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One


People ask me whose fault it was. Who caused the accident? Where did the blame lie – on reckless driving, blinding sunlight, a sharp curve in the road? Hidden in their questions is a deeper query. Did Jesse bring it on himself? Was he careless? Perhaps he rode his bike into the middle of the road. Perhaps he insulted God. Maybe that’s why he won’t be walking me down the aisle, they imply.


What people want to hear, I think, is that the accident was fate, or foolishness. The hit-and-run killed Isaac Sandoval outright. It left Jesse Blackburn paralyzed and broken on the hillside, struggling to reach his friend’s body. And people want me to tell them yes, it was the victims’ fault. Jesse should have done something different, should have looked over his shoulder or flossed his teeth every day. What they want me to tell them is no, of course it could never happen to you. They want reassurance, and I can’t give it to them.


When they asked me whose fault it was, I always said: the driver’s. It was the fault of the man who sat behind the wheel of a satin-gray BMW, arcing up a narrow road into the foothills of Santa Barbara, with one hand on the steering wheel and the other caressing the hair of the woman whose head bobbed above his lap. It was the fault of the man getting the blow job. It was the fault of the guy who got away.


That’s what I always told people. Until now.


‘There’s going to be security,’ Jesse said.


‘Don’t worry, I can handle it.’


Jesse stared out the window of the car at the Santa Barbara Museum of Art across the street. Sunset was painting the white building orange. Guests were arriving, and their costumes glittered as they climbed the steps to the entrance. Jesse drummed his hands on the steering wheel.


‘You can’t hesitate,’ he said. ‘Straight in, do it, get out. If there’s any trouble—’


I put my hand on his. ‘I know how to crash a party.’


He gave me a glance – blue eyes cool, mouth askew, the patented Blackburn Wry Look. ‘Evan, this isn’t a Brownie sing-along.’


‘Trust me. It’s an art museum. The guards care about keeping the paintings inside, not about keeping people out.’


‘Don’t count on that,’ he said. ‘And your wig’s crooked.’


I straightened it. ‘You just want to do this yourself. You’d love to stick it to Cal Diamond with all his colleagues looking on.’


‘Absolutely.’


But we both knew that Diamond would spot Jesse coming a mile away, even though he had on faded jeans and an old USA Swimming T-shirt, and didn’t look like a lawyer. With his youth and good looks, the brown hair he hadn’t cut in months, and his hardware, Diamond couldn’t miss him. So the job was mine.


I struck a pose. ‘How do I look?’


He gazed at my costume: frosted white lipstick, hoop earrings as big as grapefruit, the black wig rising on my head like a hair volcano. The sequined pink mini-dress came from a vintage clothing store, the white vinyl boots from my closet, relics of a year misspent on the high school drill team.


‘Perfect,’ he said. ‘Very I-Dream-of-Jeanie.’


‘It’s supposed to be Diana Ross.’


He eyed my Irish complexion skeptically.


‘Fine. Diana O’Ross,’ I said.


He handed me the summons and complaint, and held up a snapshot. It showed a man in his fifties, bald with unruly eyebrows and snappish teeth.


I said, ‘He even looks like a swindler.’


‘Yeah, and I hear that tonight he’ll look like Zorro. So watch out for his whip.’ He flicked his finger against the snapshot. ‘And for his wife.’


The photo showed Mari Vasquez Diamond standing next to her husband, looking much younger than him, all sinewy bronze limbs and long fingers curled around his arm. She had set her dogs loose on the last process server who approached their door.


‘Her Dobermans won’t be here tonight,’ I said, getting out of the car. ‘I’ll serve him, Jesse.’


I crossed the street. The lights of the city were coming on, a glittering spray below the green folds of the mountains. The sky was streaked with jet contrails flushing pink in the summer sunset. Ahead, guests were going into the museum. Bogart, Cleopatra, the Pope.


Sashay, I told myself. Act as if you have an invitation to this benefit. Attitude is everything.


Cal Diamond was all attitude. He acted the business wizard, and investors shoveled money into his software company, Diamond Mindworks. He cooked the books, plundered the company pension plan, and built himself a Spanish-style hacienda fit for a conquistador. But Diamond’s life was about to come tumbling down, because his investors had hired Jesse’s law firm to sue him for fraud.


The problem was, Diamond had been evading service for weeks. Jesse was getting pissed off. And when he got pissed off, he got ruthless.


It was one of the things I loved about him.


He knew that Diamond wouldn’t miss this charity fundraiser – his company was one of the high tech firms sponsoring it. This was our best chance to hit him with the summons.


I climbed the steps toward the museum entrance. A woman with a clipboard stood at the door, checking names against the guest list. She wore tiny square eyeglasses and brown lipstick. When I approached, she assumed a knowing expression and pointed at me with her pen.


‘Let’s see. Jackie Kennedy?’


‘Score half a point for the correct decade. Who’s in charge here?’


Her pen hovered in the air.


‘Yoo hoo,’ I said. ‘Do you work for this museum?’


Her mouth puckered. ‘Certainly.’


‘Well, you’re about two minutes from disaster.’ I pointed over my shoulder. ‘One of your guests is circling the block looking for a parking spot. He’s dressed as the Lone Ranger, and he’s hauling a horse trailer.’


‘You can’t be—’


‘Serious? Do you want to wait until he rides through the door into the Greek Antiquities, shouting, “Hi Ho, Silver?”’


She blinked, looking up the street, and said, ‘Wait here.’


She scurried down the steps. I walked inside.


Two minutes: I figured that was all I had before she came after me. I breezed into the foyer, past a string quartet, and into a central gallery. Above the skylight a Gauguin sky unrolled, dense blue. People stood in clots, drinking and preening. It was a tech crowd, here to raise money for science and engineering scholarships. Most were baby boomers costumed in polyester and nostalgia. I saw Sonny and Cher, and Darth Vader. But I didn’t see Zorro.


I worked my way around the gallery. Talk caromed off the walls. In my head I heard my dad’s voice. Thousands of dollars for law school and you’re serving a summons yourself? A waiter handed me a glass of Chablis. You hated practicing, but love the dirty work. What are you thinking? I pushed through the chiffon-and-Spandex forest.


And ran straight into Cal Diamond’s wife. Lady Doberman.


Her ruby necklace spelled out Mari, but could have read trophy bride. I guessed her to be about forty. She was as thin as a paper cut, wearing a strapless black evening gown and showcase breasts. Wow. What a geometry problem for the nerds in the room – calculate volume and density, accounting for the molecular mass of silicone. Her sable hair was sculpted high on her head. Her long fingers were coiled around a glass of red wine.


She was talking to a sandy-haired man, and I started to veer away, anxious to avoid her. But the man called to me.


‘Where ya going, Gidget?’


He was slouching against a pillar, with an insouciance so cool that he must have practiced it before a mirror. His costume was a black turtleneck, houndstooth jacket, and tight jeans. He eyed me as though I were an hors d’oeuvre.


‘Surf’s up. Stick around,’ he said.


Mari Diamond stood as straight as a scalpel, swirling her wine glass. ‘She’s not actually going for Gidget.’ Chill gaze. ‘I hope.’


I nudged past her. What a queen bee. She was ready to sting me, just for diverting a man’s attention from her. In my head I now heard Jesse’s voice, saying, Don’t, Delaney. Holster your tongue and back away from the bait.



‘After all,’ she said, ‘Gidget was a teenager. Talk about missing the mark.’


Okay, blow my attitude knob off the control panel, why don’t you?


I heard myself say, ‘You should know.’


‘What?’


I pictured Jesse slapping his hand against his forehead. I told my feet to move. I said, ‘You’re not exactly prom queen material, yourself.’


She froze. ‘You did not just say that.’


‘Sure I did. I’m too old to take cheap shots from snotty socialites. Excuse me.’


‘Don’t you walk away.’ She thrust out an arm, blocking my path. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Diana Ross.’


Her nostrils dilated. Her jaw didn’t move. ‘Who is this woman?’


She looked to her companion for support, but his face was bright with amusement.


‘She’s our Baby Love.’ Smiling at me. ‘And I’m Steve McQueen.’ He gestured to her. ‘This is Maria Callas.’


‘Charmed,’ I said. ‘Will Maria be singing tonight, or just hissing at the guests?’


His laugh was full of appetite. ‘Dueling divas. I love it.’


And he did. He wanted some of what I was dishing out to her. He could have worn a sign saying, spank me.


But Mari Diamond’s fingers were white on her wine glass. ‘If you’re from Diamond Mindworks, you’re out of a job.’


She turned and swished away. Raising her hand, she snapped her fingers, signaling somebody. I saw Clipboard standing at the edge of the crowd, her tiny glasses shining as she scanned the room. Mari Diamond was beckoning to her.


Damn. I dove into the crowd. I was almost out of time.


And I saw, in the center of the gallery, a masked character in a black cape and gaucho hat. He was grinning broadly, looking carefree, indifferent about the people he’d bilked, the elderly investors and hourly-wage workers whose life savings he squandered. I took the summons from my purse.


An older man stepped up to shake his hand. His hair looked like an upturned white scrub brush. If his suit was a costume, he had come as an undertaker.


I knew him. Everybody in the room knew him. He was the big man here, and not just because he was a head taller than most people. He was George Rudenski, the CEO of Mako Technologies, main sponsor of tonight’s benefit. But I didn’t have time for protocol; I had to butt in on him. Mari Diamond was talking to Clipboard, pointing in my direction. I had to do this, right now.


Steve McQueen grabbed my arm. ‘What’s your rush? Those guys are old farts. Come talk to me.’


‘Another time.’ I swung out of his grip.


I approached Zorro. ‘Cal? Is that you under that mask?’


Pressing a hand to his chest, he bowed and said, ‘Señorita, Zorro never reveals his identity.’


George Rudenski looked at me. I had interviewed him for an article on cyber-security that I wrote for California Lawyer magazine, and he was trying to place me. His eyes were penetrating.


‘Forgive me. Are you with Mako?’ he said.


‘No, I’m with the Supremes.’


For all I cared, he could out me as a freelance legal journalist, or itinerant lawyer, or for planning to wear white at my wedding. But he knew my connection to Jesse, and if he mentioned it the game would be up.


He gave me a concentrated stare. ‘Evan.’


I was out of time. I raised the summons toward the man in the mask.


‘Are you Cal Diamond?’


That’s when I heard, near the entrance, a whipcrack. I looked up. Strutting through the door was another Zorro.


Laughter bubbled through the room. The first Zorro set hands on hips, consternated at the sight of his double. I felt sweat breaking out on my forehead.


A woman’s voice called out, ‘There she is.’


Clipboard was butting through the crowd, with a security guard right behind her. She shook her finger at me.


‘You. You’re in big trouble.’


Looking back, I see how many of the pieces were present, even then. But they were scattered, camouflaged, like leaves swirling across the ground on the wind, and at the time I didn’t know what I was seeing. It was the last moment before events started assembling themselves into the nightmare.


Near the entrance, a man let out a shout. The security guard raised a finger to his earpiece, listened, and started running toward the door. Clipboard watched him go, confused. Or maybe wondering if the Lone Ranger really had shown up. She shot me a suspicious look.


A second guard ran through the crowd. My cellular phone rang, and stopped, and that sent a tickle up my neck. I turned to leave.


George Rudenski put his hand on my arm. ‘Why are you looking for Cal?’


‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘Are you here to ambush him?’ His calm eyes now had heat in them. ‘Tonight is about raising money for disadvantaged kids, not about getting yourself a scoop.’


He had it wrong, but just about right. Turning from him, I ducked toward the door before Clipboard could stop me. I felt small.


Outside, I found tumult. Two cars had tangled in front of the museum. A white minivan was up on the sidewalk, and a blue Audi had sideswiped a mailbox.


The guards were running toward it. It was Jesse’s car.


I rushed down the stairs, fighting fear. The minivan driver was walking toward the Audi, waving his arms.


‘You call that driving?’ he shouted. ‘You pulled out right in front of me.’


A security guard reached the Audi and yanked open the driver’s door.


‘Get out of the car.’


Leaning in, he grabbed Jesse’s arm. I wanted to slap him.


Jesse wrenched loose. He was talking on his cellphone, had the earpiece in, hands free.


‘—South on State Street,’ he said. ‘Right now, as we speak. Five eleven, brown hair, blue dress shirt and khakis.’


The guard reached for him again.


‘Don’t touch me.’ He elbowed the guard, and locked an arm over the steering wheel so the man couldn’t pull him out. Into the phone he said, ‘Yes, on foot.’


I breathed. He was okay, I saw. And he was talking to the police, but not about this fender-bender.


I said, ‘What’s going on?’


The minivan driver turned on me. ‘You know this guy? Where’d he learn to drive, clown college?’


Jesse looked up. His eyes were fiery.


He said, ‘Brand’s here.’


His voice was like a falling blade. The guards, the minivan driver, the shouts and jostling elbows, faded to static. My palms tingled.


‘Where?’ I said.


He pointed toward the corner. ‘Headed down State Street. Hurry.’


He didn’t need to say anything else. I ran.


I sprinted down State Street. People were thick on the sidewalk, their faces cheery in the sunset, backed by palm trees and music tumbling from clubs and restaurants. I weaved and dodged, holding onto my wig, looking frantically around.


Five-foot-eleven, brown hair, blue dress shirt and khakis. That described dozens of men on the street. It didn’t begin to cover Brand.


Franklin Brand was the man who drove his two-ton, 325 horsepower car into Jesse and Isaac Sandoval. He was the coward who left them ruined on the ground. He was the fugitive who fled Santa Barbara the night of the crash, the bastard who’d spent three years enjoying himself on a foreign shore while Isaac lay cold in the dirt and Jesse fought to reconstruct his life. He was wanted on a felony warrant for vehicular manslaughter, and he was here, now, somewhere among the throng.


A woman stepped into my path. I banged into her, called out, ‘Sorry,’ and kept going.


Franklin Brand was the executive who, on an evening like this one, took his company car for a joyride up Mission Canyon. Rounding a curve, he came up behind Isaac and Jesse. They were powering up the hill on their bikes, training for a triathlon. Brand didn’t see them until it was too late. The skid marks only started after the point of impact, when he braked to keep from plunging over the edge himself.


At the corner a red light stopped me. Cars streamed past. I looked up and down the cross street. Traffic eased and I ran across the intersection, knocking into people, muttering excuse me.


The day after the crash, an anonymous caller phoned the police and identified Franklin Brand as the driver. The police asked the caller how she knew it was Brand at the wheel. Her answer, recorded verbatim in the police report, was succinct.


‘Because I was with him. I had his cock in my mouth at the time.’


She told the cops where to find Brand’s car, abandoned and burned in the hills behind the city. But Brand had a passport and he had money offshore, plenty of it. Millions. By the time a judge issued an arrest warrant, he was in Mexico City. The trail died there.


What in hell he was doing here, tonight, in downtown Santa Barbara, I didn’t know. But I could not let him get away.


Down the street, I saw a blue shirt swinging through the crowd. My breath caught. His hair was brown and he had on khakis, was the right height. I closed on him.


I remembered seeing Brand’s photo in the paper after the accident: pasty skin and budding jowls, a bored look. Ahead, the blue shirt turned, and I caught a glimpse of the man’s face, stained red by a neon sign. I slowed, squinting at him.


A feeling like icy water dripped through me. The eyes, the cast of the mouth. It was him.


I hesitated. Should I perform a citizen’s arrest? Yell, Stop, in the name of love? He picked up his pace.


Call the police, that’s what you do. I dug in my purse for my cellphone.


Two college students stumbled out of a Mexican restaurant, singing drunkenly. They lumbered into me and knocked the phone from my hand.


‘Oh, man,’ said one, staggering. ‘Dude, look what you did.’


I bent down, grabbing the phone before they accidentally kicked it. Standing back up, I looked around. Where was Brand?


Ten feet ahead – there, blue shirt standing at the curb. He raised his arm and, with that universal urban gesture, hailed a taxi. A yellow cab swung to a stop. I couldn’t believe it. In Santa Barbara, taxis come along as often as Santa’s sleigh.


He was grasping the door handle when I dove on him.


I hit him from behind, hard enough to knock his feet off the curb. We bounced off the taxi and tumbled to the sidewalk. My wig fell over my eyes. I heard his breath blow out, felt my knee hit the concrete, heard the sequins on my dress clicking as I scrambled on top of him.


He squirmed underneath me.


I yelled, ‘Call the cops.’


I pushed the wig out of my eyes. Beneath me the man stared back.


His hands were up, gesturing surrender. ‘Take it – take the damn cab. I’ll get another one.’


He was at least fifty-five, with a pencil mustache and aristocratic Latin looks. His wig was just as crooked as mine. It wasn’t Brand, not by a mile.


Mortified, I climbed off him, apologizing, helping him up. He fumbled with his toupee. I brushed dust from his shirt.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said for the fifteenth time.


He waved me off. ‘Go away.’


Teeth clenched, I started down the street again. My knee was bleeding. I limped along, looking at the crowd, trying to ignore their stares.


After ten minutes, I stopped. I had lost him.




Two


When I jogged back to the art museum two cops were talking to Jesse, and they didn’t look happy. He was out of his car, sitting in the wheelchair. The sky had softened to velvet blue. The security guards watched from the museum steps, and the minivan driver had backed his vehicle off the sidewalk. The usual forces had been at work. The wheelchair cleared space the way a magnet repels polarized metal. It also worked as a mute button, shutting people right up. But the resulting hush was never empty; pity and discomfort lingered on the twilight.


And Jesse, typically, had seized the silence. Apparently he had defused the other driver and convinced the guards to back off. The police officers stood with arms crossed, listening to him. Disability as stun gun: knock people off guard, gain the upper hand. He was a born litigator.


I heard him say, yeah, he pulled out without signaling. The van swerved, and he swerved, and the mailbox got the worst of it. His fault, but Brand took off and he had to follow him.


‘And every second, he’s getting farther away. If you’ll give me the ticket, you can go find him.’


His face was luminous with anger. Then he caught sight of me, and a dismaying expression ignited in his eyes: hope. I trotted up, shaking my head. His shoulders dropped.


The shorter cop was a brunette built like a stove. She said, ‘Ma’am, this gentleman claims he saw an individual who’s being sought by the police.’


‘Franklin Brand,’ I said. ‘He’s a fugitive wanted on a manslaughter warrant.’


‘So we hear. You saw this individual?’


‘Heading down State toward Carrillo.’


Her partner half turned and spoke into his portable radio, calling in the information. The radio squawked.


Jesse pointed at my bloody knee. ‘What happened?’


‘Never mind.’


The cop eyed my costume. ‘Is the rest of the Mod Squad still chasing the suspect?’


‘Yeah. Just follow the groovy theme music, you can’t miss them.’


She could have battered doors open with that face. Time for me to dial down the attitude.


Jesse said to her, ‘Chasing the suspect should be what you’re doing.’


He gripped the push-rims of the wheelchair. His hands, in his half-fingered gloves, looked bloodless.


The cop ripped a ticket out of her citation book and gave it to him. ‘The Postal Service will contact you about the mailbox. Next time, watch for oncoming traffic.’


‘We done?’


Without waiting for a response, he spun and headed for his car.


He’d barely started the engine before he got on the phone again, calling Chris Ramseur, the police detective who handled the hit-and-run investigation.


‘Tell him to call me. It’s urgent,’ he said. Hanging up, he looked my way. ‘Did you serve Diamond?’


‘No. There were two Zorros.’


‘Damn.’ He pulled out. ‘“You saw this individual?” They think I’m seeing ghosts.’


‘Chris won’t.’


He swung onto State, a brazen illegal turn. ‘Brand walked across the street right in front of my car. He stared straight at me.’


The image gave me a chill. ‘Did he recognize you?’


‘Didn’t give me a second glance. No, he was going to the museum.’


We looked at each other.


‘Mako,’ I said.


‘The ghost that won’t stay dead, no matter how deep I bury it.’


Before Franklin Brand was a fugitive, he was a vice president at Mako Technologies. He was a star player at the company, which designed cyber-security systems for corporations and the government. When he was charged with the hit-and-run, Mako panicked. It tried to divorce itself from the crash. Executives expressed shock at the charges. They disputed Brand’s guilt and convinced others to dispute it, persuading their insurance company to deny claims under Brand’s policy.


That left Jesse up the creek. He was critically injured and flat broke, a law student facing a six-figure medical bill that Mako’s insurer refused to pay. The future looked brutal.


‘I saw a life selling pencils,’ he once told me. ‘Or worse, sitting on a corner holding a cardboard sign. Hungry, toss food. I had nothing to lose. I loaded and fired with everything I had.’


He threatened to sue the insurer for bad faith denial of liability. Then he called George Rudenski at Mako. He talked to him about Isaac’s death, and his own spinal cord injury, and about Mako giving Brand a $65,000 car to play with. He explained that when he sued the insurance company, Mako would be a co-defendant. Then he mailed Rudenski photos of the accident scene. Color photos.


Forty-eight hours later, the insurance company agreed to square things with Jesse and with Isaac’s brother. Rudenski had put it right.


‘Mixed emotions’ barely described Jesse’s feelings toward Mako Technologies.


He said, ‘Brand was following somebody to the museum. He’s trying to get in touch.’


‘Why would he risk coming back here?’


‘Think about it.’


I thought. Stupidity. Love. ‘Money.’


‘That’s my guess.’


‘You think he has unfinished business with Mako?’


‘Yeah. That means so do I.’


He drove slowly, looking at people on the sidewalk. Light washed across his face and shoulders, gold and red pouring over his skin, flashing in his eyes.


‘He stared me in the face, Ev. Straight at me, and he didn’t react. He didn’t know who the hell I was.’


He claimed he’d put it all behind him. No good looking back, he said. Life’s a crapshoot. Eyes front, ’cause the future’s the only place you can go.


Acceptance, they call this.


He was a remarkable person, accomplished and savvy, a first-class smart-ass who made me laugh and kept me honest. He took everything the world threw at him and hit it back, hard and clean, straight down the line. The year before, he had saved my life. He was handsome, and brave, and I loved him. I was going to marry him in nine weeks.


And right then, hearing the pain in his voice, I knew. It wasn’t true. He accepted nothing, as long as Brand remained free. Everything had just changed, for him, and for me.


I said, ‘Turn around.’


‘Why?’


‘Go back to the museum. It’s time to start finishing some business.’


He let me out and I climbed the museum steps, knowing that Clipboard would never let me back in. She stood guarding the door, clicking her ballpoint pen as though tapping out Morse code. Supremes invading. Send air support.



‘Simmer down. I’m just looking,’ I said.


I stared past her shoulder into the foyer. I didn’t see George Rudenski. But I did see Steve McQueen finishing a plate of canapés. I rapped on the door and waved at him. He came outside, licking his fingers.


‘Back for round two with Mari Diamond? This will be rich,’ he said.


‘I need your help. Could you tell George Rudenski that Evan Delaney wants to speak to him?’


‘Oh?’ He jammed his hands into his jeans pockets and stepped too close. ‘And he’ll break away from this shindig on your say-so?’


‘Tell him it’s about Franklin Brand.’


His suavity flickered. He gazed past me down the steps, where Jesse was maneuvering out of the car.


‘Why don’t you tell me about it? I’m Kenny Rudenski.’


Swing and a miss, strike three. First Zorro, then the Brand lookalike, now this.


‘Sure,’ I said, ‘when you get your father.’


His gaze ran over me. ‘You’re a pushy thing. Lucky for you, I like that.’


He went inside and I jogged back down the stairs. Jesse was locking the car.


He said, ‘Do you know who that was?’


‘I’m sorry. I blew it.’


Kenny Rudenski was the Mako executive who bleated loudest about Brand’s innocence after the accident. I remembered a newspaper quote in which he speculated that Jesse and Isaac had been drinking before the crash. This was going to be unpleasant.


‘Forget it,’ Jesse said. ‘George will be stand-up.’ He nodded toward the museum. ‘And we’ve got flak at twelve o’clock.’


George Rudenski was walking down the steps, as straight as a flagpole. Behind him came Kenny, scurrying to catch up, and at Kenny’s side was a woman in her late thirties. With her crimson suit and shocking fall of silver hair, she looked like a banked fire that could flare up at any moment. She was Harley Dawson, Mako’s attorney.


I said, ‘I’m on it.’


I aimed myself toward George, ignoring the others. ‘Sorry to pull you away.’


He nodded and shook Jesse’s hand. ‘What’s this about Brand?’


I said, ‘I just chased him down the street.’


He stilled. ‘You’re sure it was him?’


‘Dead certain,’ Jesse said.


‘Son of a bitch.’


Harley Dawson strode up. ‘I knew it, Evan. You came here to serve a summons, didn’t you?’ She nodded at Jesse. ‘How’s it going, Blackburn? You enjoying work with the militant wing over at Sanchez Marks?’


Jesse raised a fist in salute. ‘Power to the people, Harley. You still like greasing the wheels of power?’


‘Yeah, it’s caviar for the soul.’ She pointed at George. ‘Anything to do with Franklin Brand is a legal issue. Let me take this.’


George said, ‘He’s back.’


Harley blinked. She had freckles and elfin eyes, delicate features overcome by the hard stare and tense mouth. Which now hung open.


I said, ‘Here’s the legal issue, Harley. People at Mako have to hear that if Brand shows up, or phones, or flicks spitwads through the window, they need to call the police. Immediately.’


Jesse said, ‘That means within thirty seconds.’


‘Make it ten,’ I said. ‘Wait too long, you’ll tick off the cops, and they’ll start using terms like harboring a fugitive—’


Jesse said, ‘Obstruction of justice, conspiracy—’


Kenny shook his head. ‘Unbelievable. Blackburn’s still trying to blame Mako for his life.’


George gave him a scolding look. ‘Kenny, this isn’t the place.’


‘No, Dad. Frank’s back, and the first thing this guy does is complain to you. Must be time for a fresh handout.’


Jesse said, ‘Kenny.’


Kenny stared at the wheelchair. ‘Hey, life sucks, how about cutting a check?’


‘How about this,’ Jesse said. ‘How about I hand you your ass. On a serving platter, with a sprig of parsley stuck between the cheeks.’


George’s face mottled. ‘Gentlemen, enough.’


Kenny raised his eyes and glared at Jesse. ‘I’d like to see you try, and—’


‘Enough. Our guests are waiting. Please go and entertain them.’


George turned to Jesse. ‘This is a matter for the authorities, and will be handled accordingly. You have my word.’ Eyeing Harley, he said, ‘I’ll speak to you privately.’


He walked away.


Kenny stared at Jesse. His jaw muscles were bulging. He was rubbing his fingers against his palms as though they were greasy. Harley nudged him, trying to get him moving.


He looked at me, wiping his palms on his jeans. The McQueen cool returned.


‘It’s okay. I respect that you’re standing up for the guy.’


He touched my elbow, rubbing it with his thumb. Harley nudged him again. Shaking her off, he left.


Jesse watched him go. ‘And he’s in line to take over at Mako? Hope you like bankruptcy law, Harley.’


He rocked back, spun a 180, and headed off. Harley pursed her lips.


‘Crap-o-rama.’ She ran a hand through her icefall of hair. ‘This incestuous town. When a skeleton falls out of a closet, it hits someone you know. You can bet on it.’


‘Mako’s getting a second chance here. Don’t let them screw it up,’ I said.


‘Great. Professional advice from a gal dressed like Ginger in Gilligan’s Island.’


‘Go talk to George. He’ll do the right thing, especially if you remind him to.’


‘Tell you what. I’ll do my job, and you do yours.’ She nodded in Jesse’s direction. ‘You need to rein that boy in.’


I must have looked incredulous. ‘Jesse is not the problem here.’


‘He should watch his words. He could regret tussling with Kenny.’


All at once, I felt acutely angry. ‘Kenny needs worming.’


‘I know, he can be—’ Uncertainly tugged at her mouth. ‘Intense. But he feels passionate about Mako and he’s loyal to his friends.’


‘Intense? No.’


‘Okay, he shouldn’t have spoken the way he did. That was—’


‘Revolting? Odious? Stop me when I hit the right adjective.’


She held up her hands. ‘I get your point.’ She tilted her head back. ‘Let’s blow this gig. Want to? Get a beer, go dancing, play poker. I’m sick of being a bitch.’


I nearly laughed. We’d been friends for years, and her impulsiveness always amused me.


‘Kid, I never tire of watching you spin on that dime. But not tonight.’


She sighed. ‘No, I guess not.’ She started walking backward toward the museum. ‘So, are the rumors true?’


‘Lies. A vast conspiracy of lies.’


‘There’s a story going around, you’re getting married.’


‘I heard that, too,’ I said.


Her mouth curled up. ‘He’s a lucky guy.’


‘Damn straight he is.’


She waved, and I walked away. Jesse was waiting by his car, watching traffic cruise by. He had a predatory look in his eyes.


I touched the back of his neck. ‘Want to come home with me?’


He shook his head. ‘I have to tell Adam.’


His tone of voice told me he’d rather eat glass.


I said, ‘Do you want backup?’


‘Yeah. I’ll sing melody, you take the harmony. We’ll do the whole lousy song.’ He unlocked the car. ‘The Your Brother’s Dead and His Killer’s Back Blues.’


‘Three years and three weeks. Brand just missed the anniversary of the accident.’


Adam Sandoval leaned against a windowsill, staring out. He lived on the Mesa, a hillside neighborhood overlooking the ocean. Sunset flickered red on the water.


‘He isn’t here to lay a wreath. What brought him back?’


‘Money,’ I said.


He was supernaturally still. His quiet, I knew, should not be mistaken for tranquility.


‘He has money. It’s more than that,’ he said.


A breeze blew through the window, billowing his white linen shirt. He was barefoot, and his khakis hung loosely on him. The only item that didn’t look careless was the crucifix. It hung directly over his heart, as though placed with an awareness of force and balance worthy of a physicist, which he was.


‘The arrogant bastard. Showing up at a public event as if nothing’s wrong, as if three years on some beach washed the stink off of his guilt.’


He turned from the window. He had a rugged face. His eyes brimmed with melancholy light, a sorrow that faded but never disappeared, even when he smiled. He wasn’t smiling now.


‘This is sickening,’ he said.


Jesse said, ‘No. Trying to contact people from Mako, out in public – that will get him caught. This is excellent.’


‘If you believe that, why do you look like you’ve been punched in the face?’


Jesse sighed.


I said, ‘Because he’s been trash-talking with Kenny Rudenski.’


Adam looked surprised. ‘That’s going straight for the jugular.’


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘His business card reads one-eight hundred-RIDE-THEIR-ASS.’


Adam gave him a sardonic smile. ‘Did he look you in the eye?’


‘He can’t,’ Jesse said. ‘He has a congenital impediment.’


Adam pushed off from the windowsill and shrugged across the room. The house was furnished with one sofa, two computers, and bookshelves cluttered with Ludlum, Tony Hillerman, Aquinas, and the collected lectures of Richard Feynman. The whole place smelled like chile verde. Adam was a post-doc at the university, and it showed.


Jesse said, ‘Let Brand be arrogant. It doesn’t matter, because nobody in town’s going to get close enough to poke him with a stick. That’s why he was standing outside the museum like a beggar.’


‘Or like a stalker,’ Adam said. ‘He wants something, and he wants it bad.’


Standing by the bookshelf, he gazed at an eight-by-ten photo in a pewter frame. His face was wistful.


It pictured him, Isaac, and Jesse – the unholy trinity, they called themselves. It was taken at the NCAA national swimming championships, plainly after a win, and in victory they looked glorious. Adam was almost goofy with delight. Isaac wore a puckish grin and was holding up his index finger for the camera: we’re number one. He was the wild man, so furious in the water that they called him the Washing Machine. He tattooed their winning time on his ankle afterward.


And Jesse looked ecstatic. He had draped his arms across the Sandovals’ shoulders, pulling them to him. His hair was bleached gold from chlorine, his body rippled with power from head to toe. It was the way he looked when I first met him, when his blue eyes and athletic grace knocked me flat on my butt, astonished at my own desire.


He still had the lithe build that gave him such fierce beauty in the water. His shoulders could carry almost anything, and since the accident they’d been carrying the weight of concern for Adam. I heard it in the words he chose, the care in his voice. I knew why. He thought that between them, Adam had suffered the heavier blow.


He said, ‘Whatever Brand is after, he’s taking risks, and that’s why he’s going to get nailed. He’ll fuck up.’


Adam looked at him. ‘Once more, with feeling.’


‘He’ll blow it. Because that’s what fuckups do.’


Another caustic smile. ‘You’re such a cheerleader.’


The light muted and the ocean took on a silver sheen. Shadow brushed Adam’s face.


I said, ‘What do you think Brand wants, if it isn’t money?’


‘Revenge,’ he said.


I must have looked startled. ‘Against whom? Mako?’


‘The woman. The anonymous caller who phoned the police and turned him in.’


‘You think he was stalking her at the museum?’


‘Yes.’


Jesse said, ‘You think she works for Mako.’


Adam nodded. ‘And I think people at Mako know who she is, because office affairs are never truly clandestine. But nobody has ever come forward. Nobody has the backbone.’


Jesse gave me a glance. We were thinking the same thing: Adam had been working this out for a long time. He lived with this, constantly.


Adam said, ‘If you want to get in Mako’s face, I’ll get in it with you. But be prepared for them to land on you like a hammer. George Rudenski may be a nice guy, but Kenny’s a schemer, and he’ll set the tone.’


‘Screw Kenny, and screw Mako. They’re just the levers we use, to get to Brand. Eyes on the prize, buddy.’


Adam nodded and stared out the window at the ocean. Jesse gave me a look: time to go.


He touched Adam on the elbow. ‘I’ll talk to you tomorrow. You okay?’


‘Yeah.’


We started toward the door. Adam said, ‘One thing, jefe.’


Jesse glanced back over his shoulder.


‘You’re taking action against a killer. There’s going to be a reaction.’


‘I remember my Isaac Newton, Dr Sandoval. Equal and opposite.’


Adam said, ‘Be careful, man.’


In Hope Ranch, the landscaping lights were on at Cal and Mari Diamond’s estate. They illuminated the palms and the flower beds where red camellias grew as big as fists. They spotlighted the arches and balconies of the house, Casa Maricela. And they cast shadows at the edges of the property, where the young woman walked outside the wrought-iron fence, dragging a metal baton along the railings. She waited for the noise to bring the dogs.


Her name was Cherry Lopez. She was twenty-four, but with her wiry frame people took her for a teenager. She kept her hair cropped short and dyed it gothic black. A tattoo ran like a cable from her ankle up one leg, coiling around her thigh, across a hip and over her ribs, eeling around her breast and up her neck. It ended behind her ear, with a viper’s head sinking its fangs in.


The baton rang against the railings. ‘Here, doggies. Got a surprise for you.’


And now they came, two Dobermans racing across the lawn in the dusk, ears flat against their heads. Cherry reached the gate at the top of the drive. The dogs charged it, teeth bared, barking. The sound annoyed her. They were bigger than she expected, mean-looking things.


She didn’t want to do this. This was aggro. She shouldn’t even be here, but their timing got thrown off at the museum because of the chick in the pink dress and the guy on wheels, variables they hadn’t factored in. Mouthy chick, but she wasn’t the big problem. The plan had bugs, face it. But she knew what would happen to her if she backed out now.


‘Here, Fido.’


She stuck the baton through the gate. One of the dogs lunged forward and grabbed it in its teeth. Cherry pressed the switch. The dog jerked and fell to the ground.


The second dog kept barking and jumping at the gate. Man, the noise was provoking her nerves. Up at the house, a light came on. Cherry looked over her shoulder, down the driveway to where the Corvette was parked. Inside it glowed the red tip of a cigarette, or maybe a joint. Mickey was watching. She had to finish the game, or pay the price.


She jammed the baton through the railings again, hitting the second dog in the chest. It mewled and quivered and dropped to the ground.


There, quiet. That was better.


She examined the baton. It delivered 300,000 volts and only cost $64.99. Not bad. Bought off the Net, and, the sweetest part, with Cal Diamond’s own credit card number. Technology wins again.


Reaching into her back pocket, she pulled out the envelope. Diamond would wet himself when he saw the photos. She dropped it through the railings and rang the buzzer by the gate. Giving the stunned dogs a last look, she walked down the driveway to the car.


Climbing in, she smelled the weed. Mickey sat behind the wheel, still wearing the stupid Zorro hat. Zorro with long blond hair, right. He took a hit and held the smoke in his lungs.


She said, ‘I did it.’


He blew out the smoke, turned, and hit her in the cheek with the flat of his hand.


‘You didn’t put the tape over the video camera in the gate.’


Oh, man. ‘I forgot. The dogs were barking, and—’


He hit her again. Her fingers curled around the shock baton, and loosened. Not now. It wouldn’t be worth the punishment.


He started the Corvette. ‘But who gives a shit? It’s your head on the chopping block.’


Cherry looked at him. ‘Yours too.’


‘Nah.’ He dropped it in first. ‘You’re on camera. I was never here.’




Three


Jesse dropped me at home, his face troubled. The mountains shouldered a starry sky. I went through the gate toward my house, a cottage at the end of a deep garden. My friends Nikki and Carl Vincent live in the Victorian house along the street. It’s a comfortable neighborhood near the Santa Barbara Mission, crowded with old houses, overgrown oleander, oak trees, the scent of star jasmine and the shouts of kids at play. But I felt disheartened and restless.


Through the Vincents’ kitchen window I saw Carl at the sink, washing baby food out of his pinstriped shirt. The kitchen lights pinged off his owlish glasses. On the back porch in the rocker, looking carved from mahogany, Nikki sat nursing Thea.


She caught sight of my pink sequins. ‘Who have we here?’


‘Condoleezza Rice.’


A deep laugh. ‘And I’m the Prime Minister of Sweden.’


I sat down on the porch steps. ‘Franklin Brand’s in town. Jesse’s ballistic.’


‘Oh, my God.’


I told her about it, realizing as I talked that I felt cooked. When Thea finished nursing, I held out my hands.


‘Let me see this girl.’


Nikki handed her to me. Thea was nine months old and robust. She wrapped her pudgy thighs around me and patted my sequins. I smiled at her.


Nikki said, ‘Heard from Luke?’


He had been gone since Christmas. I felt my stomach pinching, a familiar ache.


‘He’s good,’ I said. ‘Playing baseball. Learning subtraction.’


She watched me. ‘Evan, you are permitted to say that you miss him.’


But I couldn’t say it, because the words would rub off the scab over my heart and start it bleeding again.


Six-year-olds can sure leave a hole when they go home.


Luke was my nephew, my brother’s little boy. He lived with me for a year while Brian’s fighter squadron was overseas, and later because Brian’s estranged wife joined an extremist religious sect – violent zealots who tried to poison me and who nearly killed Brian to get their hands on Luke. It was a nightmare. But so far I was healthy, and Brian had recovered. So Luke had gone home, and that was good. Still.


I kissed Thea, and handed her back. ‘Say a prayer for Jesse.’


‘Didn’t think he believed in the power of prayer.’


‘He doesn’t. That’s why he needs us backing him up.’





In the morning the sun cut through the shutters, painting stripes across the patchwork quilt on my bed. I stretched and rolled over. I could hear birds singing outside, and a garbage truck rumbling up the street. The air promised heat.


Nothing inspires me more than summer days, but I lay pinned by thoughts of Franklin Brand, thoughts of failure and foreboding.


I got up, headed into the kitchen, and turned on the coffeepot and the Today show. I never used to watch breakfast television, but a quiet house now unsettled me. All my tidy self-sufficiency, my Scandinavian furniture and Ansel Adams prints, my whole single-girl leitmotiv, had paled. I wanted mess. I wanted kids. I missed Luke.


While the coffee brewed I checked my calendar. My schedule was busy: I was working on two appellate briefs, had a steady gig doing research for a local law firm, was editing my new novel, Chromium Rain, and preparing to give a seminar at the East Beach Writers’ Conference. Together it added up to my car and mortgage payments, and a lot of freedom. If I closed the shutters I could even work wearing nothing but my Diana Ross wig and a crazed grin. I’ve never done that, but might, someday. Maybe when the killer asteroid reaches our atmosphere and everyone else is busy downtown, looting.


My morning was free. I could try again to serve the summons on Cal Diamond.


Briefly I glanced at the pile of papers on the dining table. It was the wedding mound: invitations, notes on the caterer, the photographer, music. . . . Just looking at it made my heart race and my head pound. I was excited, felt overdue, and wasn’t ready, not even close. The mound begged for attention, but I poured myself a cup of coffee and headed for the shower.


Half an hour later I climbed into my Explorer and aimed it toward Diamond Mindworks. I was wearing a khaki skirt, turquoise blouse, and loafers. Forget pretense. I planned to burn the go-go boots.


The company was in Goleta, a sprawling suburb that hosts most of the area’s high tech industry. The coastal marshlands carried the scent of salt water to my nose. A jet glinted on final approach to the airport. Beyond the runway, on a bluff above the Pacific, sat the University of California, Santa Barbara, my alma mater.


The jet flared and came in, thrust reversers roaring. I drove into a business park, past imported coconut palms, toward a sleek building with smoked blue glass and curving white lines. It looked like a cruise ship cutting through the lawn.


I slowed. An ambulance was parked outside the entrance.


I parked, headed into the lobby, and stopped. The receptionist slumped at the front desk, crying into the phone.


‘. . . just now, oh, God . . . right here in the office . . .’


I stood, summons clutched in my hand.


‘. . . no, no warning, when she walked in he just—’


She looked up. She had a chubby face and oil-gusher hair. Mascara was smeared across her cheek. A plaque on the desk said ‘Hi, I’m Amber Gibbs.’


I said, ‘I need—’


‘We have an emergency. You’ll have to come back.’


Somebody, I thought, was dead here. And I did a shameful thing.


‘I have a delivery for Mr Diamond.’


A paramedic pushed through the door into the lobby, carrying a heavy equipment case. The phone rang. When Amber picked it up, I followed the paramedic down a hall. Hearing Amber call, ‘Wait . . .’ I kept going behind the paramedic, turned the corner, and found the hallway full of people. They huddled staring at an office door with a brass nameplate. Cal Diamond.



A man near me was muttering, ‘Did you hear it? The crash was awful loud.’


A woman said, ‘The way she screamed. My lord.’ She shook her head. ‘Who’d ever believe I could feel bad for Mari Diamond?’


I felt a sick chill, and a horrible image formed in my head. The summons hung in my hand. I knew I wasn’t going to be serving it.


The office door opened and the crowd fell silent. Two paramedics came out, hauling a stretcher. I stared at it. The stretcher rolled by. Strapped on it, face swaddled in an oxygen mask, was a bald man in his fifties. Unruly eyebrows tangled above his waxy face.


I heard a woman saying, ‘Everyone, go home. We’re shutting the building.’


Standing in the office doorway, dressed in a pink-and-lime green suit, holding a Chihuahua under one arm, was Mari Diamond.


Nobody moved. The little dog cringed in her grip, vibrating like a tuning fork.


She said, ‘For my sake. Go. Now.’


She looked like a bud vase wearing perfume and kitten heels. People began shuffling away, and she saw me. Her eyes were as bright and brittle as light bulbs. Her mouth tautened.


She pointed at the summons. ‘Is that the lawsuit?’


Heads turned.


‘Is it?’ She was walking toward me.


‘Yes,’ I said.


She slapped me in the face. I felt surrounded by sharp light and heat.


‘Cal’s had a heart attack,’ she said. ‘Because of that. You nearly killed him.’




Four


Jesse threw his pen on the desk and said, ‘Oh, no.’


‘Straight to cardiac intensive care,’ I said. ‘They don’t know if he’ll survive.’


He pinched the bridge of his nose. Behind him the sun spilled through his office window. The mountains packed the view, pulsing green in the heat beneath a blue sky.


‘Poor, rotten bastard,’ he said.


In the hallway his boss scudded by. He called to her.


‘Lavonne. Cal Diamond’s had a heart attack.’


Lavonne Marks hovered like a Jewish mother and had a Philadelphia accent that hit your ears like bricks. She was an old campus radical, which is why Sanchez Marks was nicknamed the militant wing. She shook her head.


‘Hold off on serving the summons. He isn’t going anywhere.’


‘About that,’ I said. ‘There’s a minor problem.’


I told them about Delaney v. Vasquez Diamond II: Gidget Gets Bitch-Slapped. I explained how I left Diamond Mindworks at a run, repeating, Don’t smack the wife. Mari was frightened and hysterical. Don’t get indignant. Don’t hold it against her. I could hear the Chihuahua yapping all the way to the lobby. And Mari, shouting: ‘I’m calling my lawyer. They’ll run your tits through a paper shredder.’


Jesse said, ‘That’s absurd.’


‘She’s in the mood for absurdity. Expect a phone call,’ I said.


Lavonne said, ‘I hope you don’t in any way feel responsible for this. It’s not your fault. And – my God, where did that come from?’


Her eyes had gone as round as coins. She was looking at Jesse’s computer. The screen was displaying the image of a penis the size of a bratwurst.


Jesse raised his hands. ‘Shoot, oh. I don’t know. Lavonne, sorry.’


He started stabbing at the keyboard. His face had paled.


‘The web browser opened on its own. I didn’t do this,’ he said.


‘I hope not. I didn’t think this was your proclivity, Mr Blackburn.’


With each key he hit, a new image popped up, more explicit than the last. He tried to quit the program and a dialog box appeared.


Do you have a tiny penis? Click YES or NO.


He tried to click NO. The button jumped around the screen, playing keepaway.


‘Stupid practical joke . . .’ He clicked YES.


Another box appeared. Shall we send you more photos? Click. A third box. Shall we forward them to your boss?



‘What is this?’ he said.


Lavonne frowned. ‘It’s an intrusion.’ She headed for the door. ‘I’m getting our IT guy.’


Jesse tried again to quit.


Shall we send photos of you?


He stared at the screen. The cursor blinked.


We can. We have them, Blackburn.


‘This is screwed.’


He tried to quit again. Nothing happened. He reached around to the back of the computer and yanked out the Ethernet cable, disconnecting from the Internet. A new dialog box appeared.


You can’t stop this.


He hit the power key. The computer died.


‘I believe you, Jesse. I do,’ Lavonne said.


The IT guy concurred. Jesse’s computer had been breached. The firm’s firewall should have stopped the porn photos from getting through, but didn’t. He ran a virus scan on the laptop but found nothing.


‘Probably a worm,’ the IT guy said. He scratched his chin beard. ‘Came to you randomly, and your machine may have sent it on randomly. Check with people on your e-mail list, see if any of them are having this problem.’
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