “I am so glad to meet you all,” she continued, vaguely aware of the schoolgirlish tone to her voice. “I look forward to working with you.”

And, she thought to herself, you’d better not give me any trouble, either. Powerful old men, she thought to herself. All civic leaders with long, distinguished careers behind them. And they had absolute power over her future and her money.

Powerful old men, she had noticed, often had an irritating vagueness and cautiousness. It made you wonder how they had ever made it to the top. Only the navy man, Commander Kincaid, looked decisive. The rest had that dithery quality, and Glendinning, the banker, looked like big trouble. He was watching her carefully, his small mean mouth in a little frown.

When her sherry came, she raised her glass, and said “Please join me in a toast to Uncle Harold.”

“To righting wrongs,” said the bishop. “Your uncle’s customary toast at these gatherings.” He brought his glass to his lips with a trembling hand, ice cubes rattling furiously.

“How much,” the bishop continued, “do you know about your uncle Harold and his work?”

“He was always rather secretive,” said Jane. “In the family, we always thought of him, I suppose, as quiet and conservative, and with a terrific sense of noblesse oblige. He was too modest to talk much about his work. But I know he helped people.” They were looking at her expectantly, so she continued.

“Mother told me so. Her hairdresser had a problem once. Something about a husband who’d disappeared and left her to raise her kids alone. Uncle Harold found him for her. He’d been living bigamously in California. Mother said Uncle Harold found the guy and managed to get him to pay a ton of money in back child support, and then he got her a decent divorce so she could remarry.”

“Precisely,” said the bishop. “Now if that hairdresser had only had the money, she could have hired a crack private investigator to ferret out the absconding husband. But she didn’t, so your uncle Harold took on the job.

“It all began,” he went on, “with a rather simple case, much like the one you describe. Harold’s housekeeper had a son who was arrested for a crime he didn’t commit. The boy may well have committed other, similar crimes, but Harold was convinced he hadn’t committed this particular offense. It was a matter of finding a missing witness. Harold pulled it off, and the boy was saved. The experience convinced him there was an unmet need for investigative work to benefit those who couldn’t afford it, or, whose cases seemed too daunting or dicey for a regular private investigator.”

Professor Grunewald chuckled. “Like that business with the Boeing janitor and the glamorous female Russian spy.”

Jane raised her eyebrows. This sounded rather promising.

“She wasn’t really a glamorous Russian spy,” countered the bishop, waving his hand impatiently. “The poor fellow just thought she was. Actually, she was a Swedish dental assistant.”

“With thick legs,” added Commander Kincaid. “She had him running around town dropping off secrets for a while, before she told him she’d just as soon have the cash. Your uncle managed to get him out of her clutches and gather up all the secret papers and destroy them.”

The bishop laughed. “The secret papers were things like vacuuming schedules and requisitions for industrial cleaning preparations, but she had him scared, all right. Harold got him a job somewhere else, anyway, just to be sure.”

Jane wished the bishop hadn’t laughed at the besotted janitor. She imagined how desperate he must have felt. “I think it’s wonderful that Uncle Harold helped these people,” she said.

“Harold loved the work. He liked poking around, finding things out,” said Judge Potter. “Claimed it gave him a sense of adventure. The rest of his life was pretty straightforward. Not like his father’s.”

Uncle Harold’s father, Jane’s great-grandfather, had made a lot of money in Alaska. He’d outfitted miners in the gold rush, selling them pickaxes and hard tack, and later he’d racketed around up there himself, running a saloon in Skagway, which Jane had always suspected might also have been a brothel. What was certain, though, was that the beer he served was a loss leader. He made a lot of his money off the poker games. He had died many years before Jane was born, but tales of his ability to recite interminable verses of the poetry of Robert W. Service had been passed down in family lore.

Jane’s great-grandfather had two sons late in life. Uncle Harold, and Jane’s own grandfather, Victor. The latter had run through his inheritance back in the twenties, spending a small fortune on bathtub gin and the flat-chested floozies of the period. Not having inherited his father’s skill at the gaming table, he lost the balance of his estate one afternoon in Monte Carlo, thereby managing to get a leg up on everyone else by starting out the Depression flat broke.

Victor returned to Seattle, married a gentle spinster, fathered Jane’s mother, and lived out the rest of his days in a maroon silk monogrammed bathrobe, while his wife eked out a living giving piano lessons and sight reading popular songs at Woolworth’s for customers contemplating buying sheet music.

Jane had a dim memory of him in the famous bathrobe, playing solitaire and humming.

His brother, Harold, however, had set himself up in the office supply and typewriter repair business, avoiding the stock market because he thought it was really just gambling, of which he didn’t approve. Years of selling accordion files, three-by-five cards, filing cabinets, rubber thumb protectors for file clerks, bottles of ink, and reams of paper, did convince Harold, however, that in the future, office procedures could be simplified with modern technology. It became clear to him sooner than to almost everybody else, it seemed, that buying stock in International Business Machines might be a good investment.

Judge Potter spoke up winsomely. “Let me say that it is a little unusual for us to be meeting here with an attractive young girl. It will take some getting used to, don’t you think, gentlemen?”

“I’m not really young,” she protested. “I’m thirty-seven.” Jane was embarrassed by her generation’s tendency to persist in thinking itself young well into middle age, and often conducting itself like a bunch of whiny adolescents as a result.

“That’s young,” Commander Kincaid said firmly.

Jane, in an effort to impress the board with her seriousness, thought of pointing out that two times thirty-seven was seventy-four, and as such she might as well be considered middle-aged. After all, she was sure that when they were thirty-seven they considered themselves at the height of their powers. It was a safe bet they had assumed serious responsibilities, and, like her own father at that age, wore gray suits and felt hats and acted completely grown up. But she decided not to point all that out. It wouldn’t be tactful to remind them of their own actuarial status.

“Tell me what is expected of me,” she said instead. “Mr. Montcrieff has given me the basics.” She managed to look a little helpless, trying to convey that it was his fault if she was ignorant of her new duties. “And your description of some of Uncle Harold’s cases has given me a better idea.”

“You are expected,” said the judge, “to find cases of injustice requiring investigative skills. Cases which cannot be solved by ordinary means or regular methods, because the facts have been obscured.”

“Cases in which the laws of men have proven to be inadequate,” said the bishop.

“Cases in which only quick action and persistence bring justice to bear,” added the commander. “Finding ’em yourself is half the battle. Harold had a real nose for people’s troubles. Why, I remember he got involved in that missing baby thing eavesdropping on the bus! Harold was a real snooper.”

Jane brightened a little. So was she. She’d been known to change a seat in an airport lounge to overhear what looked to be a promising conversation.

“Missing baby?” she asked.

“Harold got it back. A berserk hospital nurse managed to spirit away half of a pair of twins, fool around with the records. Amazing deal. The mother was anesthetized during the birth. Didn’t even know she’d had twins!”

“So I’d be running a kind of nonprofit detective agency,” said Jane, rather astounded at the mystery of the missing twin. She imagined Uncle Harold restoring the bundled-up infant to its mother on the doorstep, and its mother setting it gently next to its identical sibling. The picture practically brought tears to her eyes.

“That’s right,” said Glendinning. “The only funds involved are the funds which you will receive as income, should you choose to take up the work, and should we approve of your cases and your handling of them.”

There. It was out. They’d mentioned money. She smiled. “I’m very much looking forward to it,” she said. “What are your criteria for suitable cases? And for proper handling of them?”

“Simple enough,” said the commander, as the waiter passed around plates of cream of asparagus soup. “It’s got to be some kind of mess that needs fixing. Life is pretty messy, you know. And you have to find the messes yourself. Show initiative.”

“It must be,” said the bishop, raising a bony finger, “a problem that mere money cannot solve. I mean, you’ve got to use your wits.”

“Although,” interjected Mr. Glendinning, “you are expected to use your own funds for any incidental expenses.”

“And,” said the professor, “it must be handled by strictly ethical means. No sloppy situation ethics.”

“In addition,” the judge added solemnly, “the letter of the law must be followed. Sometimes Harold managed to bend the spirit of it a little,” he added with a twinkle, “but he never did anything illegal.” She thought of the janitor. She supposed, strictly speaking, he should have been turned in to Boeing security or the FBI or something.

Jane nodded solemnly. She’d had time to go over the financial report Bucky had given her. Whatever these old geezers wanted, she would do. It all sounded like one of her beloved old blue-bound Nancy Drew novels.

“Is there some written record of Uncle Harold’s cases?” she said.

“No,” said Mr. Glendinning. He seemed to enjoy saying no. Probably useful in a banker. “And we all promised complete secrecy. No publicity. Ever. That’s very important. Those we benefit are guaranteed strict confidentiality.”

Mr. Montcrieff coughed. “Gentlemen, I’ve told you before, and I will repeat my concern. Without a written record the residual legatees—those charities, could cause trouble.”

The commander waved a hand. “Forget it, Montcrieff. We don’t want a lot of paperwork. And we want privacy.”

“There’s also a very practical consideration,” explained the bishop. “You wouldn’t want a lot of people coming to you with their problems, many of which, sad to say, would be inconsequential and better solved by good old-fashioned Christian fortitude.

“But also,” he continued with a smile, “Harold felt that it was better to do good works without drawing attention to oneself. The sin of pride can so easily corrupt the most meritorious undertaking. Once these cases are solved, we never speak of them again.”

“I see,” said Jane. The main course, veal cutlets, was served, and the men all began sawing away at their plates with interest.

She surveyed their six white heads bent over their places, a seventh white head, the waiter’s, moving artfully among them. For now, these half dozen old men were the most important men in her life. They had the power to give her the freedom she wanted. She had to be able to handle them.

She cleared her throat. “All right, let me get this straight.” Jane thought it was time to summarize. “I’m supposed to find a mess that needs fixing, and set it right. Then I’m to come to you for your approval.”

The trustees nodded.

“If I can’t find a case, or you don’t approve of what I’ve done—”

“Then the money goes to charity,” said George Montcrieff.

“And if I do succeed?”

“Then you will receive half of the annual income that goes with the trust. We’ll expect another case in six months,” said Mr. Glendinning. “Two a year.”

“And if, at any time, you don’t approve of my efforts?”

“The principal will be distributed to charity,” said Mr. Montcrieff, “and the Foundation for Righting Wrongs will be a thing only of memory.”

And I’ll see you clowns in court, she thought to herself.

“Thank you,” she said pleasantly. She wondered how new trustees were to be appointed as this crew died out. It was probably a self-perpetuating board, and there were tons of other cantankerous old fossils waiting to take the place of the present collection.

She turned to George Montcrieff. “Did he give you any written instructions, other than what was in the will? It would be handy to have a specific criteria for cases.”

He flapped his napkin at her. “Harold left it nice and vague. You needn’t worry about that. Everything’s at the trustees’ discretion.”

 
 

 

Chapter 5

All right, all right,” said Calvin Mason irritably. “We can trade it out. But Jesus, Kenny, I can’t trade out everything. I need cash to put gas in my car. And buy the occasional cup of decaf cappuccino.”

“Ideally, you could trade everything out. In a perfect world,” said Kenny Martin dreamily. He was dressed in paint-and-plaster-spattered work clothes.

Next to him, Kenny’s dark-haired daughter, Leonora, whose own paint-spattered T-shirt read ROOSEVELT HIGH SCHOOL, clicked her tongue in derision. She shifted her weight from one foot to another, the way teenage girls do, and tilted her head to one side, eyeing the world at a wary slant.

“The kid’s right,” said Calvin Mason. “There’s nothing wrong with a cash economy. If only you and I could hook into it somehow. So what did you have in mind?”

“Well, this place could use a little sprucing up,” Kenny remarked, gazing around Calvin’s office, which was actually an apartment in the Compton Apartments, a three-story squat brick building constructed in 1928. It had a gloomy tiled lobby and ten units. A Hong Kong Chinese lady in suburban Mercer Island owned it; Calvin Mason managed this building and a few others that belonged to her, in exchange for free rent on his unit.

On his letterhead, Calvin’s office was called Suite 7, but actually it was apartment number seven. The living room served as an office, with an old desk, some army surplus file cabinets, a telephone answering machine, a nice old fireplace, and a sofa for the clients.

Calvin lived in the bedroom beyond; he forced himself to make his bed every day, just in case a client needed to use the bathroom, which was situated off the bedroom.

“Okay, okay.” He looked around. The walls did look as if a large, greasy animal had rubbed its body along them over a long period of time. Maybe he could get Mrs. Liu to repay him in cash. The lobby needed work, too. And the ground-floor unit was going to be vacant soon. It probably hadn’t been painted in ten years.

Calvin had represented Kenny in a long, drawn-out suit against a customer who claimed Kenny had ruined his house with a bad paint job, and later, in a matter involving some cement work—a retaining wall had collapsed. That case had become complicated because the retaining wall was on a property line and there were two angry property owners involved, and because Kenny had sued the guy who sold him the load of cement. There was also a further complication, involving the tenacious root structure of some creeping Saint-John’s-wort, which one party had inadvisedly planted over the crumbling remains. Both cases had dragged on for some time, and Kenny owed Calvin about seven hundred dollars.

“Leonora here’s helping me out,” said Kenny. “She’s a real good trim painter.”

“Yeah, and I make sure he gets paid, too,” she said tartly.

“Well, take a look around, give me an estimate,” said Calvin. He handed Kenny a bunch of keys. “This apartment and the lobby. Plus unit one, right off the lobby before you get to the laundry room. But I’m not coming up with cash for the paint. You want to trade, trade out the paint, too.”

“We’ve got some nice white latex left over from another job,” said Leonora. “We could add a little color to it if you wanted.”

“We’ll let you figure it in at cost. No mark-up,” said Kenny. “Seeing as I’m stuck with it and all.”

“Dad,” moaned Leonora, burying her face in her long slim hands in exasperation. “What am I going to do with you?”

Just then, there was a harsh buzz from the door. Calvin went over and returned the buzz, wondering who it could be. He didn’t have any more appointments this afternoon.

A moment later, there was a firm rap on his own door. When he opened it, it took him a moment before he recognized the woman. She’d been having lunch with Bucky a few days ago. Now, though, she was wearing jeans and a sweater and she didn’t look like a party to an upscale divorce at all.

“I’m sorry I didn’t call for an appointment,” she said. “My name is Jane da Silva, and I met you—well, almost met you—the other day.”

“Yeah, Bucky didn’t bother to introduce us,” said Calvin. “Come in. What can I do for you?” Maybe Bucky was too high-priced for her, and she wanted to hire him as a lawyer, he thought optimistically. He gestured to the sofa, and she sat down.

“Kenny and Leonora here are painting contractors,” he explained. “Why don’t you guys look around and give me that estimate.”

Kenny and Leonora disappeared into the kitchen, and Calvin Mason seated himself behind the desk.

Jane had rehearsed several tactful ways of approaching her subject, but they all hinged on the fact that Mason’s clients were losers, and his cases pathetic, and that Bucky had said so. She had finally decided to wait until she was face-to-face with him and then improvise. That was why she hadn’t made an appointment; she’d been afraid he’d ask her on the phone what she wanted to talk about.
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