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There are three kinds of souls,


three kinds of prayers.


One: I am a bow in your hands, Lord.


Draw me lest I rot.


Two: Do not overdraw me, Lord.


I shall break.


Three: Overdraw me, and who cares


if I break!


Choose!’


From ‘Report to Greco’


by Nicos Kazantzakis












CHAPTER I


The weather was magnificent. A clear blue sunny day, with sharply etched white clouds in the sky. The perfect Indian summer. And so hot. The heat made everything slow and sensual. And it was so totally unlike San Francisco. That was the best part. Ian sat at a small pink marble table, his usual seat, in a patch of sunlight at Enrico’s restaurant on Broadway. The traffic whizzed by while lunch-hour couples strolled. The heat felt delicious.


Under the table, Ian swung one long leg easily over the other. Three daisies bobbed in a glass, and the bread was fresh and soft to the touch. The almost too thin, graceful fingers tore one slice of bread carefully away from the others. Two young girls watched him and giggled. He wasn’t ‘cute’, he was sexy. Even they knew it. And beautiful. Handsome. Elegant. He had class. Tall, thin, blond, blue-eyed, with high cheek-bones and endless legs, hands that one noticed, a face one hated to stop looking at … a body one watched. Ian Clarke was a beautiful man. And he knew it, in an offhand sort of way. He knew it. His wife knew it. So what? She was beautiful too. It wasn’t something they really cared about. But other people did. Other people loved to watch them, in that hungry way one stares at exceptionally good-looking people, wanting to know what they’re saying, where they’re going, who they know, what they eat … as though some of it might rub off. It never does. One has to be born with it. Or spend a great deal of money to fake it. Ian didn’t fake it. He had it.


The woman in the large natural straw hat and pink dress had noticed it too. She stared at him through the mesh of the straw. She watched his hands with the bread, his mouth as he drank. She could even see the blond hair on his arms as he rolled up his sleeves in the sun. She was several tables away, but she saw. Just as she had seen him there before. But he never saw her. Why would he? She saw everything, and then she stopped watching. Ian didn’t know she was alive. He was busy with the rest of the view.


Life was incredibly good. Ripe and golden and easy. His for the plucking. He had worked on the third chapter of his novel all morning, and now the characters were coming to life, just like the people wandering along Broadway … strolling, laughing, playing games. His characters were already that real to him. He knew them intimately. He was their father, their creator, their friend. And they were his friends. It was such a good feeling, starting a book. It populated his life. All those new faces, new heads. He could feel them in his hands as he rat-tat-tapped on the typewriter keys. Even the keyboard felt good to his touch.


He had it all, a city he loved, a new novel at last, and a wife he still laughed and played with and loved making love to. Seven years and everything about her still felt good to him: her laughter, her smile, the look in her eyes, the way she sat naked in his studio, perched in the old wicker rocking chair, drinking root beer and reading his work. Everything felt good, and better now, with the novel beginning to blossom. It was a magical day. And Jessie was coming home. It had been a productive three weeks, but he was suddenly lonely and horny as hell … Jessie.


Ian closed his eyes and blotted out the sounds of traffic drifting by … Jessie … of the graceful legs, the blonde hair like fine satin, the green eyes with gold specks … eating peanut butter and apricot jam on raisin bread at two in the morning, asking him what he thought of the spring line for her shop … ‘I mean honestly, Ian, tell me the truth, do you hate the spring things, or are they okay? From a man’s point of view … be honest …’ As though it really mattered, from a man’s point of view. Those big green eyes searching his face as though asking him if she were okay, if he loved her, if … he did.


Sipping his gin and tonic, he thought of her, and felt indebted to her again. It gave him a tiny pinched feeling somewhere in the pit of his stomach. But that was part of it: he did owe her a lot. She had weathered a lot. Teaching jobs that had paid him a pittance, substitute teaching that had paid less, a job in a bookstore, which she had hated because she felt it demeaned him. So he had quit. He had even had a brief fling with journalism, after his first novel had bombed. And then her inheritance had solved so many of their problems. Theirs, but not necessarily his.


‘You know, Mrs. Clarke, one of these days you’re going to get sick and tired of being married to a starving writer.’ He had watched her face intently as she’d shaken her head and smiled in the sunlight of a summer day three years before …


‘You don’t look like you’re starving to me.’ She patted his stomach, and then kissed him gently on the lips. ‘I love you, Ian.’


‘You must be crazy. But I love you too.’ It had been a rough summer for him. He hadn’t made a dime in eight months. But Jessie had her money, of course. Dammit.


‘Why am I crazy? Because I respect your work? Because I think you’re a good husband, even if you’re not working on Madison Avenue anymore? So what, Ian? Who gives a damn about Madison Avenue? Do you? Do you miss it so much, or are you just going to use it to torment yourself for the rest of your life?’ There was a faint tinge of bitterness in her voice, mixed with anger. ‘Why can’t you just enjoy what you are?’


‘And what’s that?’


‘A writer. And a good one.’


‘Who says?’


The critics “says,” that’s who says.’


‘My royalties don’t says.’


‘Fuck your royalties.’ She looked so serious that he had to laugh.


‘I’d have a tough time trying—they’re not big enough to tickle, let alone fuck.’


‘Oh, shut up … creep … sometimes you make me so mad.’ A smile began to warm her face again and he leaned over and kissed her. She ran a finger slowly up the inside of his thigh, watching him with that quiet smile of hers, and he tingled all over …


He still remembered it. Perfectly.


‘Evil woman, I adore you. Come on, let’s go home.’ They had left the beach hand in hand, like two kids, sharing their own private smile. They hadn’t even waited until they’d gotten home. A few miles later, Ian had spotted a narrow creek a little distance from the road, and they had parked there and made love under the trees, near the creek, with the summer sounds all around them. He still remembered lying on the soft earth with her afterward, wearing only their shirts and letting their toes play with the pebbles and grass. He still remembered thinking that he would never quite understand what bound her to him … why? And what bound him to her? The questions one never asks of marriage … why, for your money, darling, why else? No one in his right mind ever asked those questions. But sometimes he was so tempted to. He sometimes feared that what bound him to her was her faith in his writing. He didn’t want to think it was that, but that was certainly part of it.


All those nights of argument and coffee and wine in his studio. She was always so goddam sure. When he needed her to be. That was the best part.


‘I know you’ll make it, Ian. That’s all. I just know you will.’ So goddam sure. That’s why she had made him quit his job on Madison Avenue, because she was so sure. Or was it because she’d wanted to make him dependent on her? Sometimes he wondered about that too.


‘But how do you know, dammit? How can you possibly know I’ll make it? It’s a dream, Jessie. A fantasy. The great American novel. Do you know how many absolute zeroes are out there writing crap, thinking “this is it”?’


‘Who gives a damn? That’s not you.’


‘Maybe it is.’ She had thrown a glass of wine at him once when he’d said that, and it made him laugh. They had wound up making love on the thick fur rug while he dripped wine from his chin to her breasts and they laughed together.


It was all part of why he had to write a good one now. Had to. For her. For himself. He had to this time. Six years of writing had produced one disastrous novel and one beautiful book of fables that the critics had hailed as a classic. It had sold less than seven hundred copies. The novel hadn’t even done that ‘well’. But this one was going to be different. He knew it. It was his brainchild against hers, Lady J.


Lady J was Jessie’s boutique. And Jessie had made it a smash. The right touches, the right flair, the right line at the right time. She was one of those people who casts a spell on whatever they touch. A candle, a scarf, a jewel, a flash of colour, a hint of a smile, a glow of warmth, a dash of pizzazz, a dollop of style. A barrel of style. Jessie had been born with it. She oozed it. Stark naked and with her eyes closed, she had style.


Like the way she flew into his studio at lunchtime, her blonde mane flying, a smile in her eyes, a kiss on his neck, and suddenly one fabulous salmon rose dropped across his papers. One perfect rose, or one brilliant yellow tulip in a crystal vase next to his coffee cup, a few slices of prosciutto, some cantaloupe, a thin sliver of Brie … The New York Times … or Le Figaro. She just had it. A gift for transforming everything she touched into something more, something better.


Thinking of her made Ian smile again as he watched the people at the other tables. If Jessie had been there she would have worn something faintly outrageous, a sundress that exposed her back but covered her arms, or something totally covered up but with a slit that gave passersby just the quickest flash of leg, or an unbearably beautiful hat that would only allow them to catch a glimpse of one striking green eye, while the other flirted, then hid. Thinking of her like that drew his attention to the woman in the straw hat a few tables away. He hadn’t seen her before. And he thought she was definitely worth seeing. On a hot, sunny afternoon, with two gin and tonics under his belt. He could barely see her face. Only the point of her chin.


She had slender arms and pretty hands with no rings. He watched her sip something frothy through a straw. He felt a familiar stirring as he thought of his wife and watched the girl in the hat. It was a damn shame Jessie wasn’t home. It was a day to go to the beach, and swim, and sweat, and get covered with sand, and rub your hands all over each other, oozing suntan oil. The way the woman in the straw hat moved her mouth on the straw in her drink bothered him. It made him want Jessie. Now.


His cannelloni arrived, but it had been a poor choice. Too creamy, too hot, and too much. He should have ordered a salad. And he was loath to order coffee after his few bites of lunch. It was too easy a day to be hard on yourself. It was so much easier just to let yourself go, or your mind, at least. That was harmless. He was having a good time. He always did at Enrico’s. He could relax there, watch strangers, meet writers he knew, and admire the women.


For no reason in particular, he let the waiter bring him a third drink. He rarely drank anything other than white wine, but the gin was cool and pleasant. And a third drink wouldn’t kill him. There was something about hot days in a usually cool climate … you went a bit mad.


The crowd at Enrico’s ebbed and flowed, crowding the sidewalk for tables, shunning the red booths indoors. Businessmen freed their necks of ties, models preened, artists scribbled, street musicians played, poets joked. Even the traffic noises were dimmed by the music and the voices. It reminded him of the last day of school. And the topless bars were silent on either side of the restaurant, their neon doused until nightfall. This was much better than neon. It was real. It was young and alive and had the spice of a game.


The girl in the hat never revealed her face as Ian left, but she watched him, and then silently shrugged, and signalled for the check. She could always come back, or maybe … what the hell …


Ian was thinking of her on his way to the car, slightly tipsy but not so much that it showed. He was dreaming up verses to ‘Ode to a Faceless Beauty’. He laughed to himself as he slid behind the wheel of Jessie’s car, wishing he were sliding into Jessie. He was unbearably horny.


He was driving Jessie’s little red Morgan. And thoroughly enjoying it. It had been a damn handsome gift, he reflected, as he pulled out the choke. A damn handsome gift. For a damn handsome woman. He had bought it for her with his advance for the fables. The whole cheque for the car. Madness. But she had adored it. And he adored her.


He swung back onto Broadway and stopped at a light, passing Enrico’s again on his way home, just as a whisper of pink brushed past his right eye. The hat swirled on one finger now as her face looked up toward the sky, her behind undulating freely as she walked in high-heeled white sandals. The pink dress tugged at her hips, but not blatantly, and her red hair framed her face in loose curls. She looked pretty in pink, and so goddam sexy. So round and so ripe and so young … twenty-two? … twenty-three? He felt the same hunger again in his loins as he watched her. Her copper hair reflected the sun. He wanted to touch it. To tear the hat from her hand and run away, to see if she’d follow him. He wanted to play, and he had no one to play with.


He drove slowly past her, and she looked up, and then her face flushed and she looked away, as though she hadn’t expected to see him again and now it changed everything. She turned her head and looked at him again, the surprise replaced by a slow smile and a barely visible shrug. Destiny. Today had been the day after all. She had dressed for it. And now she was glad. She seemed unwilling to go, under the heat of his gaze. He hadn’t driven on. He simply sat there, while she stood at the corner and watched him. She was not as young as he’d thought. Twenty-six … twenty-seven? But still fresh. Fresh enough, after three gin and tonics and not a great deal of food.


Her eyes searched his face, clawing a little, but carefully, and then, as he watched, she approached, showing the full bosom in sharp contrast to the girlish shape of her arms.


‘Do I know you?’ She stood holding her hat, one ankle suddenly crossing the other; it made her hinbones jut forward, and Ian’s trousers were instantly too tight.


‘No. I don’t think so.’


‘You’ve been staring.’


‘Yes … I’m sorry. I … I liked your hat. I noticed it at lunch.’ Her face eased and he returned her smile, disappointed, though. She was older than Jessie, perhaps even a year or two older than he. Made up to look exquisite at a thirty-foot distance, at twenty feet the illusion was shattered. And the red hair showed a thin line of black roots. But he had been staring, she was right.


‘I’m really awfully sorry. Do you need a lift?’ Why not? She couldn’t be headed far off his path; probably to an office a few blocks away.


‘Yeah, sure. Thanks. It’s too hot to walk.’ She smiled again, and struggled with the handle on the door. Ian released it for her from within, and she pounced onto the seat, displaying a comforting amount of cleavage. That much was real.


‘Where can I take you?’


She paused for a moment and then smiled. ‘Market and Tenth. Is that out of your way?’


‘No, that’s fine. I’m not in a hurry.’ But he was surprised at the address. It was an odd place to work, a bad place to live.


‘Did you take the day off?’ She was looking at him questioningly.


‘Sort of. I work at home.’ He wasn’t usually that expansive, but she made him uncomfortable, made him feel as though he should talk. She wore a heavy perfume, and her skirt had slipped well up her thighs. Ian was hungry. But for Jessie. And she was still ten hours away.


‘What do you do?’ For an odd moment he wanted to say he was a gigolo, kept by his wife. He argued the point in his head as he frowned.


‘I’m a writer.’ The answer was curt.


‘Don’t you like it?’


‘I love it. What made you ask that?’ This time he was surprised.


‘The way you started to frown. You’re a nice-looking guy when you smile.’


‘Thank you.’


‘De nada. You also drive a nice-looking car.’ Her eyes had sized up the scene. The well-cut St. Tropez shirt, the Gucci shoes with no socks. She didn’t know they were Gucci, but she knew they were expensive. ‘What is this? An MG?’


‘No. A Morgan.’ And it’s my wife’s … the words stuck in his throat. ‘What do you do?’ Tit for tat.


‘Right now I wait table at the Condor, but I wanted to see what the neighbourhood looks like in the daylight. That’s why I came down here for lunch. It’s a whole different crowd. And at this time of day they’re a lot more sober than they are when we get them later.’


The Condor was not known for its decorous clientele. It was the home of the ‘Original Topless’, and Ian assumed that the woman waited on tables half nude. She shrugged and then let her face grow soft in a smile. She looked almost pretty again, but there was a sadness somewhere in her eyes. A kind of regret, haunting and distant. She glanced at him oddly once or twice. And again Ian found that she had made him uncomfortable.


‘You live at Market and Tenth?’ It was something to say.


‘Yeah. In a hotel. You?’ That one was a bitch to answer. What could he say? But she filled the pause for him. ‘Let me guess. Pacific Heights?’ The brightness in her eyes was gone now, and the question sounded brittle and accusing.


‘What makes you say that?’ He tried to sound amused and look mock-hurt, but it didn’t come off. He looked at her as they stopped in a snarl of Montgomery Street traffic. She could have been someone’s secretary, or a girl doing a bit part in a movie. She didn’t look cheap. She looked tired. And sad.


‘Sweetheart, you smell of Pacific Heights. It’s all over you.’


‘Don’t let fragrances fool you. As in “all that glitters” …’ They laughed lightly together and he played with the choke as the traffic jam eased. He turned the car onto Market.


‘Married?’


He nodded.


‘Too bad. The good ones always are.’


‘Is that a deterrent?’ It was an insane thing to have said, but he was more curious than serious, and the gin and tonics had taken their toll.


‘Sometimes I go for married guys, sometimes I don’t. Depends on the guy. In your case … who knows? I like you.’


‘I’m flattered. You’re a nice-looking woman, as you put it. What’s your name?’


‘Margaret. Maggie.’


‘That’s a nice name.’ She smiled at him again. ‘Is this it, Maggie?’ It was the only hotel on the block, and it was no beauty.


‘Yeah, this is it. Home sweet home. Beautiful, ain’t it?’ She tried to cover her embarrassment with flippancy, and he found himself feeling sorry for her. The hotel looked bleak and depressing.


‘Want to come up for a drink?’


He knew from the look in her eyes that she’d be hurt if he didn’t. And, hell, he was in no shape to go home and work. And he still had nine and a half hours to kill before driving out to the airport. But he also knew what might happen if he accepted Maggie’s invitation. And letting that happen seemed like a rotten thing to do to Jessie the day she was coming home. He had held out for three weeks. Why not one more afternoon? …


But this girl looked so lonely, so unloved, and the gin and the sun were spinning in his brain. He knew he didn’t want to go back to the house. Nothing in it was his, not really his, except five file drawers of his writing and the new Olivetti typewriter Jessie had given him. The gigolo king. Jessie’s consort.


‘Sure. I’ve got time for a drink. As long as you make it coffee. What’ll I do with the car?’


‘I think you can park it in front of the door. It’s a white zone, they won’t tow you away.’


He parked the car in front of the hotel, and Maggie carefully watched the back of the car as he pulled in to the kerb. It was an easy plate to remember. It spelled what she thought was his name. Jessie.









CHAPTER II


Jessica heard the landing gear grind out of the plane’s belly and smiled. Her seat belt was in place, her overhead light was out, and she felt her heart begin to beat faster as the plane circled the runway for the last time. She had a clear view of the lights below.


She looked at her watch. She knew him so well. Right now he would be frantically looking for a parking space in the airport garage, terrified that he was late and might miss her at the gate. He’d find a space then, and run like hell for the terminal, and would be panting and smiling, nerves jangled, when he reached her. But he’d get there in time. He always did. It made coming home something special.


She felt as though she had been away for a year, but she’d bought such good things. The spring line would be lovely. Soft pastels, gentle wools cut on the bias, creamy plaids, silk shirts with full sleeves, and some marvellous suedes. She could never resist the suedes. It would be a great spring at the boutique. The goodies she had ordered wouldn’t begin to arrive for another three or four months, but she was already excited thinking about them. She had them all memorized. The spring line was set. She liked to plan ahead like that. Liked knowing what was coming. Liked knowing that she had her life, and her work, all mapped out. Some people might find that boring, but it never bothered Jessie.


She and Ian were planning a trip to Carmel in October. Thanksgiving would be spent with friends. Maybe Christmas skiing at Lake Tahoe, and then a quick hop to Mexico for some sun after the New Year. And then the spring line would start to come in. It was all perfectly planned. Like her trips, like her meals, like her wardrobe. She had what it took to make plans—a business that worked, a husband she loved and could always count on, and reliable people around her. Very little was variable, and she liked it that way. She wondered if that was why she had never wanted a baby: it would be a variable. Something she couldn’t totally plan. She didn’t know how it would look or act, or exactly when it might be born, or what she would do with it once she had it. The idea of a baby unnerved her. And life was so much simpler like this. Just Jessie and Ian. Alone. And that way there were no rivals for Ian’s affection. Jessie didn’t like to compete, not for Ian. He was all she had now.


The wheels touched the runway, and she closed her eyes … Ian … she had longed for him over the past weeks. The days had been full and the nights busy, yet she had usually called him when she’d reached the hotel in the evening. But she hadn’t been able to reach out and touch him, or be held. She hadn’t been able to laugh into his eyes, or tickle his feet, or stand next to him under the shower, chasing drops of water past the freckles on his back with her tongue. She stretched her long legs ahead of her as she waited for the plane to come to a halt.


It was hard to be patient. She wanted the trip to be over. She wanted to run out and see him. Right now. There had never been other men. It was hard to believe, but there hadn’t. She had given it some thought, once or twice, but it had never seemed worth it. Ian was so much better than anyone else, in her eyes. Sexier and smarter and kinder and more loving. Ian understood so well what she needed, and fulfilled so many needs. In the seven years they’d been married, she had lost track of most of her close women friends in New York, and hadn’t replaced them with others in San Francisco. She didn’t need women friends, a confidante, a ‘best’ friend. She had Ian. He was her best friend, her lover, even her brother, now that Jake was dead. And so what if now and then Ian had a ‘fling’? It didn’t happen often, and he was discreet. It didn’t bother her. Men did those things when they had to, when their wives were away. He didn’t use it, or flaunt it, or grind it into her heart. She just suspected that he did it. That was all. She understood. As long as she didn’t have to know. She assumed, which was different from knowing.


Her parents had had a marriage like that, and they had been happy for years. Watching them, Jessie had understood about the things you didn’t talk about, didn’t hurt each other with, didn’t use. A good marriage relied on consideration, and sometimes keeping your mouth shut and just letting the other guy be was consideration … love. Her parents were dead now; they hadn’t been young when she’d been born. Her mother had been in her late thirties, her father just past forty-five. And Jessie had been four when Jake was born. But marrying late, they had respected each other more than most couples did. They were not inclined to make changes in each other. It had taught Jessie a lot.


But they were all gone now. It had already been three years. Almost exactly. Her parents had died within months of each other. Jake had died a year before that, in Vietnam, at the crest of his twenties. Gone. Jessica was the only one left. But she had Ian. Thank God there was Ian. It sent little tremors up her spine when she thought of it that way … what would she do without Ian? Die … the way her father had done without her mother … die … she couldn’t live without Ian. He was her all now. He held her late at night when she was afraid. He made her laugh when something touched too deep and made her sad. He remembered the moments that mattered, knew the things that she loved, understood her private language, laughed at all her worst jokes. He knew. She was his woman, and his little girl. That was what she needed. Ian. So what did it matter if there were occasional indiscretions she didn’t really know about? As long as he was there when it counted. And he always was.


She heard the doors slide open; the people began to press into the aisles. The five-hour flight was over. It was time to go home. Jessie brushed the creases from her slacks with one hand and reached for her coat with the other. It was a bright orange suede that she wore over beige suede pants and a print silk shirt in shades of caramel. Her green eyes glowed in her suntanned face, and her blonde hair swung thick and free past her shoulders. Ian loved her in orange, and she had bought the coat in New York. She smiled to herself, thinking how he’d love it—almost as much as the Pierre Cardin blazer she’d brought him. It was fun to spoil Ian.


Three businessmen and a gaggle of women pressed out before her, but she was tall enough to see over the chattering women’s heads. He was there at the gate, and she waved as he grinned broadly, waving back, and then he moved swiftly toward her, gently weaving his way through the people ahead of her. Then he had reached her and was taking her in his arms.


‘It’s about time you came home … and looking like that, you’ll be lucky if I don’t rape you right here.’ He looked so pleased. And then he kissed her. She was home.


‘Go ahead. Rape me. I dare you.’ But they stood where they were, drinking each other in, saying it all with their eyes. Jessie couldn’t keep a smile from her lips, or her hands from his face. ‘You feel so good.’ She loved the softness and spiced lemon smell of his skin.


‘Jessie, if you knew how I missed you …’ She nodded, knowing. She had missed him at least as much.


‘How’s the book?’


‘Nice.’ They spoke in the brief banalities of those who know each other better than well. They didn’t need many words. ‘Really nice.’ He picked up her large brown leather tote from the floor where she’d dropped it to kiss him. ‘Come on, sexy lady, let’s go home.’ She looped her arm into his, and together they walked in long even strides, her hair brushing his shoulder, her every move a complement to his.


‘I brought you a present.’


He smiled. She always did.


‘Bought yourself one too, I see. That’s some coat.’


‘Do you like it? Or is it awful? I was afraid it was a little too loud.’ It was a burnt caramel bordering on flame.


‘On you it looks good. Everything does.’


‘Jesus, you’re being nice to me! What did you do? Smash up the car?’


‘Now, is that a nice thing to say? I ask you. Is that nice?’


‘Did you?’ But she was laughing and so was he.


‘No, I traded it for a Honda motorcycle. I thought you might like that better.’


‘What a nice thought! Gee, darling, I’m just thrilled. Now come on, tell the truth. How bad is the car?’


‘Bad? I’ll have you know that it happens to be not only in impeccable condition, but dean, a condition it was not in when you left. That poor little car was filthy!’


‘Yeah, I know.’ She hung her head and he grinned.


‘You’re a disgrace, Mrs. Clarke, but I love you.’ He kissed the tip of her nose and she slid her arms around his neck.


‘Guess what?’


‘How many guesses do I get?’


‘One.’


‘You love me?’


‘You guessed it!’ She giggled and kissed his neck.


‘What do I get as a prize for guessing?’


‘Me.’


‘Terrific. I’ll take it.’


‘Boy, I’m glad to be home.’ She heaved a small sigh and stood in the circle of his arms as they waited for her bags to appear on the turntable. He could see the relief in her eyes. She hated going away, hated flying, was afraid to die, was afraid he’d die in a car wreck while she was gone. Ever since her parents and her brother … so many terrors. It wasn’t as if they had died violently. Her mother had just been old. Old enough. Sixty-eight. And her father in his seventies. He had died of grief less than a year later. But Jessie hadn’t been ready for the double loss and it was incredible to see what it had done to her. She had never fully recovered from her brother’s death, but after her parents … At times Ian wondered if she’d make it. The terrors, the hysteria, the nightmares. She felt so alone and so frightened. At times she wasn’t even someone he knew. She was suddenly so dependent on him, so unlike the old Jessie. And it seemed as though she wanted to be sure he was equally dependent on her … That was when he had let her talk him into quitting his job and writing full-time. She could afford it. But in some ways he wasn’t sure he could. It suited both of them though, most of the time. And supporting him made Jessie feel more secure. He really was all she had now.


She looked up at him again and smiled.


‘Just wait till I get you home, Mrs. Clarke.’


‘Lech.’


‘Yep. And you love it.’


‘Yes. I do.’


People were watching them, but they didn’t notice. They gave people something pretty to look at, something to smile at, to feel good about, to wish for. And something to enjoy as well. They were two beautiful people who had it all. That usually aroused an interesting medley of emotions in those who watched them.


They walked to the garage to reclaim the Morgan and Jessie grinned with pride when she saw it.


‘Christ, it looks good. What did you do to it?’


‘Have it washed. You should try it sometime. You’ll love the effect.’


‘Oh, shut up.’ She swung at him playfully, and he ducked, catching her arm as she laughed.


‘Before you beat me up, Amazon, get in the car.’ He slapped her on the behind and unlocked the door.


‘Don’t call me an Amazon, you miserable creep! Masher!’


‘Masher? Did I hear you call me a masher?’ He looked shocked and walked back to where she stood. ‘Lady, how dare you call me a name like that?’ And with that he swung her off her feet and slid her onto the seat of the car. ‘There. And let me tell you, with a broad your size, that’s no mean feat!’


‘Ian, you’re a shit.’ But he knew she wasn’t sensitive about her height. They both liked it. ‘Besides, I think I’m shrinking.’


‘Oh? Down to six-one now, are you?’ He chuckled as he finished strapping her bag to the luggage rack in the back. He still had the top down on the car, and she was watching him with a smile.


‘Go to hell. You know perfectly well I’m only five-eleven, but I measured myself the other day and I was only five-ten-and-a-half.’


‘You must have been sitting down.’


He slid in beside her and turned to look into her eyes. “Hello, Mrs. Clarke. Welcome home.’


‘Hello, my love. It’s so good to be back.’ They shared a long smile as he started the car, and she shrugged out of the new coat and rolled up the sleeves of her blouse. ‘Was it hot here today? It still feels warm now.’


‘It was boiling and gorgeous and sunny. And if it’s anything like that tomorrow, you can call the boutique and tell them you’re snowed in in Chicago. We’re going to the beach.’


‘Snowed in, in September? You’re crazy. And, darling, I really can’t.’ But she liked the idea and he knew it,


‘Oh, yes you can. I’ll kidnap you if I have to.’


‘Maybe I could go in late.’


‘Now you’ve got the idea.’ He smiled victoriously as he pulled the choke.


‘Was it really that nice today?’


‘Nicer. And it would have been better yet if you had been home. I got crocked at lunch at Enrico’s, and I didn’t know what to do with myself all day.’


‘I’m sure you found something.’ But there was no malice in her tone, and no expression on his face.


‘Nah. Nothing much.’









CHAPTER III


‘Jessie, you are without a doubt the most beautiful woman I know.’


‘It’s entirely mutual.’ She lay on her stomach, smiling up at him, the scent of their bodies heavy in the air, their hair tousled. They had not been awake very long. Only long enough to make love.


‘It can’t be mutual, silly. I’m not a beautiful woman.’


‘No, but you’re a magnificent man.’


‘And you are adorably corny. You must live with a writer.’ She smiled again and he ran a finger gently up her spine.


‘You’re going to get into trouble again, darling, if you do that.’ She accepted a puff on the cigarette they shared, and exhaled over his head before sitting up to kiss him again.


‘What time are we going to the beach, Jessie, my love?’


‘Who said we were going to the beach? Jesus, darling, I have to get to the shop. I’ve been gone for three weeks.’


‘So be gone for another day. You said you were going to the beach with me today.’ He looked faintly like a pouting boy.


‘I did not.’


‘You most certainly did. Well, almost. I told you I’d kidnap you, and you seemed to like the idea.’ She laughed, running a hand through his hair. He was impossible. A great big boy. But such a beautiful boy. She could never resist him.


‘You know something?’


‘What?’ He looked pleased as he gazed down into her face. She was beautiful in the morning.


‘You’re a pain in the ass, that’s what. I have to work. How can I go to the beach?’


‘Easy. You call the girls, tell them you can’t come in till tomorrow, and off we go. Simple. How can you waste a day like this, for Chrissake?’


‘By making a living.’


Those were the comments he didn’t like. They implied that he didn’t make a living.


‘How about if I go in this morning and cut the day short?’


‘Yeah. And leave the boutique just as the fog comes in. Jessica, you’re a party pooper. Yep. Party pooper. A-1.’ But she was already on her way to make coffee, and answered him over her shoulder as she walked naked into the kitchen.


‘I promise I’ll leave the shop by one. How’s that?’


‘Better than nothing. Christ, I love your ass. And you lost weight.’ She smiled and blew him a kiss.


‘One o’clock, I promise. And we can have lunch here.’


‘Does that mean what I think it does?’ He was smiling again and she nodded. ‘Then I’ll pick you up at twelve-thirty.’


‘That’s a deal.’


Lady J nestled on the ground floor of a well-tended Victorian house just off Union Street. The house was painted yellow with white trim, and a small brass plaque on the door was engraved with LADY J. Jessie had had a broad picture window put in, and she did the window display herself twice a month. It was simple and effective, and as she pulled the Morgan into the driveway she looked up to see what they’d done with the display while she was gone. A brown tweed skirt, a camel-coloured stock shirt, amber beads, a trim knit hat, and a little fox jacket draped over a green velvet chair. It looked pretty damn good, and it was the right look for fall … though not for Indian summer. But that didn’t matter. No one bought for Indian summer. They bought for fall.


The things she had ordered in New York flashed through her mind as she pulled her briefcase out of the car and ran up the few steps to their door. It was open; the girls had known she’d be in early.


‘Well, look who’s home! Zina! Jessie’s back!’ A tiny, fine-featured Oriental girl clapped her hands and jumped to her feet, running toward Jessie with a look of delight. ‘You look fantastic!’ The two were a striking pair. Jessie’s fair, lanky beauty was in sharp contrast to the Japanese girl’s delicate grace. Her hair was shiny and black and hung in a well-shaped slant from the nape of her neck towards the point of her chin.


‘Kat! You cut your hair!’ Jessie was momentarily taken aback. Only a month before the girl’s hair had hung to her waist—when she hadn’t worn it in a tight knot high on her head. Her name was Katsuko, which meant peace.


‘I got sick of wearing it up. How do you like it?’ She pirouetted swiftly on one foot and let her hair swing around her head as she smiled. She was dressed in black, as she often was, and it accented her litheness. It was her catlike grace that had given her the nickname Jessie used.


‘I love it. Very chic.’ They smiled at each other and were rapidly interrupted by a war cry of glee.


‘Hallelujah! You’re home!’ It was Zina. Auburn-haired, brown-eyed, sensual, and Southern. She was buxom where the other two were elegantly small-breasted, and she had a mouth that said she loved laughter and men. Her hair danced close to her head in a small halo of curls, and she had great, sexy legs. Men dissolved when she moved, and she loved to tease. ‘Did you see what Kat did to her hair?’ She said ‘hair’ as though it would go on forever. ‘I’d have cried for a year.’ She smiled, letting her mouth slide over the words. She made each one a caress. ‘How was New York?’


‘Beautiful, wonderful, terrible, ugly, and hot. I had a ball. And wait till you see what I bought!’


‘What kind of colours?’ For a girl who almost always wore white or black, Kat had a flair for hot colours. She knew how to buy them, mix them, contrast them, blend them. Everything except wear them.


It’s all pastel, and it’s so beautiful, you’ll die.’ Jessica strutted the thick beige carpeting of Lady J. It felt good to be back in her domain. ‘Who did the window? It looks great.’


‘Zina.’ Kat was quick to single out her friend for praise. ‘Isn’t that a nice touch with the green chair for contrast?’


‘It’s terrific. And I see nothing’s changed around here. You two are still as tight as Siamese twins. Did we make any money while I was gone?’ She sat in her favourite beige leather chair, a deep one that allowed her plenty of room for her legs. It was the chair men usually sat in while they waited.


‘We made lots of money. For the first two weeks anyway. This week’s been slow; the weather’s been too good.’ Kat was quick with the report, and the last of it reminded Jessie that she had only four hours in which to work before Ian would come to spirit her away to the beach.


Zina handed her a cup of black coffee as she looked around. What she saw was the fall line she had bought, mostly in Europe, five months before, and against the beige and brown wools and leathers of the shop’s subtle decor it showed up well. Two walls were mirrored and there was a jungle of plants in each corner. More greenery dripped from the ceiling, highlighted by subtle lighting.


‘How’s that Danish line doing?’ The Danes had gone heavy on red—skirts, sweaters, three different styles of blazers, and a marvellous wrap-around coat in a deep cherry red that, in its own way, made a woman feel as exotic and sexy as fur would have. It was a great coat. Jessie had ordered one for herself.


‘The Danish stuff is doing fine,’ Zina intervened with her New Orleans drawl. ‘How’s Ian? We haven’t seen him in weeks.’ He had turned up once to cash a cheque, the day after Jessie had left.


‘He’s working on the new book.’ Zina smiled warmly and nodded. She liked him. Kat was never as sure. She helped with the account books, so she knew how much of Jessica’s profits he spent. But Zina had been in the shop much longer, and she had come to know Ian and appreciate him. Kat was newer, and still wore the brittle mantle of New York over her heart. She had been a sportswear buyer there until she’d tired of the pressure and decided to move to San Francisco. She had landed the job at Lady J within a week of her arrival, and she felt as lucky to be there as Jessie did having her in the shop. She knew the business. Totally.


The three women spent a half hour chatting over coffee while Katsuko showed Jessie some clippings of articles mentioning the boutique that had appeared in the papers. They had two new customers who had practically bought out the shop. And they talked easily of what Jessie had lined up for the fall. She wanted to set up a fashion show before she left for Carmel in October. Kat could get started on ideas for that.


The shop was alive with her presence, and together they made a powerful threesome. All three had something to offer. It showed in the fact that the boutique hadn’t suffered while she’d been gone. She couldn’t afford to have it do that, and she wouldn’t have tolerated it, either. Both of the girls knew that, and they cherished their jobs. She paid well, they got marvellous clothes at a discount, and she was a reasonable woman to work for, which was rare. Kat had worked for three bitches in a row in New York, and Zina had escaped a long line of horny men who wanted her to type, take shorthand, and screw, not necessarily in that order. Jessica expected long hours and hard work, but she put in the same herself, and often more. She had made Lady J a success, and she expected them to help her maintain it. It wasn’t a difficult task. She infused fresh life into it every season, and her clientele loved it. Lady J was as solid as a rock. Just like Jessica herself, and everything around her.


‘And now, you two, I’d better dig through my mail. How bad is it?’


‘Not too bad. Zina answered the dingy stuff. The letters from Texas from women who were here in March and wonder if the little yellow turtleneck is still on sale. That kind of stuff … she answered them all.’


‘Zina, I love you.’


‘At your service.’ She swept a deep curtsy and the bright green halter she wore over white trousers bobbed with the weight of her breasts. But the other two had stopped teasing her long ago. Each was content with herself, and all three had good reason to be.


Jessie wandered into her small office three steps up in the back and looked around, pleased. Her plants were thriving, her mail was neatly divided and stacked, her bills had been paid. She saw at a glance that all was in order. Now all she had to do was sift through it. She was halfway through reading her mail when Zina appeared in the doorway, looking puzzled.


‘There’s a man here to see you, Jessie. He says it’s urgent.’ She looked almost worried. He was not one of their usual customers, and he hadn’t come there to buy.


‘To see me? What about?’


‘He didn’t say. But he asked me to give you his card.’ Zina extended the small rectangle of stiff white paper, and Jessie looked into her eyes.


‘Something wrong?’ Zina shrugged ignorance and Jessie read the name: ‘William Houghton. Inspector. San Francisco Police.’ She didn’t understand and looked back at Zina for dues. ‘Did anything happen while I was gone? Did we get robbed?’ And Christ, wouldn’t it be like them not to worry her at first, but wait and tell her an hour or two later!


‘No, Jessie. Honest. Nothing happened. I don’t have any idea what this is about.’ The drawl sounded childish when Zina was worried.


‘Neither do I. Why don’t you bring him in here? I’d better talk to him.’


William Houghton appeared, following Zina with some interest. The fit of her white slacks over her trim hips was in sharp contrast to the fullness in her halter. The inspector looked hungry.


‘Inspector Houghton?’ Jessie stood to her full height, and Houghton seemed impressed. The three were an interesting group; Katsuko had not missed his thorough gaze either. ‘I’m Jessica Clarke.’


‘I’d like to speak to you alone for a minute, if that’ll be all right.’


‘That’s fine. May I offer you a cup of coffee?’ The door closed behind Zina, and he shook his head as Jessie indicated a chair near her desk and then sat back down in her own. She swivelled to face him. ‘What can I do for you, Inspector? Miss Nelson said it was urgent.’


‘Yes. It is. Is that your Morgan outside?’ Jessie nodded, feeling queasy under the sharp look in his eyes. She was wondering if Ian had forgotten to pay his tickets again. She had had to fish him out of jail once before, for a neat little fine of two hundred dollars. In San Francisco, they didn’t fool around. You paid your tickets or they took you to jail. Do not pass Go, and do not collect two hundred dollars.


‘Yes, that’s my car. My name’s on the plates.’ She smiled pleasantly and hoped that her hand didn’t shake while she lit another cigarette. It was absurd. She hadn’t done anything wrong, but there was something about the man, about the word ‘Police’, that produced instant guilt. Panic. Terror.


‘Were you driving it yesterday?’


‘No, I was in New York on business. I flew back last night.’ As though she had to prove that she was out of town, and for a legitimate reason. This was crazy. If only Ian were here. He handled things so much better than she did.


‘Who else drives your car!’ Not ‘does anyone else?’, but ‘who else?’


‘My husband does.’ Something sank in the pit of her stomach when she mentioned Ian.


‘Did he drive it yesterday?’ Inspector Houghton lit a cigarette of his own and looked her over, as if assessing her.


‘I don’t know for certain. He has his own car, but he was driving mine when he picked me up at the airport. I could call him and ask.’ Houghton nodded and Jessica waited.


‘Who else drives the car? A brother? A friend? Boyfriend?’ His eyes dug into hers on the last word, and at last she felt anger.


‘I’m a married woman, Inspector. And no one else drives the car. Just my husband and I.’ She had gotten the point across, but something in Houghton’s face told her it was not a victory.


‘The car is registered to your business? You have commercial plates, and the address on the registration is this store.’ Store! Boutique, you asshole, boutique! ‘I assume you own this place?’


‘That’s correct Inspector, what is this about?’ She exhaled lengthily and watched the smoke as she felt her hand shake slightly. Something was wrong.


‘I’d like to speak to your husband. Would you give me the address of his office, please?’ He instantly took out a pen and waited, holding it poised over the back of one of his cards.


‘Is this about parking tickets? I know my husband … well, he’s forgetful.’ She smiled for Houghton’s benefit, but it didn’t take.


‘No, this is not about parking tickets. Your husband’s business address?’ The eyes were like ice.


‘He works at our home. It’s only six blocks from here. On Vallejo.’ She wanted to offer to go with him, but she didn’t dare. She scribbled the address on one of her own cards and handed it to him.


‘Thank you. I’ll be in touch.’ But what the fuck about, dammit? She wanted to know. But he stood up and reached for the door.


‘Inspector, I’d appreciate it very much if you’d tell me what this is about. I—’ He looked at her oddly again, with that searching look of his that asked questions but did not answer them.


‘Mrs. Clarke, I’m not entirely sure myself. When I am, I’ll let you know.’


‘Thank you.’ Thank you? Thank you for what? Shit.


But he was already gone, and as she walked back into the main room of the boutique, she saw him get into an olive green sedan and drive off. There was another man at the wheel. They travelled in pairs. The antenna on the back of the car swung crazily as they drove toward Vallejo.


‘What was that all about?’ Katsuko’s face was serious, and Zina looked upset.


‘I wish to hell I knew. He just asked me who drives the car and then said he wanted to talk to Ian. Goddammit, I’ll bet he hasn’t been paying his parking tickets again.’ But it didn’t feel like that, and Houghton had said it wasn’t that—or was it? Jesus. Some welcome home.


She went back to her office and dialled their home number. It was busy. And then Trish Barclay walked into the shop and Jessie got tied up with nonsense like the fur jacket in the window, which Trish bought. She was one of their better customers, and Jessie had to keep up the façade, at least for a while. It was twenty-five minutes later when she got back to the phone to call Ian. This time there was no answer.


It was ridiculous! He had to be there. He had been there when she’d left for the boutique. And the line had been busy when she’d called … the police had been on their way over. Christ, maybe it was serious. Maybe he had had an accident with the car and hadn’t told her. Maybe someone had been hurt. But he’d have said something. Ian wouldn’t just let something like that happen and not tell her. The phone rang endlessly, and no one answered. Maybe he was on his way over. It was a little after eleven.


But Nick Morris needed something ‘fabulous’ for his wife’s birthday; he’d forgotten, and he had to have at least four hundred dollars’ worth of goodies for her by noon. She was a raving bitch and she wasn’t worth it, but Jessie gave him a hand. She liked Nick, and before he left the store weighted down with their shiny brown and yellow boxes, Barbara Fuller had walked in, and Holly Jenkins, and then Joan Wilcox, and … it was noon. And she hadn’t heard from Ian. She tried the phone again and began to panic. No answer. Maybe this time he was on his way over. He had said he’d pick her up at twelve-thirty.


At one o’clock he hadn’t shown up and she was near tears. It had been a horrible morning. People, pressures, deliveries, problems. Welcome home. And no Ian. And that asshole Houghton making her nervous with his mysterious inquiries about the car. She took refuge in her office as Zina went out to lunch. She needed to be alone for a minute. To think. To catch her breath. To get up the courage to do what she didn’t want to do. But she had to know. It would be an easy way of finding out, after all. Hell, all she had to do was call down there, ask if they had an Ian Powers Clarke, and heave a sigh of relief when they said no. Or grab her chequebook and run down there and get him out if he was in the can for parking violations again. No big deal. But it took another swallow of coffee, and yet another cigarette, before she could bring her hand to the phone.


Information gave her the number. Hall of Justice. City Prison. This was ridiculous. She felt foolish, and grinned thinking of what Ian would say if she were calling the jail when he walked in. He’d make fun of her for a week.


A voice barked into her ear at the other end. ‘City Prison. Palmer here.’ Jesus. Now what? Okay, you called, so ask the man, dummy.


“I … I was wondering if you have a … a Mr. Ian Clarke, Ian Powers Clarke, down there, Sergeant. On parking violations.’


‘What’s the spelling?’ The desk sergeant was not amused. Parking violations were serious business.


‘Clarke. With an ‘E’ at the end. Ian. I-A-N C-L-A-R-K-E.’ She took another drag on her cigarette while she waited, and Katsuko stuck her head in the door with an inquiry about lunch. Jessica shook her head vehemently and motioned to close the door. Her nerves had begun to fray hours ago, with the arrival of Inspector Houghton.


The voice came back on the phone after an interminable pause.


‘Clarke. Yeah. We got him.’ Well, bully for you. Jessica heaved a small sigh of relief. It was disagreeable, but not the end of the world. And at least now she knew, and she could have him out in half an hour. She wondered how many tickets he hadn’t paid this time. But this time she was going to let him have a piece of her mind. He had scared the shit out of her. And that was probably what Houghton had wanted to do. He had, too, by not admitting that the problem was parking violations. Bastard.


‘We booked him an hour ago. They’re talking to him now.’


‘About parking tickets?’ How ridiculous. Enough was enough. And Jessica had had more than enough already.


‘No, lady. Not about parking tickets. About three counts of rape and a charge of assault.’ Jessie thought she could feel the ceiling pressing down on her head as the walls rushed in to squeeze the breath out of her lungs.


‘What?’


‘Three counts of rape. And a charge of assault.’


‘My God. Can I talk to him?’ Her hands shook so hard it took both of them to hold the phone, and she felt her breakfast rise in her throat.


‘No. He can talk to his lawyer, and you can see him tomorrow. Between eleven and two. Bail hasn’t been set. The arraignment’s on Thursday.’ The desk sergeant hung up on her then, and she was holding the dead receiver in her hand, with a blank look in her eyes and tears beginning to stream down her face, when Katsuko opened the door and held out a sandwich. It took her a moment to absorb what she saw.


‘My God. What happened?’ She stopped in her tracks and stared into the bedlam of Jessica’s eyes. Jessica never came apart, never cried, never wavered, never … At least they never saw that side of her at the shop.


‘I don’t know what happened. But there’s been this incredible, horrible, most ridiculous fucking mistake!’ She was shouting and she picked up the sandwich Kat had brought in and threw it across the room. Three counts of rape. And one count of assault. What in hell was going on?









CHAPTER IV


‘Jessie? Where are you going?’


She brushed past Zina, returning from lunch, as she rushed out the door.


‘Just make believe I never got back from New York. Pm going home. But don’t call me.’ She yanked open the door of her car and got in.


‘Are you sick?’ Zina was calling from the top of the steps, but Jessica just shook her head, pulled the choke, turned on the ignition, and roared into reverse.


Zina walked into the boutique bewildered, but Katsuko could tell her nothing more than what she had seen. Jessie was upset, but Kat didn’t know why. It had something to do with the policeman’s visit that morning. The two girls were worried, but she had told them not to call her at home, and the afternoon at the boutique was too busy for them to have time to speculate. Katsuko figured it had something to do with Ian, but she didn’t know what. Zina was left in the dark.


When she got home, Jessica grabbed for the phone with one hand and her address book with the other. A cup half filled with coffee sat on the kitchen table. Ian had been in the middle of his breakfast when they’d taken him away, and something in Jessie’s heart told her that Houghton had been the one who had taken Ian away. She wondered if the neighbours had seen it.


A stack of pages from the new book lay near the coffee. Nothing else. No note or message to her. He must have been shocked. And obviously it was an insane accusation. They had the wrong man. In a few hours the nightmare would be over, and he would be home. Her sanity had returned. Now all they needed was an attorney. She simply wouldn’t allow herself to panic.


Her address book yielded the name she wanted, and she was in luck; he was free when she called, and not out to lunch as she’d feared he would be. He was a man she and Ian respected, an attorney with a good reputation, senior partner of his firm. Philip Wald.


‘But Jessica, I don’t do criminal work.’


‘What difference does that make?’


‘Quite a lot, I’m afraid. What you want is a good criminal defence attorney.’


‘But he didn’t do it, for Chrissake. We just need someone to straighten things out and get him out of this mess.’


‘Have you spoken to him?’


‘No, they wouldn’t let me. Look, Philip, please. Just go down there and talk to them. Talk to Ian. This whole thing is absurd.’ At the other end of the phone, there was silence.


‘I can do that. But I can’t take the case. It wouldn’t be fair to either of you.’


‘What case? This is just a matter of misidentification.’


‘Do you know what it’s based on?’


‘Something to do with my car.’


‘Did they have your licence plate?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, yes, then they might have transposed the numbers or letters.’ She didn’t say anything, but it was hard to transpose the spelling of ‘Jessie’ and come up with the wrong name. That was the only thing that bothered her. The tie-in with her car. I’ll tell you what. I’ll go down and see him, find out what’s going on, and I’ll give you some names of defence attorneys. Get in touch with them, and whoever you settle on, tell him I’ll give him a call later and fill him in on what I know. And tell them I told you to call.’


She sighed deeply. Thank you, Philip. That helps.’


He gave her the names and promised to come by the house as soon as he’d seen Ian. And she settled down with Ian’s cold coffee to phone Philip’s friends. Criminal defence attorneys all. The calls were not cheering.


The first one was out of town. The second one was in court for at least the next week and could not be disturbed with a new case. The third was too tied up to talk to her. The fourth was out. But the fifth spent some time with her on the phone. Jessie hated his voice.


‘Does he have a previous record?’


‘No. Of course not. Only parking violations.’


‘Drugs? Any problems with drugs?’


‘None.’


‘Is he a drinker?’


‘No, only wine at social occasions.’ Christ, the man already thought Ian had done it. That much was clear.


‘Did he know this woman before … ah … was he previously acquainted with her?’


‘I don’t know anything about the woman. And I assume that this is all a mistake.’


‘What makes you think so?’


Bastard. Jessie already hated him.


‘I know my husband.’


‘Did she identify him?’


‘I don’t know. Mr. Wald can tell you all that when he comes back from seeing Ian.’ At the jail … oh Jesus … Ian was in jail and it was for real, and this goddam lawyer was asking her stupid questions about whether or not Ian knew the woman who was accusing him of rape. Who cared? She just wanted him home, dammit. Now. Didn’t anyone understand that? Her chest got tight and it was hard to breathe as she attempted to keep her voice calm to hide the rising panic pumping at her insides.


‘Well, young lady, I’ll tell you. You and your husband have a pile of trouble on your hands. But it’s an interesting case.’ Oh, for Chrissake. ‘I’d be willing to handle the matter for you. But there is the question of my fee. Payable in advance.’


‘In advance?’ She was shocked.


‘Yes. You’ll find that most of my colleagues, if not all, handle matters the same way. I really have to collect before I get into a case, because once I appear in Superior Court for your husband, I then become the attorney of record, and legally I’m locked into the case, whether you pay the fee or not. And if your husband goes to prison, you just may not pay up. Do you have any assets?’


Ian go to prison? Fuck you, mister.


‘Yes, we have assets.’ She could hardly unclench her teeth.


‘What kind of assets?’


‘I can assure you that I could manage your fee.’


‘Well, I like to be sure. My fee for this would be fifteen thousand dollars.’


‘What? In advance?’


‘I’d want half of that before the arraignment. I believe you said that’s on Thursday. And half immediately after.’


‘But there’s no way I could possibly turn my assets into cash in two days.’


‘Then I’m afraid there’s no way I could possibly handle the case.’


‘Thank you.’ She wanted to tell him to get fucked. But by then she was beginning to panic again. Who in God’s name would help her?


The sixth person whose name Philip had given her turned out to be human. His name was Martin Schwartz.


‘Sounds like you’ve got yourself one hell of a problem, or at least your husband does. Do you think he did it?’ It was an interesting question, and she liked him for even assuming there was some doubt. She hesitated for only a moment. The man deserved a thoughtful answer.


‘No, I don’t. And not just because I’m his wife. I don’t believe he could do something like that. It isn’t in him, and he doesn’t need to.’


‘All right, I’ll accept that. But people do strange things, Mrs. Clarke. For your own sake, be prepared to accept that. Your husband may have a side to him you don’t even know.’


It was possible. Anything was possible. But she didn’t believe it. She couldn’t.


‘I’d like to talk to Philip Wald after he sees him,’ Schwartz went on.


‘I’d appreciate it if you would. There’s something called an arraignment scheduled for Thursday. We’re going to need legal counsel by then, and Philip doesn’t feel he’s qualified to take the case.’ The case … the case … the case … she already hated the word.


‘Philip’s a good man.’


‘I know. Mr. Schwartz … I hate to bring this up, but …’


‘My fee?’


‘Your fee.’ She heaved a deep sigh and felt a knot tighten in her stomach.


‘We can discuss that. I’ll try to be reasonable.’


‘I’ll tell you frankly, the man I spoke to before you asked for fifteen thousand dollars by Thursday. I couldn’t even begin to swing that.’


‘Do you have any assets?’ Oh Christ, not that again.


‘Yes, I have assets.’ Her tone was suddenly disagreeable. ‘I have a business, a house, and a car. And my husband also has a car. But we can’t just sell the house, or my business, in two days.’


It interested him the way she said ‘my business’, not ‘our’. He wondered what ‘his’ business was, if any.


‘I wasn’t expecting you to liquidate your assets on the spot, Mrs. Clarke.’ His tone was calm but firm. Something about him soothed her. ‘But I was thinking that you may need some collateral for the bail—if they make the charges stick, which remains to be seen. Bail can run pretty high. We’ll worry about that later. As for my fee, I think two thousand dollars up to trial would be reasonable. And if it goes to trial, an additional five thousand dollars. But that won’t be for a couple of months, and if you’re a friend of Philip’s, I won’t worry.’ It struck her then that people who weren’t ‘friends of Philip’s’ were in a world of trouble. She felt suddenly grateful ‘How does that sound to you?’


She nodded silently to herself, aghast but relieved. It was certainly better than the fee she had heard a few moments before. It would clean out her savings account, but at least she could manage the two thousand. They could worry about the other five later, if it came to that. She’d sell the Morgan if she had to, and without thinking twice. Ian’s ass was on the line, and she needed him one hell of a lot more than she needed the Morgan. And there was always her mother’s jewellery. But that was sacred. Even for Ian.


‘We can manage.’


‘Fine. When can I see you?’


‘Anytime you like.’


‘Then I’d like to see you tomorrow in my office. I’ll talk to Wald this afternoon, and get up to see Mr. Clarke in the morning. Can you be in my office at ten-thirty?’


‘Yes.’


‘Good. I’ll get the police reports and see what the score is there. All right?’


‘Wonderful. I suddenly feel as though a thousand-pound weight is off my back. I’ll tell you, I’ve been totally frantic. I’m way out of my league. Police, bail, counts of this and counts of that, arraignments … I don’t know what the hell is going on. I don’t even know what the hell happened.’


‘Well, we’re going to find out. So you just relax.’


‘Thank you, Mr. Schwartz. Thank you very much.’


‘See you in the morning.’


They hung up and Jessica was suddenly in tears again. He had been nice to her. Finally someone had been decent to her in all this. From police inspectors who would tell her nothing, to desk sergeants who announced the charges and hung up in her ear, to attorneys who wanted fifteen thousand dollars in cash on their desks in forty-eight hours, to … Martin Schwartz, a human being. And according to Philip Wald, Schwartz was a competent lawyer. It had been an incredible day. And oh God, where was Ian? The tears burned a hot damp path down her face again. It felt as though they had been coming all day. And she had to pull herself together. Wald would be there soon.


Philip Wald arrived at five-thirty. His face wore an expression of grave concern and his eyes were tired.


‘Did you see him?’ Jessie could feel her eyes burn again and had to fight back the tears.


‘I did.’


‘How is he?’


‘He’s all right. Shaken, but all right. He was very concerned about how you are.’


‘Did you tell him I’m fine?’ Her hands were shaking violently again and the coffee she’d been drinking all day had only made matters worse. She looked a far cry from ‘fine’.


‘I told him you were very upset, which is certainly natural, under the circumstances. Jessica, let’s sit down.’ She didn’t like the way he said it, but maybe he was just tired. They’d all had a long day. An endless day.


‘I spoke to Martin Schwartz,’ she said. ‘I think he’ll take the case. And he said he’d call you this afternoon.’


‘Good. I think you’ll both like him. He’s a very fine attorney, and also a very nice man.’


Jessica led Philip into the living room, where he took a seat on the long white couch facing the view. Jessica chose a soft beige suede chair next to an old brass table she and Ian had found in Italy on their honeymoon. She took a deep breath, sighed, and let her feet slide into the rug. It was a warm, pleasant room that always gave her solace. A place she could come home to and unwind in … except now. Now she felt as though nothing would ever be all right again, and as though it had been years since she had known the comfort of Ian’s arms, or seen the light in his eyes.


Almost instinctively, her eyes went to a small portrait of him that she had done years before. It hung over the fireplace and smiled at her gently. It was agonizing. Where was he? She was suddenly and painfully reminded of the feeling she had had looking at Jake’s high-school pictures when she’d gone through his things after they’d gotten the telegram from the Navy. That smile after it’s all over.


‘Jessica?’ She glanced up with a shocked expression, and Philip looked pained. She seemed distraught, confused, as though her mind were wandering. He had seen her staring at the small oil portrait, and for a moment she had worn the bereft expression of a grieving widow … the face that simply does not understand, the eyes that are drowning in pain. What a ghastly business. He looked at the view for a moment, and then back at her, hoping she might have composed herself. But there was nothing to compose. Her manner was in total control; it was the expression in her eyes that told the rest of the story. He wasn’t at all sure how much she was ready to hear now, but he had to tell her. All of it.


‘Jessica, you’ve got trouble.’ She smiled tiredly and brushed a stray tear away from her cheek.


‘That sounds like the understatement of the year. What else is new?’ Philip ignored the feeble attempt at humour and went on. He wanted to get it over with.


‘I really don’t think he did it. But he admits to having slept with the woman yesterday afternoon. That is to say, he … he had intercourse with her.’ He concentrated on his right knee, trying to run the distasteful words into one long unintelligible syllable.


‘I see.’ But she didn’t really see. What was there to see? Ian had made love to someone. And the someone was accusing him of rape. Why couldn’t she feel something? There was this incredible numbness that just sat on her like a giant hat. No anger, no anything, just numb. And maybe pity for Ian. But why was she numb? Maybe because she had to hear it from Philip, a relative stranger. Her cigarette burned through the filter and went dead in her hand, and still she waited for him to go on.


‘He says that he had too much to drink yesterday at lunch, and you were due home last night. Something about your being away for several weeks, and his being a man—I’ll spare you that. He noticed this girl in the restaurant, and after a few drinks she didn’t look bad.’


‘He picked her up?’ She felt as though someone else were speaking her words for her. She could hear them, but she couldn’t feel her mouth move. Nothing seemed to be functioning. Not her mind, not her heart, not her mouth. She almost laughed hysterically, wondering what would happen if she had to go to the bathroom; surely she would pee all over the suede chair and not even know she was doing it. She felt as if she had overdosed on Novocain.


‘No, he didn’t pick her up. He left the restaurant to go home and work on his book, but he drove past Enrico’s again on his way, and she just happened to be standing at the corner when he stopped for a light. And just for the hell of it, he offered her a lift. She didn’t look like much when she got in, she was quite a bit older than he had thought. She claims thirty on the police report, but he says she’s at least thirty-seven or -eight. She gave him the address of a hotel on Market where she claimed she lived, and Ian says he felt sorry for her when she invited him up for a drink. So he went up with her, had a drink—there was half a bottle of bourbon in her room—and he says it went to his head, and he … they had intercourse.’ Wald cleared his throat, looked away, and went on. Jessica’s face showed no expression; the cigarette filter was still in her hand. ‘And he says that was it. To put it bluntly, he put on his pants and went home. He had a shower, took a nap, made a sandwich, and came out to meet your plane, That’s the whole story. Ian’s story.’ But she could hear in his voice that there was more.


‘It sounds fairly tawdry, Philip. But it does not sound like rape. What are they basing the charges on?’


‘Her story. And you’ve got to remember, Jessica, how sensitive an issue rape is these days. For years women cried rape, and men made damaging statements about those women in court. Private investigators uncovered the supposedly startling fact that the plaintiff was not a virgin, and instantly the men were exonerated, the cases dismissed, and the women disgraced. For many reasons, it doesn’t work like that anymore. No matter what really happened. Now the police and the courts are more cautious, more inclined to believe the women, and give the victim a much fairer deal. It’s a damn good thing too, and about time … except once in a while, some woman comes along with an axe to grind, tells a lie, and some decent guy takes a bad fall. Just like some decent women used to get hurt the way things were before, now some decent guys get it in the … ahem … where it hurts.’


Jessica couldn’t suppress a smile. Philip was so utterly, totally proper. She was sure he made love to his wife with his Brooks Brothers boxer shorts on.


‘Frankly, Jessica, I think that what happened here is that Ian fell into the hands of a sick, unhappy woman. She slept with him, and then called it rape. Ian says she was seductive in her manner and claimed to be a waitress in a topless bar, which is not the case. But she could have been playing a very sick psychological game with him. And God knows how often she’s done this before, in subtle ways, with threats, accusations. Apparently, though, she’s never gone to the police before. I think you’re going to have a hell of a time proving she’s lying. Certainly not without a trial. Rape is hard to prove, but it’s also hard to prove that it wasn’t rape. If she’s insisting it was, then the district attorney has to prosecute. And apparently the inspector on the case believes this woman’s story. So we’re stuck. If they’ve decided they want Ian’s head, for whatever reasons, it’ll have to go to a jury.’


They were both silent for a long time, and then Philip sighed and spoke again.


‘I read the police reports, and the woman claims that he picked her up and she asked him to take her back to her office. She’s a secretary at a hotel on Van Ness. Instead, he took her to this hotel on Market where they … where they had that last drink. Given that part of the story, he’s damn lucky they didn’t hit him with a charge of kidnap as well. In any case, he allegedly forced her into both normal intercourse, and … unnatural acts. That’s where the second and third counts of rape come in, and the one charge of assault. Though I assume they’ll drop the assault—there’s no medical proof of it.’ Somehow Philip sounded horrifyingly matter-of-fact about the details, and Jessica was beginning to feel sick. She felt as though she were swimming in molasses, as though everything around her was slow and thick and unreal. She wanted to scrape the words off her skin with a knife. ‘Unnatural acts.’ What unnatural acts?


‘For Chrissake, Philip, what do you mean by ‘unnatural’? Ian is perfectly normal in bed.’ Philip blushed. Jessie didn’t. This was no time to be prim.


‘Oral copulation, and sodomy. They are felonies, you know.’ Jessica pursed her lips and looked fierce. Oral copulation hardly seemed unnatural.


‘There was no clear evidence of the sodomy, but I don’t think they’ll drop it. Again, it’s her word against his, and they’re listening, and unfortunately, before I got down there, Ian admitted to the inspector on the case that he had had intercourse with the woman. He didn’t confess to the oral copulation or the sodomy, but he shouldn’t have admitted to intercourse at all. Damn shame that he did.’


‘Will it hurt the case?’


‘Probably not. We can have the tape withheld in court on the grounds that he was distraught at the time. Martin will take care of it.’


Jessica sat with her eyes closed for a moment, not believing the weight of it all.


‘Why is she doing this to us, Philip? What can she possibly want from him? Money? Hell, if that’s what she wants, I’ll give it to her, whatever she wants. I just can’t believe this is really happening.’ She opened her eyes and looked at him again, feeling the now familiar wave of confusion and unreality sweep over her again.


‘I know this is very hard on you, Jessica. But you have an excellent attorney now. Put your faith in him; he’ll do a good job for you. One thing you absolutely must not do though, under any circumstances, is offer this woman money. The police won’t drop the case now, even if she does, and you’ll be compounding a felony and God knows what else if you try to bribe her. And I’m serious—the police seem to be taking a special interest in this. It isn’t often that they get their hands on a Pacific Heights rape case, and I get the feeling that some of them think it’s about time the upper class got theirs. Sergeant Houghton, the inspector on this case, made some very nasty cracks about “certain kinds of people who think they can get away with anything they want at the expense of certain other people of lesser means.” It isn’t a pretty inference, but if that’s how he’s thinking, he ought to be treated with kid gloves. I got the feeling that he doesn’t like how Ian looks, or what he saw of you. I almost wonder if he doesn’t think you’re a couple of sickoes doing whatever amuses you for kicks. Who knows what he thinks—I’m just giving you my impression—but I want you to be very careful, Jessica. And whatever you do, don’t pay this woman off. You’ll be hurting Ian, and yourself, if you try to do that. If she wants money, if she calls you … let her talk. You can testify to it later. But don’t give her a dime!’ He was emphatic on the last point, and then ran a hand through his hair.


‘I hate to have to tell you all this, Jessica. Ian was sick about it. But obviously you have to know what went on. It isn’t very pretty, though, and I must say you’re taking it remarkably well.’


But the tears welled up again at that, and she wanted to beg him not to be nice to her, not to congratulate her on how well she was taking it. She could handle the rough stuff, but she knew that if anyone put his arms around her, sympathized, cared … or if Ian should walk in the door just then … she would sob until she died.


‘Thank you, Philip.’ He thought her voice sounded oddly cold, as though she were warding him off. ‘At least it’s obviously not rape, and that’s bound to be made clear in court. If Martin Schwartz is any good.’


‘Yes, but … Jessie, it’s going to be ugly. You have to be prepared for that.’ His eyes sought hers and she nodded.


‘I understand that.’ But she didn’t. Not really. It hadn’t even begun to sink in yet. How could it? Nothing had sunk in since eleven o’clock that morning. She was in shock. She only knew two things, and she didn’t even understand those two things: that Ian was gone, that she couldn’t see him, feel him, hear him, touch him; that he had slept with another woman. She had to face that now too. Publicly. The rest would sink in later.


There wasn’t much more Philip could do, and he didn’t know Jessica well enough to offer her any comfort. Only Ian knew Jessica that well. And Jessie made Philip nervous. She remained so calm. He was grateful that she was subdued, but it made him feel cold toward her, and confused. He found himself wondering what she was really thinking. He thought of his own wife and how she might react to something like this, or his sister, any of the women he knew. Jessie was a different breed of cat entirely. Too poised for his taste—and yet there was something shattering about her eyes. Like two broken windows. They were the only hint that all was not well within.
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