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			PROLOGUE

			“Tell me again,” Inspector Cleary said, glancing up from the scribbles on his notepad, “starting with when you got the call.”

			“I was asleep at home. The phone rang about 1 a.m.; it was my night guy,” replied Davenport, the hotel’s general manager. The fiftyish executive was exhausted, his eyes bagged crescent moons. He dug into his suit jacket for his beloved cigarettes, but he was too rattled, his hands too tremulous, to light a match. “He told me Mr. Knox was dead.”

			“No. Take me through it step by step,” the inspector said, lighting the cigarette for him. Holding the spent match, he scanned the presidential suite for a wastebasket. The penthouse overflowed with silk screens and vases, an ornate throne, suits of Samurai armor, a wall of bejeweled swords, carved ivory collections and framed photographs of Malcolm Knox, posing with world leaders from Sir Winston Churchill to the Shah of Iran. As exquisite as Knox’s museum-quality possessions were, the inspector was more impressed with the suite’s views of Nob Hill and the Golden Gate Bridge. Leaning against a round stone table that sat twelve, he eyed the manager. 

			“But that’s the first thing Gates said.” Davenport glanced up, wiping his brow, wondering if the tight-lipped policeman doubted his story. “He said Malcolm Knox was dead, that he had drowned in his bathtub. The tub was jammed with a washcloth and had been overflowing—what a mess—until 1302 called to complain about the water dripping down from their ceiling.”

			“What time did he say that was?”

			“I didn’t ask. You should talk to him,” Davenport said. He dreaded the prospect of a police investigation dragging his hotel into the papers. The El Cortez’s allure lay in its privacy. 

			“I’m talking to you,” the inspector snapped, turning up the heat. He drew himself erect and sidled over to his quarry. He’d had a career’s worth of chipping away at stonewalling witnesses. Cleary’s trim physique and carriage suggested he was younger than his middle age. Yet after twenty years of investigating mankind at its worst, his face was lined, his hairline in retreat, his fingernails bitten to the quick. “Gates must’ve gotten the complaint a while before he called you? A half hour, an hour?”

			“Probably. He had to find the building engineer first. That must have taken a few minutes. Then the engineer came up, knocked, there was no answer of course. He tried the lock and—”

			“That’s what Gates told you? The doors were locked?” the inspector asked, pointing across the room to the lacquered ebony double doors. 

			“We’ve been through all this—”

			“That’s the only way in and out?”

			“Except for the glass doors leading onto the deck,” Davenport said. 

			“What about those?”

			“I told you already: Gates said the deck was locked from the inside. So he called security, our night man came up, knocked and opened the door with the master key. He found Mr. Knox in the tub, shut off the water, called Gates and Gates called the police. It’s that simple.”

			“So the chain wasn’t latched?” 

			“No.”

			“Old guy like that—how old was he? In his eighties?” the inspector asked. 

			“82.”

			“You know that off the top of your head?”

			“Yes,” said Davenport, grinning at the fading memory. “Seven years ago—in 1970—he threw himself a wild 75th birthday party. Said he had to kick off the new decade in style since it would likely be his last. Probably only invited me to insure we wouldn’t call the police.”

			“A rich geezer with all this valuable stuff—these antiques must be worth a fortune—doesn’t latch the chain at night? Hell, this jade table must cost as much as a house.” Cleary rubbed the cool stone—the color of money—wondering how the hell the delivery guys ever got it up to the penthouse. “It has to be six inches thick.”

			“I believe it may be marble, but yes, point taken, Inspector,” Davenport said. “But you need to appreciate that the El Cortez is probably the safest hotel in San Francisco. We never have theft issues. Our lobby is small and our guest elevators are directly across from the front desk. We know our guests; most have been coming for years. That’s our great advantage. And, as I told you, Mr. Knox has—had—been living in this suite for thirteen years. Without a single incident. It’s no surprise he hadn’t fastened the security chain. But who knows? Maybe he latched it every night right just before going to bed.”

			“Anyone else have a key?” 

			“Housekeeping and security.”

			“What about his own staff? Looks like he had a secretary,” the inspector said, thumbing at the manuscript stacks on the table, the cluttered desk across the vast living room. A sheet of paper in a Smith Corona typewriter. Like a gentlemen’s club, the mahogany-paneled suite was redolent of cigar smoke and old scotch. 

			“Mr. Knox was—how shall I put this?—a difficult man. I don’t wish to speak ill of the dead, but I doubt anyone ever trusted him and I’m quite sure he trusted no one. He once told me that gratitude was merely the expectation of future benefits.”

			“So?”

			“So I doubt anyone else had a key. As you’ve pointed out, even the smallest objet d’art in these rooms is priceless.”

			“What about these? You know anything about this part of his life?” The inspector tapped a pile of photo albums, files and reel-to-reel film cans. One can was open, several feet of film hanging out. A glance at the film had confirmed the inspector’s hunch: amateur pornography. “You could sell these on Market Street.”

			“I understand he had an active social life. That’s all.”

			“No girlfriend?”

			“Ask his associates. Or his nephew.” 

			“We’ll get to them. What about this?” the inspector asked, ignoring the manager’s pique, crossing the room to a floor safe set inside an open closet. Manufactured by the Victor Safe & Lock Co., the blue-enameled safe stood about three feet high.

			“Mr. Knox had it installed when he first moved in.”

			“Anything in it?”

			“I have no idea. I don’t know if anyone ever saw it open. As I mentioned, Mr. Knox was not a trusting man. Could be sentimental knickknacks. One man’s treasure is another’s dross.”

			“Some kind of dross,” Cleary said, bending, examining the old-fashioned safe. “Look: He had it cemented to the floor.”

			“Please remember, Mr. Knox trusted no one.” 

			“How rich was he?”

			“No idea. Wealthy enough to afford this suite.” 

			“That’s rich. This penthouse,” Cleary said, opening his arms to encompass it, taking in the postcard bridge in the distance, “is crazy rich.” 

			“Inspector Cleary?”

			“Yeah?”

			“May I ask a simple question?” the manager asked, treading lightly, fearing the answer. He slipped off his glasses and wiped them with his handkerchief. “I know you have to be thorough, ask all your questions and what-not, but isn’t it clear that Mr. Knox either had a heart attack—you must have seen his table of medications—or slipped and fell in the shower? And then drowned?”

			The inspector shrugged. If the old man had been penniless, he would have agreed; the poor had accidents. Knowing he needed the manager’s cooperation, he decided to keep his thoughts to himself. “That could be the case.”

			“You’ve no doubt heard that old expression, ‘When you hear hoof beats, think horses, not zebras’?”  

			“That’s a good one, got to remember that,” the inspector said, grinning without mirth. He jotted a note down on his pad. “Zebras. But I guess I’m in the business of cutting the zebras out of the herd.”

			“As far as I can tell,” the manager pressed, “not a single piece of art or antique is missing. I’ll get housekeeping to do an inventory in the morning to confirm that every silver spoon is accounted for.”

			“Yeah, count the spoons,” Cleary said, certain not a dish towel would be missing. It wasn’t spoons that had him questioning the bathtub accident, but the dead man’s stunning wealth. Someone was about to inherit a fortune. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			A NIFTY SOLUTION

			In 1979, verdant Jackson Street between Montgomery and Sansome was the loveliest commercial block in San Francisco with its preening two and three-story neoclassical buildings crowded in on either side, its once-moribund warehouses brimming with decorators, antique dealers, and ad agencies. A casual visitor to tree-lined Jackson could browse vendors of silken fabrics, French antiques, and rare books, brushing elbows with buttoned-down iconoclasts who belonged to the best clubs. One could buy an oriental vase that cost more than a car, coffee for fifty cents, or endless hours with fashionable psychiatrists. The Transamerica Pyramid, just five years old, soared a block away, guarding Jackson Square like the Colossus of Rhodes.

			Midblock, a small plane tree stood outside a redbrick warehouse that once stabled the fire department’s horses. It now served as the law offices of Drummond, Upton and Isherwood. While its façade had changed little in a hundred years, the building was a marvel inside, the height of architectural fashion, with skylights flooding sunshine throughout its exposed timbers, earthquake bracing and open floors. Visitors on the ground floor could glimpse the sky four stories above. 

			The firm’s principal conference room was set in the back right-hand corner of the first floor. The windowless room had two exposed brick walls and a long oak conference table that sat twenty. One early Thursday evening, it hosted a partners’ meeting, a dozen men ranging in ages from their early thirties to mid-forties. Their ties were loosened and sleeves rolled up. Between their deep familiarity with one another, the open bar and the platter of chips and guacamole from the Mexican restaurant around the corner, the atmosphere was convivial. 

			“Guys, let’s wrap this up. Anyone object to our making Turner an offer? If he accepts, that’ll bring our class of ‘79 to five. OK? OK then, let’s bring him in. Now, what’s next on the agenda?” Jack Farwell asked, putting on his reading glasses.

			“The Knox overbilling,” a smart-ass young partner said, gleeful.

			“It isn’t a case of overbilling, it’s a case of a client underpaying,” John Buckley said, his attempt at humor greeted with silence. In his early forties, Buckley had spent his career with the firm and considered himself Drummond’s top litigator. Of middling height, he was soft rather than fat, wore gold wire-rim glasses and had lank blond hair combed forward over a broad forehead. He had developed amnesia about his plebeian background on his first day at Yale and had considered himself an aristocrat ever since. He had a sharp wit and a serpent’s tongue; few willingly debated with him. 

			“This isn’t a joke,” Farwell said. “Everyone’s seen Knox’s letter: Twenty months have gone by and you’re not a step closer to recovering his uncle’s estate. You want to give us your side of it, John?” Farwell was the firm’s managing partner. Because he was also a certified public accountant, he could actually read a balance sheet. Only forty, he disguised his hands’ persistent trembling as best he could. 

			Wearing his habitual expression—what the simple would call a smile—Buckley tried to explain how he had billed nearly a hundred thousand dollars to the Knox matter while accomplishing nothing. He played to the firm’s business lawyers, analogizing his time spent to the countless hours required in obtaining the permits for a high-rise construction project. The groundwork now laid, he insisted his project—the lawsuit—would go up in a flash. 

			“What a load of crap,” Gregg Gordon said. “To pump up your hours, you screwed Knox, billed the hell out of a loser case, knowing A he wasn’t your client and B he was a one-off. That’s how you managed to hit your eighteen hundred billable hours despite your sabbatical in Paris.”

			“If I were your lawyer, Gregg, I’d advise you to never opine on this subject,” Buckley replied, his dolphin smile in place. “You spend one hour filling in blanks in loan documents and then bill the poor borrower for eight. That’s criminal.”

			“If you were my lawyer, I’d have an insanity defense just for hiring you. You’re leaving Jack holding the bag on this mess. He’ll have to write off your time.”

			“Guys, stop. This isn’t getting us anywhere,” Farwell said, massaging his forehead. He looked down the table for support from the three partners with power, the lawyers who controlled the firm’s biggest accounts; none met his gaze. “Unless we work something out, Knox is going to the State Bar with a complaint. We don’t need that aggravation. John and I met with him and we think we might have a plan—”

			“Here we go,” the smart ass interrupted, laughing. “Why do I even come to these meetings? The deals are all cut in advance.”

			 “Here’s the proposal,” Farwell said. “Knox will agree that we don’t have to write off the hundred thousand now. We can keep it on the books and collect it pending a successful outcome—John still thinks we can win—if, here’s the if, we give Knox a year’s worth of free associate time now.”

			“So we save John’s bacon by screwing some poor associate?”

			“Who’re you thinking of?” a senior partner asked.

			“Wait, wait, don’t tell me,” the smart-ass said. “You clever bastards. O’Brien.”

			“Yes, that’ll put us two up on Knox,” Buckley said, chuckling. 

			“Goddamn it, John, knock it off,” Farwell said. “O’Brien’s not that bad, he just lacks focus. He needs some help from you guys. And, as part of the deal, John has promised to supervise him every step of the way.”

			“Poor kid,” Gordon said.

			“It’s actually a nifty solution,” the young partner chimed. “We have to write off half of what O’Brien bills already, he doesn’t have enough work, and he needs the experience.”

			“Let’s wrap this up,” Farwell said, checking his watch. He just wanted to go home. “All in favor? Thanks, guys. I’ll talk to O’Brien first thing Monday morning.”

			 “No rush, he never gets in until ten,” Buckley said.

			“You just can’t help being a dick, can you?” Gordon said, exhaling his fortieth Marlboro of the day toward the rafters. He sighed. Always a half-step from trouble, Francis Michael O’Brien had just been sold into servitude. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			FIRST PUNCH

			Across town, the middle school gym in the heart of the Richmond District reeked of sweat the way incense clings to cathedrals. The stucco building was small, with barely enough room to walk around the basketball court. A clutch of secretaries and paralegals stood courtside, talking among themselves but paying little attention to the game, in attendance only to go drinking with the team afterward. 

			The evening Lawyers’ League game was tied at thirty apiece with two minutes left. Tempers were rising as the aging players, those who’d lost a step—and those who never had one—resorted to fouling one another rather than playing defense. The players on the District Attorney’s team were angry.

			“Come on, guys, suck it up,” said Michael O’Brien. He was a ringer on the DA’s team, courtesy of Blake Gamble, his law school writing instructor. At twenty-five, O’Brien was the squad’s newest member, its leading scorer, and its biggest cheerleader. His mop of curly black hair was tucked beneath his lucky headband, his forearms adorned with decorative wrist bands. Despite his height, he played point guard, staying on the perimeter, searching for open shots. 

			Inbounding, Gamble passed the ball to O’Brien, who raced down the court, juked his defender, pulled up twelve feet from the basket and shot, clanking the ball off the rim. Four players went for the rebound, two grabbing it in a jump ball. Enraged by an elbow to his ribs, a forward for the Brobeck Phleger law firm head-locked the DA’s center and wrestled him to the floor. They scrabbled while the referees stood by, impotently blowing their whistles. O’Brien jumped in, yanking the Brobeck player from his fallen teammate. Still on his knees, the man wrenched himself free of O’Brien’s hold and pushed him back. He rose to his feet and clenched his fists.

			“You assholes do nothing but foul,” the big forward said, his fists ready. “You’re the worst cheaters in the league.”

			“Who made you the ref, dickwad?” O’Brien said, clenching his fists. “You swing at me, I’m taking you down.”

			“Michael, back away,” Gamble urged. In his mid-thirties, coy about his age, Gamble was a fourth generation patrician who looked like a strip-club bouncer, his broad shoulders and chest heavily muscled from too much time in the gym. He was neither as tall nor as well-read as he claimed, but he did stand by his friends. “Both you guys, back away.”

			“Go ahead and try, asshole,” the belligerent forward said, ignoring Gamble and stepping forward. 

			“Take your best shot,” O’Brien said, grim, dancing lightly on the balls of his feet to his right, eyeing the bigger man. 

			“Don’t do it. No, no, no,” Gamble shouted.

			 The forward cocked his right fist just below his chin, seemingly ready to strike. But before he could, O’Brien punched him hard on the nose. O’Brien’s second and third blows struck home as well, and the dazed forward crumpled to the floor. A shaking O’Brien stood over him and glowered at the rest of the Brobeck team, demanding, “Anyone else want to go?” 

			One referee shouted, “You’re out of the game.” The young women on the sidelines studied O’Brien as the two teams barked at one another from either side of the downed player. The bolder exchanged expletives and war cries, trusting they’d be held back by their teammates. But lawyers being lawyers, the physical threats and insults soon devolved into technical claims of game forfeiture and aggravated assault.

			“Damn it all. What the hell were you thinking, Flipper?” Gamble demanded, using O’Brien’s boyhood nickname to soften his words. Secretly, he was impressed. He’d known O’Brien had a temper—it had erupted in earlier games—but he’d had no idea his protégé was so lethal. He glanced from the big man on the floor, still dazed, back to O’Brien and shook his head. 

			“I had to protect Romani,” O’Brien said, indicating the DA team’s center who had by now joined the Drummond staff on the sideline. O’Brien’s Boston accent was flaring in his excitement. He flexed his right hand, inspecting it for damage, rubbing his knuckles.

			“Romani’s half again your size, he can protect himself.”

			“I’m suing your ass, number 16,” the forward said, sitting up, working his jaw with both hands. “I’m going to sue you for assault and battery, take every penny you’ve got.”

			“Every penny I’ve got is in my fucking wallet. Good luck collecting a dime,” O’Brien said. 

			“Apologize,” Gamble urged under his breath. The two men had become friends after O’Brien had taken Gamble’s Legal Research & Writing class in law school. But Gamble was ten years O’Brien’s senior and often treated him like a wayward charge, hectoring him to little effect. “Do it right now. There’s a small chance you can make this better. I’m quite sure his legal threat isn’t a bluff.” 

			“No way. You saw what he did to Romani. It was self-defense.”

			“Romani might have claimed self-defense. You can’t.”

			“Don’t go professor on me. That prick was fouling us all game. I should have gotten a couple more shots in. Besides, he was going to hit me first, I just beat him to it.”

			Gamble sighed, questioning whether he had any obligation to report this incident, whether a couple of punches thrown in a middle school gym amounted to anything at all. 

			The referees restored order by ejecting both the forward and O’Brien and declaring that the game would be decided by free throws. As it happened, both sides missed their shots, each declared itself the winner by default, and the game fizzled out, muttered curses trailing the teams into the evening fog.

			“Where’d you learn to punch like that, Flip? That was quite a combination,” Jerry Romani said, handing O’Brien the pitcher of beer, his neck still chafed from the headlock. They sat with half the team and several secretaries at a long, boat-varnished table at the Plough and the Stars, a new Irish pub on Clement Street in the Inner Richmond district. Like the Sunset District—its poorer step-sister across Golden Gate Park—the Richmond was a working-class neighborhood slowly squeezing out its longtime residents. The lively pub had a pool table, a couple dart boards, mirrors overlaid with the word Guinness, sentimental pictures of the Emerald Isle and a low riser for live music. 

			“I went to Catholic school. You either learned how to fight at Sacred Heart or got stomped every day at lunch,” O’Brien said. 

			“You punch way better than that.” Romani knew street brawling. He’d been an investigator for the DA’s office for twenty years before taking an early retirement and a new job as a detective in Sausalito, a tony tourist-ridden enclave just across the Golden Gate Bridge. 

			 “Boxed a little Golden Gloves,” O’Brien said. “My mother signed me up to keep me out of trouble. Did OK.”

			“Now, you simply must learn to control that temper of yours,” Gamble said, sipping the house chardonnay. He had an exaggerated posh accent, sounding English to less-traveled ears. It amused his friends and gave his detractors a foothold for complaining about him. “Adults do not get into fist fights, period. Besides, if you hadn’t stunned him with that first punch, that chap might have taken your head off. He’s as big as Jerry.”

			“That’s why I threw it. The first punch always wins.”

			“He’s right. On the street, that’s bible,” Romani said, gulping his beer. “That never-throw-the-first-punch advice is a load of crap. Turn the other cheek and get your ass kicked. Anyway, I owe you, kid. Thanks for pulling him off me.”

			“You’ll owe me, too, Flipper, as soon as I figure out how to bury this,” said Gamble, drumming his thick fingers on the table, pursing his lips. An hour after the event, he’d had time to consider whether the contretemps might have any effect on him. 

			“Bury what?”

			“Last time I read the Penal Code, assault and battery was still a misdemeanor, and aggravated A&B’s a felony.”

			“Jesus H, it was no big deal,” O’Brien said, studying his throbbing knuckles, rolling his fingers. “It’ll be forgotten in a week. But I really did pop him pretty good, didn’t I?” He laughed, flashing a grin at the brunette who’d made a determined effort to sit near him. Encouraged, she drew her chair closer. But then O’Brien remembered he had a date. He stood, pulled a twenty from his wallet and tossed it on the table, playfully squeezing Gamble’s broad shoulders. “I’ve got to go,” he said, addressing the table. “This’ll cover my share and Jiminy Cricket here’s too. I want to be there the day Blake finally picks up a tab. The church will call it a miracle.” 

			“Can’t you stay?” Gamble pleaded.

			“Nah, I got a commitment. See you at next week’s game.”

			“If I can get you a pardon from the governor,” Gamble grumbled. 

			 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			APRIL FOOL

			The late afternoon air was clear, almost golden in its translucence, the few clouds highlighting the deep blue sky. A breeze off the bay swirled North Beach’s scents, wafting hints of garlic, wine, coffee and spring itself to the Sunday crowds. O’Brien and his girlfriend Roxanne La Rue left Café Trieste with their steaming cappuccinos and walked up Grant Avenue toward Washington Square. Roxanne had said she ‘wanted to talk,’ and O’Brien had suggested they do so in the park.

			“You know time is Irish, don’t you?” a grinning O’Brien asked, stalling her. So often misguided, he did know that a woman’s desire to talk seldom ended well. Scratching his unimpressive bicep, he flexed it, hoping Roxanne would notice. He had to distract her.

			“What?” 

			“Sure. It’s o’clock, not clocketti or clockinski or clockberg.”

			“You’re a goof, Michael.” Roxanne’s laugh was full and musical. With her milky freckled skin, Renaissance lips and figure, Roxanne looked like she’d just stepped from a dairy barn. But it was her hair that one never forgot: wild, curly wheat-brown hair that flew—curled—in all directions. Her hair and her laugh. An opera singer and actress, Roxanne ignored—or was somehow ignorant of—society’s mores; she ate salad with her fingers and told others what she really thought of their artistic efforts. Possessed of vast talent and greater determination, the twenty-two-year-old Roxanne knew working as a dental office receptionist was a waystation. Once, in a tender moment with O’Brien, she’d shyly announced her certainty that she would one day be a star. He’d agreed with her.

			“Let’s sit here,” he said as they strolled into Washington Square, pointing at a chipped bench that faced the twin spires of Saints Peter and Paul Church. The small park was buzzing with spring: lovers on picnic blankets, kids playing Frisbee, teenagers eating ice cream, a juggler tossing bowling pins before a small crowd, and ancient Italians perched like sparrows on their benches, watching the world go by. “This, by the way, is Irish time. Sitting with the prettiest girl in the park on a Sunday afternoon, soaking up the sunshine.”

			“It’s nice.”

			“Nice? Look at this pageantry. Where do you get pigeons like this outside of Manhattan? In fifty years, you’ll look back on afternoons like this as the best days of your life.” 

			“What?”

			“I don’t mean me. I mean the ambience, the day, the coffee, and you.”

			“You’re probably right,” she replied, sighing. “Looks like the sunset will be lovely, but we do need to talk. I have to tell you,” Roxanne paused to gather her thoughts, letting a trim middle-aged couple pass by. The tourists had walked about ten feet beyond the pair when the woman stopped and turned around. 

			“Pardon me,” she said. “May I take your picture?” She waved a Leica. Not waiting for a reply, she pulled her camera from its case. “You,” she pointed at Roxanne, “you’re very pretty, but you,” indicating O’Brien, “you’re gorgeous. Like Rudolph Nureyev. I’d really like to take your picture.”

			The young couple laughed. As the woman readied her camera, O’Brien put his arm around Roxanne’s shoulder, squeezing her close. “Come on, Rox, pretend like you like me.”

			And she did. Always on stage, the gifted actress kissed him full on the lips, holding it perhaps five seconds, then drew back, fanning her face as if overcome with passion. She laughed and the photographer, laughing along with her, thanked them. 

			Emboldened by the brief reprieve, O’Brien turned to Roxanne. “Can whatever it is you want to talk about wait until morning?” 

			“Well,” Roxanne said, weakening, enjoying the touch of his hand on her thigh. She uncrossed her legs. 

			“I mean, I know this was only supposed to be a coffee, but why don’t we go to the Far East for dinner—”

			“So you can maul me in one of those booths?”

			“Only reason to go there. The food sucks. But please spend the night with me. It’s been a whole week since you came over. I can’t sit next to this magnificent body for hours without going crazy. Please. Hey, who’s this Nureyev? Some European soccer star?” 

			Roxanne checked to see if he were joking, then giggled. “Yes, that’s it. Now I remember: Nureyev played quarterback for the Moscow Mules.”

			“Get out of here, you’re teasing me. You don’t know either, do you? So there, Miss Culture Queen.” He laughed and kissed her. She kissed back hard and dug her fingers into his long, sinewy back. Coffee became wine at the Washington Square Bar and Grill, the gilded afternoon slipping into evening. They strolled arm-in-arm to Chinatown. Threading their way down Grant Avenue, past the bustling residents and gawking tourists, O’Brien imagined that he’d been somehow teleported to Hong Kong. The clever waiter at the Far East Café knew the best way to a big tip: ignore the young couple in the back corner booth with its curtain drawn. When they emerged an hour later—O’Brien wearing more of her lipstick than Roxanne—the waiter bowed. Swooping up the check platter, he smiled, benevolent, happy for the three of them. 

			Roxanne spent the night with the enthusiastic O’Brien, a night in which she hit some of the higher notes in her impressive vocal range and fell asleep exhausted. She awoke a couple hours after sunrise to his pawing. 

			“Oh my god, Michael. It’s eight-thirty, we don’t have time. Even if I could fly, I’d still be fifteen minutes late to work,” Roxanne said, ignoring his caress. She frowned at the thought that O’Brien might be even more irresponsible than she was. “Don’t they care when you show up at your office?” 

			“We don’t punch in or anything, not like a union job. I get there when I want, the receptionist doesn’t take roll. It’s great. Besides, I’m doing great. They’re giving me a big new case this morning, about getting back millions some crooked lawyer stole from some estate.” He stroked her freckled cheek with his hand. Then, changing his tone, he whispered, “Please don’t go, I can make coffee.” 

			“No, no, no, a thousand times no. I’ve got to go.” Yawning, stretching, Roxanne sat up in bed, drawing the sheet to cover her breasts. “You know, I’m surprised you’re not more ashamed of this place,” she added, glancing about the cramped studio. She combed her wild hair with her fingers, tossing her head, then groped about on the floor for her bra. 

			Judging by his apartment, O’Brien was a Parisian, living a café life, returning home only to sleep. His studio was on the ground floor of a three-story North Beach apartment building on Mason Street. The back half of a former garage, the illegal unit held a waterbed, a butcher-block table, a couple of unmatched chairs and a gimpy-legged couch. A new Sony color television balanced on a milk crate. His décor suggested a naïve egotism and a passion for the Boston Red Sox. The kitchenette would have made a chef weep, but one could—by refraining from broad gestures—boil pasta. His postage stamp backyard seldom saw direct sunlight. 

			And yet a ray caught a disheveled Roxanne zipping up her sheath skirt, backlighting her extravagant hair. Glancing at O’Brien, she wondered how best to let him down. It was too late for him to fall in love. “You still seeing your old girlfriend? What was her name? Shelley something?”

			“Kramer. Nah, Rox, honest. I told you we’re done.”

			“Done done?”

			 “Yeah. We drove each other crazy. All of her games. Then I played my games. Who could be cooler, you know? Couldn’t take it anymore.”

			“You seeing anyone else?” she asked. 

			“No. Just you, Rox. Running around makes me feel bad the next day—hell, sometimes the next minute. You’re the only one I want.”

			“What a line.” 

			“It’s true. I feel like crap. Sex’s like a drug that strings me out.” 

			“Maybe, but then you’re an addict.”

			“What’s with the interrogation?” O’Brien asked. “You’re my girl.”

			“Nothing, just wondering.” She changed her tack. “You said you’re starting a new case today, right? Who did the crooked lawyer steal the money from?” 

			“What? Oh, some dead guy’s nephews, I’m not really sure on the details, I’ve got to read the file before the meeting this morning.” 

			The phone rang. Roxanne hoped it was another woman. 

			“Hello,” O’Brien said. “Hey, B, what’s going on?” He turned to Roxanne. “It’s Blake Gamble, be just a sec.” 

			She rolled her eyes, laughed, wondering if Michael had a clue about his friend, and then shimmied into the bathroom, little more than a closet with hot water.

			“I suppose you’re with Roxanne,” Gamble said on the phone, hearing her big laugh in the background. “How’s your hand?”

			“It’s OK. That doosh folded like a lawn chair, didn’t he?” O’Brien said, laughing.

			“You promise never to do it again? I need to know before I decide to bury this. If I don’t report it and he files a police report—”

			“Come on, he’s not going to the cops. Listen, I have to—”

			 “You won’t do it again?” Gamble had already decided to forget the incident, but liked the idea of O’Brien owing him a favor. 

			 “Got to go. Don’t want to be late for work.”

			 “You should have been there an hour ago.”

			With his dress shirt half-buttoned and his tie looped over his Pierre Cardin suit jacket, O’Brien trotted after Roxanne as she strode up Mason Street. 

			“I’m so late, I’ve got to catch a bus. Watch for me please,” Roxanne said, turning onto Columbus Avenue, O’Brien a pace behind. 

			“I’ll get you a cab. You know what the biggest lie about lawyers is?” he asked. 

			“They’re good lovers?” 

			“Hey, I’m serious.”

			“So am I,” she said, teasing him yet keeping a straight face, thinking the occasional self-doubt might do O’Brien a world of good. 

			“What? I’m a great lover,” he loudly proclaimed. An elderly Italian shuffling toward the pair cocked his head, considered O’Brien for a second and shuffled on. 

			“You’re a great lover?” With a jabbing forefinger, Roxanne imitated a sewing machine needle hammering across fabric, finishing within seconds. He tried to smile. They walked a block in silence. Glancing over her shoulder for the bus, Roxanne wondered if she’d at last hurt his feelings. But the morning was too glorious, the air cool on their cheeks, merchants sweeping their sidewalks in timeless ritual, restaurants teasing their noses, steam rising from manholes, bawdy pigeons strutting before them. O’Brien stroked the small of her back. 

			“OK, tell me the biggest lie about lawyers, you goddamn Greek,” she said, kissing his cheek. She would miss him.

			“Greek god is what the lady said.” He bent to kiss her. 

			“Tell me before my bus comes.”

			 “Remember that dumb movie we saw last week? Where the lawyer has his crisis of conscience halfway through the movie, suddenly figuring out his client was lying and he had to defend a guilty man?”

			“Yeah. Terrible script. And the acting? I could have played the Sandra part so much better.”

			“Well, anyway it’s a load of crap. Criminal lawyers get over their crisis of conscience with their very first defendant or they switch to doing divorces. Day one they’re defending someone stone-cold guilty. That’s why I’d never represent a criminal.”

			“That’s cynical.”

			“No, it’s reality. I told you about that coked-up defense lawyer I clerked for when I was in school? I sat there in the jail cell with him when his client—this total psychopath—told us how he’d killed three teenagers with a tire iron while they slept in their sleeping bags. Crushed their skulls.”

			“The guy actually confessed to the murders?”

			“Like he was telling us what he had for dinner.”

			“That’s horrifying. A tire iron?” Roxanne asked, feeling queasy. Despite her vocation, she knew little of real drama. “What’d you do?”

			“My boss went into a pretrial hearing the next day and started bullshitting, telling the court his theory was that the Hell’s Angels had done it, that his client was innocent. Nothing but lies. My boss could tell I was freaked out and he fired me before I could quit. No, I quit first. At least they convicted the psycho.”

			Roxanne heard the bus a half-block from its stop. “Let’s hurry.”

			“When can I see you again? Tonight? Tomorrow? I just made five hundred bucks, we need to celebrate.”

			“How did you do that?”

			“Visa raised my limit. Tonight? OK?”

			“You and your crazy spending. Sorry, but I’ve got rehearsals,” she said, her gaze fixed on the bus. “Michael, I have to tell you something. Stephen’s arriving this weekend. He says he’s coming to take me back to New York, this time for good. That I’m the one. I need some time to get my head together. Please don’t call me or stop by the office. All right? I’ll call you in a couple weeks.” The bus opened its doors and she climbed in, only then turning back to look at him. “You want to ride with me?”

			“A couple weeks?” O’Brien whined to the bus’s lingering exhaust. His holy water Catholicism having long since puddled into Celtic superstition, he stood on one foot to avoid a sidewalk crack and then crossed his fingers, praying Roxanne would glance back at him through the bus’s back window.

			At twelve, he’d been more Catholic than fish on Friday, serving mass weekly as an altar boy—daily during Lent—certain he had the calling, imagining himself astride the carved wooden pulpit, loved by his parishioners. Then, at a sleep-over, Billy Murphy showed him how to whack off. The next night O’Brien tried it himself. Knowing it was a mortal sin, hellfire the price he’d pay, he’d cried himself to sleep, begging his Lord for forgiveness, swearing he’d never even touch it again. That sacred oath lasted a week. Then he was pounding it three times a day. Hell-bound but unrepentant, his religion faded like a Polaroid in the sun. Rather than confession on Saturday afternoons, he now appeased his gods by knocking on wood and avoiding sidewalk cracks. 

			Roxanne didn’t look back. O’Brien wilted, his chin drooping to his silk tie. He stared down the broad avenue, the great pyramid at its base lost to his turmoil; he scuffed his Ferragamo loafers, cursing his fate.

			But a block later an old woman smiled at him, and he smiled back. He reminded himself that a lover who ate rice with her fingers, bathed erratically, shaved nothing, loved staying up all night and was as rootless as a Bedouin was a poor match for a shanty Irishman. It helped a bit. The sky was still blue, the smells as tantalizing, the air as sweet, and a downcast O’Brien, so wrong about so much, was right in knowing this was a morning to cherish. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			SERENDIPITY

			Marybeth Elliot was annoyed, her fixed shopkeeper smile fooling no one. She had offered the old woman a free cookie instead of her recipe, claiming Serendipity’s recipes were a family secret. Pish poshing, the crone pointed out that the cafeteria had just opened. Marybeth bristled at the word cafeteria, but remained silent, wondering why it was that her customers were so seldom right. 

			Her new shop was tucked into a two-story redbrick building on Montgomery Street in Jackson Square. In preparation for her grand opening, Marybeth had greenhoused the store with hanging ferns, one of the few seventies’ fashions she’d embraced with enthusiasm. She’d set a pair of faux Tiffany lamps at either end of the glass counter where the muffins, cookies and rolls were on display. To make it homey, she had each employee bring a picture of a loved one for the countertop. The little shop seated about fifteen, with customers typically buying their coffee and pastries to go. She’d assembled her crew from self-starters at her other two restaurants and, five days into it, she was pleased with her opening. Her sales were better than she’d hoped and far better than she’d projected to the failed restaurateur whose ovens, mixing bowls and baking sheets were now hers. 

			“Here, please take three cookies, ma’am. On the house.”

			“Why, thank you, missy,” the crone said, pleased with her ruse. “You should tell the owner to hire more girls as pretty as you. It’s good for business.”

			“Thank you,” Marybeth said, tucking a loose strand of her short sandy hair behind her ear. After six years as a fashion model, she seldom accepted compliments at face value. People always wanted something.

			 “I wish my niece’s posture were half as good as yours.”

			“Please excuse me, but I have a situation that requires my attention,” Marybeth said, her smile fading. She whipped out from behind the register, halting at the doorway to watch her temporary employee interact with a pair of young women. The sultry, raven-haired Gina Altieri was mumbling her offer of free samples while staring at the sidewalk. The young women walked on. Gina suffered from the same shortcoming as the models Marybeth had hired for her previous grand openings: Despite their beauty, they’d hidden their insecurities behind an icy hauteur, and frosted the shop’s best customers—the secretaries, receptionists, and paralegals from the neighborhood. 

			Smoothing her blue apron, Marybeth strode outside. In her flats, she was still taller than the spiked-heeled Gina and, but for the huge aluminum cookie tray that shielded her sidewalk ambassador, would have stood toe-to-toe with her. 

			“Having you stand out here is an exercise in futility,” Marybeth said, tucking her errant strands once more. Her schooling had ended when her own modeling career proved far too successful to even consider college. Now her lack of education was like freeway noise—it bothered her when she considered it. Over time, this irritant had pearled into a worship of higher education. That she had no use for it and an income that would stagger a university professor made no difference. To compensate, she’d worked hard on her vocabulary, developing a fondness for ornate words. Serendipity was a particular favorite. 

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Those girls might have come in if you treated them better. You promised you would be nice.”

			Gina’s lower lip puffed. “Well, they were mean to me first, like, they were laughing at me because I’m like a dumb stewardess with no plane out here. I tried to be nice, I really did.” 

			“Stop. You, you can’t go around intimidating the public, you either learn to treat—wait, oh, oh gosh. Set the tray down. Look at you. Look what you’ve done to your apron. It’s too low.” 

			Gina glanced down. The Serendipity stitched on her apron rode across her mini-skirted upper thighs. “So? If it was higher, no one could see my blouse. What’s the big deal?”

			Marybeth shook her head, deciding not to explain. “Turn around. I’ll straighten it for you.” 

			Gina swiveled on one heel and, looking up Montgomery Street, spied a moody-looking young man, his hands jammed in his pockets, approaching them. She stared at him, wondering whether the young man’s broad shoulders were merely the clever tailoring of his suit jacket. She caught his gaze as he approached and said, “Welcome to Serendipity.” 

			“You guys just open?” he asked, taking in the black-haired beauty and the other young woman, a tall, regal blonde, fussing behind her. 

			 “Yes. Here, let me get you a free sample,” Gina said, twisting away from Marybeth, the loose apron falling from her shoulders. She bent from the waist to lift the tray from the sidewalk. 

			“No thanks, I’m not really hungry.” He glanced into the shop, trying to remember what was there before. 

			“Try the muffins, they’re the best,” Gina said, holding his gaze. 

			“I lost my appetite a little while ago,” the man said, glancing between them. 

			“Come on, try one. I’m Gina,” she said, leaning over the tray, displaying her own wares. “Are you a doctor?”

			The man’s black curly mane, too long for a professional, confused Marybeth. File clerks did not favor tweed suits. Maybe he was in advertising. 

			“I’m a lawyer. Hey, this muffin’s OK. Remind me what used to be here?” 

			“Try a cookie,” Marybeth said. Her chocolate chip cookies were troubling her. They didn’t sell nearly as well as the muffins. That the muffin recipe came with the first shop she bought and the cookies her own recipe only heightened her annoyance. 

			“You’re a lawyer?” Gina asked, giggling. “You don’t look like one. You must be pretty good if they let you have your hair that long. Is something wrong?”

			“What? Oh, I don’t want to talk about it,” O’Brien said.

			“I’m sorry, maybe I could help?” Gina asked, ducking her chin in a manner she’d been told was fetching since she was ten. 

			 “How’s the cookie?” Marybeth asked, ignoring Gina’s flirting. She told herself she wanted an honest opinion. And she did, as long it was unadulterated praise. With an upward flick of her hand, she urged the tall lawyer to take a bite. 

			“Well,” O’Brien said, “it’s kind of dry, you know, brittle, it could be a little softer.”

			“Oh.”

			“Look, it’s probably just me. Like I said, I lost my appetite this morning.”

			“Anything else?” Marybeth asked, giving him a second chance.

			“Maybe you could make them a little bigger, give your customers more bang for the buck. Yeah, bigger and softer. More chocolate chips. Does that help?” 

			“Thank you.” Marybeth nodded, drawing herself even straighter, tugging the cuffs of her white blouse which, along with her khaki pants and blue apron, constituted her work uniform. Folding Gina’s apron, she gave herself a moment to appraise him. That Gina found the lawyer attractive was enough to damn him. At a convention of Nobel laureates, Gina would find the drummer. The lawyer wore a dove-gray suit, fawn-colored vest and blue pin-striped shirt. His tie was as wide as his lapels, and she thought his pink pocket square silly. She decided the peacock was wearing his salary. “Gina, we need to replenish your tray and continue our private conference. Let’s go.” Marybeth clasped Gina by the arm, steering her into the shop.

			“Jesus H, doesn’t anyone want the truth?” O’Brien asked, rewrapping himself in his black mood as he turned toward the offices of Drummond, Upton and Isherwood. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			I.N.R.I.

			Malcolm Knox sauntered into the brick-and-timber Drummond offices and announced his appointment to Michelle, the perky receptionist with the Peter Pan haircut whose cheerfulness endeared her to lawyers and clients alike. Thirty minutes early for his meeting with Jack Farwell, Knox sprawled on a Danish modern leather couch in the open reception area, crabbing his thick weathered hands together in anticipation. Sunshine flooded down upon him from skylights soaring four floors above. Looking up, he admired the Chinese paper moon chandeliers and the exposed, brightly-painted HVAC ducting. The old stable was as airy as a hangar; its windows opened, its ferns flourished, and the firm loved it. 

			Across from Knox sat a pair of excited German architects, young men armed with cameras and sketchpads, waiting for the assistant office manager to conduct them on a tour of what they considered a wondrous mélange of form and function, modern utility with traditional materials. One gently patted a timber post as if it breathed. 

			Decades earlier, Moses Isherwood had decided that “The Law Offices of Moses H. Isherwood” sounded threadbare and set about finding a near-extinct firm whose name he could inherit. Messrs. Drummond and Upton had fulfilled Moses’s unspoken expectations by retiring soon after their merger. Nobly named, Moses’s firm had grown in fits and flukes, averaging a new lawyer for each of his forty years of practice; now a dozen partners tended lush accounts ranging from national banks to international pharmaceutical companies. 

			Upstairs, Moses’s newest lawyer groaned, his forehead on his desk. “Are you sure Harvey said I had to get that memorandum done today? I could have sworn he got the extension. You’re positive?” O’Brien asked, missing his secretary’s mischievous nod. “I’m screwed. Who am I going to get to help me? Dillon swore he wouldn’t do it again. I haven’t even started the research. What am I going to do?”

			“You could start by going to the library and doing the research—or maybe you could remember what day this is,” Ann Wall said. 

			“It’s Monday. My least favorite day of the year.”

			“It’s also April 1st.” She paused, grinned. “April Fools.” 

			“Jesus H. Don’t scare me like that, Annie, I’m not a young man anymore. My heart, whew.” O’Brien sighed, laughed at his own gullibility, and feather-punched her on the shoulder. “Good one. You really got me.” She turned toward the door, heading for Lederhosen, the partner with actual work for her, and he slipped back into his romantic despair and the sports page. That O’Brien had fallen into a position requiring research and writing would have amused the teachers of his youth. As a child, he had read comic books, every word written about the Red Sox, the occasional biography of Babe Ruth, and nothing else. One spring morning when he was thirteen, a Jesuit priest had called on him in class. After O’Brien announced that Kenya lay between Venezuela and Brazil, the priest deftly led him into admitting he had “nearly” read the geography assignment. “I nearly read it,” thundered the priest. With a hand on the boy’s collar, the Jesuit hustled him to the blackboard and chalked “I. N. R. I.” above his head, sentencing him to stand until the bell, commanding his fellow travelers to write two hundred words on the meaning of the Savior’s epitaph and thank O’Brien for it.

			 “I see you’ve finished examining the files.” John Buckley said, standing in O’Brien’s open doorway, clutching a brand-new No. 2 pencil and yellow legal pad. Despite his mild sarcasm, he seemed pleased, his dolphin smile in place. “Shall we go? Knox is waiting in Jack’s office.”

			“Tomorrow’s opening day. This could be Boston’s year,” O’Brien said, tossing the Sporting Green, the Chronicle’s sports section, into his wastebasket. New to the business world, O’Brien still believed that if he was fair, honest and pleasant with everyone, he would be treated in kind. Despite warnings, despite knowing that few associates worked with him for long, O’Brien thought Buckley meant well. He wondered who received the crisp new pencils and legal pads Buckley discarded after a single use. O’Brien trailed him down the hall to Jack Farwell’s office. Knox stood outside the door. 
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