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PROLOGUE

The dreams of the dead are unimportant to the living. Once they were told to loved ones, turned into reality, and whispered in prayer, but now they were locked away. Silent and unreachable, such dreams are.

Lake Tahoe lay passive under the long rays of the April afternoon, a repository of more than water. I tacked in an easterly breeze toward Meeks Bay with its still-snowy promontory. All around the lake the white Sierra peaks were the only witnesses to the small sailboat.

Maybe the dead dreamed even more vividly now, with activated souls. That they no longer moved meant nothing.

Why do modern people ignore these extended sunsets of their ancestors? I know the dead exist for a long time after death, as long as the disintegrating flesh and bone.

Safe from possible pursuers and witnesses now, under control again, I screwed the lid off a second bottle of beer and drank some, guiding the tiller, the boat moving smoothly out to the spot I had chosen on his map. Some sages said the dead spent their time redreaming the time when they were alive. They wouldn’t know they were dreaming. They would fly, love, win the one they wanted in life. They would lose their teeth, not be able to find their lockers, be pursued by stupid trolls, think they were talking to the dead and living, fall harmlessly off cliffs.

Maybe they relived death. I hoped Jim would. And I hoped this time he would feel the deaths of the people he had killed. Yes, why not? Dreams contain strong emotions. Jim would live the killings over and over and maybe even feel something unusual happening now—bewilderment, and distaste at being disturbed, removed from this frigid mountain bed.

A scientist once said that after cremation much of the body is lost, not released to the air or anywhere. Where did it go? Cremation, then, would unnaturally and instantly kill the dreaming soul. Burial was the proper way to treat the dead, or plucking by vultures, or insufficient burning as at the Varanasi ghats, so the dead could have their centuries to dream as they returned particle by particle to the soil.

I tied off the tiller, loosened the sails, and rattled the blue tarp as, grunting a little, I pulled and pushed the body up from the hold. The tarp was filthy but I felt little repulsion as I laid it onto the low, long seat, hard on my knees, my arms around it as if to embrace it and show it the glorious scene in which we were performing our parts in this drama. I felt I could almost hear him talking to me, whispering, moaning, trumpeting in a low register like an elephant, but it was only the flap of sails, the wind against the sides.

This final burial would be worse than cremation, in its way. Maybe he knew he was going to lie on the frigid bottom forever, never decomposing, forever retaining a faint shadowy connection to one end of the spectrum of life. His dreaming flesh would be preserved indefinitely in the lake’s almost-freezing deep temperatures. There would be no release.

And if dreaming meant reexperiencing the events of life, he would not wish to dream forever.

The tarp unwrapped slightly at the top and I saw a clump of familiar brown hair. I propped myself against the open hatch to the tiny cabin and put out a gloved finger, touching the hair lightly. Something stirred within me even as I shuddered.

Then I hardened my stomach muscles, crouched, picked it up tarp and all, and tipped the reeking thing into the lake. The boat was at the deepest fractured depth of the lake, about sixteen hundred feet, the second-deepest lake depth in the United States.

Down there it would be utterly lightless.

As it sank, last blue on blue, I took out a small, soft, flattened leatherbound book from my pocket and read an old poem I had chosen for this occasion:


we are white floating
in an unknown firmament
our faces loom from the black
then recede as impassive
as winter branches
our lips fall into disarray
we stare harmlessly
wide-eyed we dream—



I didn’t feel like finishing. When I closed the book, I could no longer see anything over the side. I threw the book into the water, removed my gloves, leaned out over the lake, and washed my hands and face. The water cooled me.

Then I reset the sails, freed the tiller, and headed back toward the Tahoe Keys Marina.

Let the dead dream. Let the living act.



PART
ONE




CHAPTER 1


Sandy Whitefeather walked into the inner office, closed the door, and sat down in one of the orange client chairs, wearing her usual expression of firm dignity. On the phone with a probation officer who was preparing a sentencing report for one of her criminal defense clients, Nina raised her eyebrows, but Sandy’s expression did not alter.

The secretary and lone staffer in the Law Offices of Nina Reilly, Sandy ordinarily stood at Nina’s desk, so either she was tired or some cataclysm was afoot. Since at 8:00 a.m. Sandy usually was well into her fourth cup of coffee, she probably wasn’t tired. She had been hard at work when Nina arrived, and Nina had meant to ask her what was bringing her into the office so early these days, and why she would close out the file on her computer whenever Nina came near.

Outside, the weather had turned cloudy, the thick white clouds that meant they would have snow. This was the tumultuous season, as the mountains left winter and moved into spring.

“Sorry, gotta go. Call you back later,” Nina told the officer, and hung up. “So?”

“Scumbags have been sitting in these chairs for four years now,” Sandy observed. She wore a belt with small silver conchas and tan leather cowboy boots under a long skirt. A member of the Washoe tribe, Sandy had lately gone country-western in her dress, and the appearance of a snorting stallion in the parking lot one night would not surprise Nina.

“They do the job.” Nina got up, spun one, and tried not to notice the ugly brown stain not exactly adorning its back. When had that got there?

“We need new chairs. Comfortable. Leather so they clean easier.”

“That’s low on the list.” Nina indicated the stack of files and phone messages stacked neatly on her desk. “Today, we work on generating cash, not spending it. As I recall, you told me Friday that we are low on the accounts receivable front, no surprise, considering that nobody in town has a dime to litigate these days.”

“Fine, if you like cooties.”

“So hire a steam cleaner. Do we need to have this conversation right now? Is that why you came in? I’m working.”

“I saw brown leather chairs at Jay’s Furniture over in Reno this weekend. Four hundred apiece, but your clients can rest their heads and they won’t have to put their arms on this cold chrome.”

“No money for extras now.”

“How about if you could make five thousand bucks in ten minutes?”

Nina waited, but Sandy sat, arms crossed. Unable to stand it any longer, Nina asked, “New client?”

“Someone we know awaits outside.”

“Who?”

“Philip Strong.”

“Strong?” Nina felt a nasty stirring in her gut. For two years, she had tried to put that name out of her mind.

“Jim Strong’s father.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“That’s over.”

“You’d think.”

“What did Philip say?”

“He’ll pay a big retainer for a problem he has.”

Nina covered her eyes with her hand.

“You look peaked. Maybe you ought to see a healer. I know one up at Woodfords everyone says—”

“Philip Strong’s waiting in our outer office?”

“Marched right in five minutes ago. I was busy writing something important, but he didn’t mind interrupting. Says it’s urgent.”

Nina heard herself, voice higher-pitched than usual. “I don’t want to.”

“You may not want to, but you oughta. Listen. You have an appointment with Burglar Boy in twenty minutes. Just hear Philip out and I’ll scoot him away when you’re done.”

“Send him upstairs to John Dominguez.”

Sandy shook her head. “Claims he needs to consult with you. Only you.”

“Why is he here?”

“No details, but I’m thinking it’s about his ski resort.”

Paradise Ski Resort. Nina pictured the lodge up the mountain behind town, the enormous stone fireplace, handsome people pulling off their rigid boots, downing hot toddies, beers, and champagne, singing loudly, throwing arms around each other before eventually venturing out into the night, heading for their rented condos or a long night of gambling. Straddling the border between Nevada and California, a neighbor to Heavenly Ski Resort, Paradise was a hidden gem. The lifts cost less, the lodge had delicious food, and the runs rivaled world-class Heavenly in their variety.

Those really in the know, though, remembered that two years earlier the resort had seen a serious family tragedy, one Nina didn’t care to remember.

“I don’t know why, but the phrase deep pockets popped up in my mind the minute I saw him,” Sandy continued. “You should fit him in.”

Nina leaned back in her chair. The sharp sunlight of Lake Tahoe in March lanced through the window. Only a few miles to the east in Nevada, across the Sierra massif, in the high desert, the sun reigned most of the year. Outside in the well-plowed street of the mountain town, old Hummers and other full-size trucks and SUVs tankered by as though the price of gas had never been close to five bucks a gallon, the vehicles spattered brown with slush.

Nina made her palm into a stop sign. “I never want to hear Jim Strong’s name again.”

Sandy nodded. “Neither does Philip, I’m thinking. Look, he’s one of the few people left in this town with money.” Sandy scratched at the metal arms of the chair, then leaned forward to see the result of her handiwork. “But what strikes me is that you need to know what’s going on here even if we don’t accept him as a client.”

“Why?”

“’Cuz if it’s about his son, it affects you. You’ll get lassoed into his stuff sideways if you’re not careful. At least find out why he came.” Sandy had the strongest fingernails of any human on the planet, it appeared. They continued scratching on the chair arm in one tiny place. The chrome began to disappear as though she were using a tiny Brillo pad.

“Direct him upstairs.”

At the door, Sandy turned once more to Nina, her eyebrow cocked into a final question mark.

“Tell him I’m sorry,” Nina said. The door closed, and Nina went to the tiny mirror by the door, examining the blowy hair, the darkness under the eyes, the brown eyes that now appeared almost amber, translucent in the reflection from the light behind her.

No one had ever hated her, hurt her, or scared her as Philip Strong’s son had. Nina would never recover from the blows, never. Knowing Jim would never come back helped her to sleep at night. She walked a few more steps to the corner of the big window, where she liked to look out over her personal shimmering sliver of Lake Tahoe.

In the outer office, voices competed for airspace, Sandy’s mostly prevailing. Nina recalled Philip Strong as a quiet man, and Sandy seldom raised her voice, so why all the shouting? A crash made her rush to open her office door and take a look.

Sandy, feet stuck to the floor, sturdy as a tripod, gripped the back of Strong’s parka like a bouncer. Sure of her hold, she shoved him implacably toward the door. Strong grabbed the jambs, preventing her from propelling him out, yelling, “I need to see her!”

“Sandy?”

Sandy paused and looked back at Nina, eyes her usual cold coal black. “Told him you had other plans for him. Upstairs.”

“I’m not leaving!” Philip cried. “This is important, damn it!”

Sandy’s grip tightened. Nina, recalling some old business between Philip and Sandy’s mother, something vague, something that probably made Sandy nuts, said, “It’s okay, Sandy.”

Sandy held tight. Was that a hank of hair stretching between the fingers of her left hand? Philip yelped again. “Really?” Sandy asked after a few moments of Philip’s twisting left and right, bubbling with anger but unable to free himself from her hold.

“Yes,” Nina said.

Sandy let go.

Philip, caught off guard, nearly fell to the floor, tried to regain his balance, and set a hard hand against the wall to steady himself. He pulled a hand through his thinning hair as if to recapture his lost dignity.

Sandy adjusted her belt and brushed off her skirt.

Then they both looked at Nina. “I found a minute,” she said.

“Thank you.” Strong righted himself and said, “Sorry, Sandy.”

“Hnf.” Sandy went to her desk and plopped down to a ringing phone. While she answered it and Philip Strong tucked his shirt back into his pants, Nina took a good look at him.

He had aged. Thick, dark hair that once curled around the bottom half of his skull had diminished to wispy white strands since she last saw him. He had lost weight in two years. He must be in his sixties by now. Even so, he maintained an attitude of physical health, wearing a red parka and jeans that accentuated stringy, once athletic legs. He stared back at her as if he’d forgotten what she looked like. He looks haunted, she thought.

“Come in,” she said, holding the door.

Almost as the door clicked shut, he was saying, “I have news, Nina. It’s killing my family. It might kill you, too. But you need to know.”

She tensed. A threat, not even two minutes into the conversation. She had been right to want him upstairs, not here, in her face, frightening her.

“Jim’s alive. My son’s alive.”



CHAPTER 2


Nina felt her insides turn out. Her heart slapped against her chest. She knew Jim was dead. What his father said, what he believed, couldn’t be true. She shook her head, smiled slightly, resumed breathing, and waved for Philip Strong to sit down.

He swiped a sleeve across his sweating forehead. The office, kept at a stable sixty-six degrees by Sandy, the energy czar, was not warm.

“Why do you think that? Jim’s been gone for years. It makes no sense. None,” she said, going around to her chair.

“I know he hurt you and your family. I imagine how hard this must be for you to hear.”

“He’s in contact?” No way was this possible.

“He’s out of the country, but, yes, he’s in contact.”

“Where?” Pulling out her yellow pad, she wrote down the date, March 27, the time, 8:25 a.m., and that she was having a conference with Philip Strong, taking notes, a nice normal, routine thing.

“I can guess your immediate reaction. Nothing will bring your husband back. You don’t want to get involved with my family again. You’d prefer never to see me again.”

She compressed her lips into an impersonal and unemotional line. “What’s going on, Mr. Strong?”

“Philip, please. We’ve been through enough together, haven’t we?”

“Philip.”

“I have to lead up to this. It’s been upsetting, these past couple of years. Jim caused such turmoil for my family and yours.”

“We’ve moved on. We don’t think about him.”

Strong nodded, although his expression said, Yeah, right. “Kelly—obviously, you know my daughter. She’s working for your brother these days, right?”

“He says she’s capable, reliable, all kinds of good things.”

“She’s very good at anything she tries. You know she was first in her law school class?” Strong’s hands kneaded each other. “I thought she’d make a great lawyer.”

To make up for her wayward brother, Jim? Nina wondered. A rap on the door interrupted. “What?”

Sandy stood back to reveal Kelly Strong.

Kelly stepped into the room. “Been a while,” she said, holding her hand out to shake Nina’s.

“Your ears were burning,” her father said.

Nina liked Kelly. Not long after her brother’s disappearance, she had suffered some sort of breakdown and dropped out of law school. She came to Nina one day and asked if she might have some legal research for her to do. Nina had nothing, but it was winter, and Nina’s brother, Matt, was looking for people to drive tow trucks and snowplows. Kelly signed on, finished the specialized training in style, and turned out to have had the fingers and brain of an auto mechanic all along. She’d been working for Matt for over a year now.

“Good to see you again.” Nina didn’t like Kelly’s expression at the moment, but she looked physically healthy, at least. She was taller than Nina remembered, or maybe it was the work boots. She wore jeans and a tow-service jacket, a baseball cap hiding her newly short hair. Her cheeks were reddened from the outdoor work.

“I’m sure Dad appreciates you seeing us without an appointment. And of course”—Kelly looked her in the eye—“you’re totally pissed about seeing us at all.”

“What are you doing here?” Her father didn’t reach for his daughter.

“It’s my company, too. Marianne called me. She said you decided to drag Nina into this.”

“Why not?” Philip said. “Who else could help us—”

“I’m not saying it’s a bad idea, if she’s willing.”

Nina interrupted, “Your father was about to tell me why he thinks your brother Jim is alive.”

“Then I got here in the nick.”

“Kelly—”

“Press on, Dad. As long as you’re here, fill her in.” Kelly pulled over a second client chair, put her elbow on Nina’s desk, and took up a listening position.

“No one’s seen Jim for the past couple of years,” Philip started, then stopped.

Nina took a pull from her water bottle. Her guts snaked around in her abdomen. Why did the man have to drag this out? Jim Strong was dead.

Philip had propped his elbows on the other side of her desk and buried his head in his hands.

Kelly watched him and said nothing. She was only in her twenties, but events had focused the face that had once been pudgy and soft. There was black under her fingernails, oil maybe. She had probably come straight from a tow job.

“Philip. My time and my patience are limited,” Nina said as gently as she could. “You’ve got fifteen minutes to organize yourself and tell me exactly why you barged into my office.” She got up and went into the outer office. Sandy clicked away intensely on some document, unusually for her, not listening at the door.

“Sandy, can you please call my next client?”

“Burglar Boy.”

“I know you don’t approve of him.”

“I approve of his rich mama.”

“Maybe you can catch him. Reschedule him for four p.m.”

“Already did.”

Returning to her office, Nina settled herself behind her desk and looked again at the pair sitting across from her. They didn’t seem to have exchanged a word. Kelly looked at her father with an expression Nina would have to describe as conflicted. Philip raised his head. He looked furious rather than tearful.

“Where do I start? Jim’s come back to ruin my—Kelly and my—and Marianne’s life again. You remember my son Alex—I guess you didn’t meet him before his death—”

“No.”

“His widow, Marianne, is still working at Paradise. Remember her?”

“Of course.” Marianne, the dark French girl who had never seemed quite authentic to Nina.

“Jim was the middle child. And Kelly’s youngest here. Who was halfway through law school.”

“Fat lot of good that did me,” Kelly said.

“You’ll go back to school.”

“I’m proud I can pay my rent.” Kelly looked at Nina. “And even that’s thanks to Nina’s brother. Law school’s a thing of the past. Besides, there’s nothing like working hard for a living to teach you what crap life can bring your way, as you always said.”

Philip’s angular face reddened. “Driving a tow truck? Cleaning snow off the streets in winter? What kind of a life is that for a woman? It’s too hard for you, honey. You won’t last.”

He looked at Nina and said, “Not that I’m not thankful your family pitched in when she needed help. But it’s been a while—I expected—” Kelly’s jaw had jutted out, and Nina thought, Why is he riding her? She’s got a job in a bad economy, what’s the problem?

Still, his obvious disappointment had made Kelly turn to face him directly. “Guess what? My job makes me happy. I come home at night knowing I helped people out.”

“But you won’t let me help you.”

“How?” Kelly turned to face her father. “You owe everybody. You were wealthy for so long you don’t know how to live without money. Well, I do. I’m young. I can work. Now I pay my own way. That’s the way it should be.”

“I know everyone in this town. I could help you get a better job. Why won’t you let me?”

Kelly’s face had turned sullen. She patted her jacket pocket for cigarettes, probably. Or Mace, or a gun, nothing from this family would surprise Nina.

“Please,” Nina said, “can we stay on track here? Let’s focus on Jim.”

Frowning, Philip shifted in his seat. “I’m trying. All right. To unload some more really unpleasant family history which I have never told you about, I found out a few days after Jim disappeared that in addition to everything else he had been embezzling from Paradise for several months. He managed the Lodge and the ticketing gates. He was skimming off cash. He had taken about fifty thousand dollars from raw receipts. He hated me, Nina. He didn’t give a damn about our family. I suppose his real crimes started with the skimming. I think in those last days he was breaking down. There was that, and—”

Philip didn’t go on, but Nina knew what he couldn’t stand to say. Philip had had an affair with his daughter-in-law, Jim’s wife, Heidi. Jim had killed her in a jealous rage.

“How long did he steal from you?” Nina asked.

“Maybe two months?”

“You didn’t report it?” She reflected that it wasn’t a huge amount of money and under the circumstances hardly an awesome scandal.

“I knew it had to be someone in the family or on the staff. Because I couldn’t bring myself to call the police, I hired a local investigator named Eric Brinkman. He talked to people and examined our records, told me he couldn’t pin it on Jim, although he strongly suspected him. Jim made a very talented criminal in some ways. Personable. Good at lying and covering up.”

“You’re convinced Jim took the money?”

“I am. I had changed all the passwords, but then something much more damaging happened. Before he disappeared, Jim somehow got into our capital account. We had taken out a large loan to finance an expansion of the Lodge. He had all the numbers, knew what to do. He managed to get the money wired to an account he had opened with Charles Schwab in Sacramento, then had that wired to a casino account in Reno, then went gambling and somehow got the rest of the money converted to cash.”

“How much money, Philip?” Nina asked.

“Almost a million dollars. We had to pay out another million to cover it.”

“A million,” Kelly repeated, then fell silent. “You didn’t tell me.”

“You weren’t even speaking to me. You didn’t want to have anything to do with the business at that time. I had to decide whether to call in the police. I didn’t, because it would be the end of the business. Turned out to be the end anyway.”

So in the end Jim had found another way to screw his family. Philip had to have foreseen some of this. Jim had shown signs of his predilections from his teen years.

“Bottom line, he did destroy the resort. Receipts at Paradise started to slide as the country went into recession, and some of our other loans started becoming pressing problems. We didn’t have the capital to make some safety improvements to the quad lifts and almost got shut down. The money Jim stole might have got us through, but—the point of all this, Nina, is, I have to sell Paradise. It’s been on the market for several months.”

“We have to sell,” Kelly corrected. “You, me, and Marianne.”

“I can’t tell you how humiliated and sorry I am to lose the place I’ve loved and fought for my whole life.” Philip turned back to Nina. “Paradise has been in our family for over a hundred years. I put it on the market in January in a very quiet way.”

“And here we are,” Kelly said.

“The broker mostly looked internationally. It took him about three months to find us some buyers in Seoul, Korea, and they want to close the deal quickly.”

“How did you determine the price?” Nina asked.

“Heavenly sold for roughly a hundred million seven or eight years ago. But real estate everywhere is down severely right now. Paradise has about fifteen hundred skiable acres as opposed to Heavenly’s forty-eight hundred. Paradise is not as luxuriously developed as Heavenly, but it offers tax advantages, being partly on the Nevada side of the mountain and incorporated there. I figured we could sell it for about twenty million, and that would pay off our debts and leave us a little, and that was the best we could hope for. That was the offer, twenty million dollars.

“We have to sell, but the accountants have told us that the resort is completely overwhelmed with debt. We owe about seventeen and a half million dollars including the costs of sale, and we couldn’t get an agreement from the buyers without a condition that all the debts will be paid before the company receives any of the purchase price.”

“That’s standard,” Nina said, “to pay the debts prior to sale, but what an enormous debt load you’re talking about. Technically, you’re not bankrupt, but I don’t see how you could continue doing business with the credit needed for the ongoing operations.”

“Precisely,” Philip said.

“Is Paradise still privately held?”

“Incorporated in Nevada, yes. A Subchapter S corporation, kept within the family, no public stock. Paradise is now owned by four people, Nina. My wife and I owned the resort, and when she passed away years ago, she left her share to our children, share and share alike. So I hold fifty percent, Marianne holds one-sixth as my son Alex’s widow, Kelly owns one-sixth, and Jim theoretically owns one-sixth. Lynda Eckhardt—she’s handling the purchase and sale agreement—thought we might be able to get court approval on the sale even though we can’t get Jim’s signature on the deal.” Strong’s speech tumbled out as he leaned forward again and laid his palms on the desktop.

“Kelly, didn’t you sell your share to Marianne two years ago?” Nina said.

“Oh, I tried,” Kelly said.

“I had that agreement annulled,” Philip said, “for Kelly’s protection. She wasn’t able to make financial decisions at that time. Marianne gave up and we didn’t have to slug it out in court. Of course, in hindsight, Kelly would have done very well two years ago, and now—well, anyway, it seems I made another mistake. Kelly’s still angry about it.” He didn’t look at his daughter.

“It sounds like you both have had a very difficult time with the fallout.”

Philip hung his head. His face screwed up as if he were going to weep, but he didn’t. He said quietly, “You have no idea.”

“Oh, she knows, all right,” Kelly said.

Nina had been working out the figures on her calculator. “So that means you would net two and a half million dollars from the sale after the debts are paid. One and a quarter million for your half-ownership, and Kelly, Marianne, and—and, well, Jim’s heirs would each receive about, let’s see, four hundred seventeen thousand dollars. Am I close?”

“Yes, in a simple world. If only it were so simple.”

Kelly’s pager made a sound, and she gave the display a quick look. She stood up. “I have to get back to work. Been out since six thirty this morning. Nina, the point is that the sale is a legal mess right now, and Dad is right about one thing, that you may be the only person who can step in and help us. If I were you, I wouldn’t take the job, though. You might run into Jim, ha-ha, the homicidal maniac who won’t go away. Well, somebody’s got to make an honest living around here.” Kelly shook Nina’s hand again and left the office.

“She’s gotten bitter,” Philip said, watching her go. “Won’t take anything from me, you know. Lives on that job your brother gave her and on disability.”

“She gets state money?”

“After all this stuff with Jim, she’s never been the same. Emotional problems.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Listen, hey, don’t forget, I’m responsible for triggering a whole lot of this. I had a relationship with Jim’s wife. I regret that every single day. If I hadn’t, maybe none of it would have happened. Kelly would be a lawyer by now. Alex would be alive. Your husband would be coming home for dinner every night. I’ve paid for my trespasses, but other people—Alex, Heidi, Kelly, you—paid much more.”

Nina swallowed.

Philip leaned forward. “The buyers have given us thirty days to close escrow.”

“That’s monstrously tight for a business.”

“They have complicated financing that involves several banks, and they can’t hold the deal together any longer than that. I have to say, given the current economic climate, I’m afraid if we miss the deadline, our buyers may not be back. We may go bankrupt. We have another court hearing coming up in a few days, and our attorney doesn’t know what to do.”

Nina held her fingers to her lips. “Judge Flaherty?”

“Yeah. He’s presiding over the hearing coming up.”

“And Lynda Eckhardt is your attorney?”

“Right. But you know, she doesn’t do court work. She was only handling the purchase and sale of the business. She recommended you, but she knew the history, and frankly, I doubt she thought you’d take over.”

“That’s the background then. Tell me now. What’s your evidence that Jim’s alive?”

Philip reached inside his fleecy vest and pulled out a heavy legal file. He handed it gingerly to Nina. “Okay, here’s what happened yesterday, Nina. I went to over to Lynda’s office. She had been served with these papers. Here, take a look. Lynda made up the file for you.”

Nina pulled out the sheaf of pleadings and skimmed them as he talked. They were perfectly organized. They were so sensationally organized that Nina wondered, not for the first time, if Lynda might suffer from a mild obsessive-compulsive disorder. Anyway, she wasn’t resilient enough for court work and had the sense to know it.

“Basically, and you know I’m not a lawyer, there was an objection from a local law firm to the sale. Another outstanding firm in town, Caplan, Stamp, and Powell. Michael Stamp is the lawyer from the firm.”

Nina couldn’t help feeling pleased at being compared to that firm, with their mahogany wainscoting, Ivy League partners, and longtime universal respect from the community.

“They say they represent Jim, that he has retained them using a lawyer in Brazil as a go-between. He’s supposed to be in Brazil, Nina!”

“No,” Nina said, shaking her head, because it was impossible.

“He had all that money he stole from the resort to get away. Look, there’s an affidavit attached here that’s in his handwriting. Look.”

The papers in front of her felt heavy as she picked them up. A petition had been filed by Lynda to approve the resort sale, which was set for a hearing, with a consolidated petition to have Jim Strong, a missing person, declared dead, to be heard on the same date, two days away.

But a new, third matter consisted of a complaint in intervention and motion to have a conservator appointed for Jim Strong under the California Probate Code, along with supporting papers, all prepared by Michael Stamp’s office. Nina went straight to the notarized affidavit, the last document appended before the proposed orders:

I, James Philip Strong, declare:

1. I am over the age of twenty-one and a resident of the City of Porto Alegre, State of Rio Grande do Sul, Country of Brasil.

2. I own 16.667% (one-sixth) of the shares in Paradise Ski Resort, a private corporation licensed to operate in the States of California and Nevada. A copy of the duly-probated will of Yolande Strong, my mother, is attached hereto and incorporated herein by this reference, and is the source of my ownership interest.

3. On or about February twenty-eight and for two weeks thereafter, a Notice of Proposed Sale appeared in the Tahoe Mirror newspaper regarding the sale of all assets, stock and goodwill in the above-named corporation.

4. My consent as a minority shareholder has not been obtained, and therefore the sale is not approved by all owners of more than 5% of the stock as required by the Bylaws of Paradise Resort, Inc., attached hereto as Exhibit “B and incorporated herein.”

5. I am informed and advised and thereon aver that the reason my consent has not been obtained is that the majority stockholder, Philip C. Strong, my father, plans to deprive me of all proceeds due and owing as a result of my ownership interest, due to personal animosity and without any legal reason.

6. As a resident of a foreign country I am requesting permission to make a Special Appearance in this action in absentia, represented by my counsel, Michael Stamp of the law firm of Caplan, Stamp, and Powell. I am unable to travel to the United States at this time due to pending Warrants of Arrest in the States of California and Nevada which I intend to contest in due course.

For all the above reasons, I request that this Honorable Court deny the motion of Petitioners to approve the sale of the said company unless and until I have been contacted through my attorneys and my consent or declination of the transaction has been obtained.

In the alternative, if the Court for other reasons decides to approve the sale, I request that my entire share of the gross proceeds be placed in an interest-bearing trust account pending a final determination of my claim to the proceeds and my obligations as to resort debts and sales costs.

This Declaration is made under penalty of perjury pursuant to the laws of the State of California on or about the 15th day of March, at the City of Porto Alegre, State of Rio Grande do Sul, República Federativa do Brasil.

The document was signed, dated, witnessed, and notarized. Nina stared at the signature. She remembered Jim Strong’s writing, the aggressive hook of the g, the pressing-down, the size of his writing. She was interested in graphology and remembered signatures.

It looked like the real thing. She said, “Do you know if the requirements for notarizing documents in Brazil are as careful as they are here?”

“No idea. I’ve never been to Brazil.”

“The signature looks like Jim’s to you?”

“Looks exactly like his. I can’t tell you the impact it had on me, when I first saw this.”

“Brazil,” Nina said. “Why?”

“Don’t know. He’s far away, at least, and it doesn’t seem he has any plans to show up in town, but I wanted to tell you myself, he still seems to be walking this planet. And look here.” Philip reached into his briefcase and unearthed a letter from Michael Stamp dated March 24th. “It’s a demand letter for a complete accounting of the anticipated sale proceeds and for twelve and a half percent of the gross sale, not even the net, to be placed in escrow. That would tie up everything, Nina—the entire two and a half million!”

“It stinks,” Nina said. “It’s a dual attack. The strategy seems to be this: to demand that Jim’s share of something over four hundred thousand net be paid to Jim in Brazil, or in the alternative Mike Stamp will try to tie up the entire net proceeds in an escrow account, which may well sit for years. The object is to put pressure on the rest of you to accept the affidavit as valid and sufficient proof that Jim is alive and get the four hundred thousand freed up quickly. It’s nasty, but very effective. Very smart.” Stamp was a chess player. Nina played chess, too, and was familiar with a forking maneuver when she saw one.

“Lynda’s unwilling to try to deal with it. Of course I’m not going to send the money to Brazil. Kelly has been in therapy—I went into a depression myself and had a minor heart attack because of him—look what he did to—I am not going to do anything to benefit Jim except help him surrender. If he’s alive, he can come up here and ask for his share in person.”

Nina nodded and reached for the bottle of Pepto-Bismol in the bottom drawer and poured herself a slug.

“Bellyache?” he asked.

“You got that right.”

Philip smiled sadly. “He always was.”

“This signature appears to be authentic.” She couldn’t understand how she could be holding a signed document from a man she firmly believed to be dead. “Of course, we would have it checked.”

“And after everything, he is my son. I loved him, once. It’s all beyond me. I’ve been torn apart so many times I—”

“Do you know of any connection he had to Brazil?” Nina thumbed again through the legal pleadings. A pro forma proceeding had exploded into real litigation.

“Marianne’s mother lives in Brazil,” Philip said, “but she says they aren’t in contact. That’s about all I know about Brazil. Samba. Ipanema. The Amazon.”

“The other side of the world. Philip, is there any evidence Jim is alive other than this affidavit? Is this it?”

“Yes. According to his lawyer in Brazil, he doesn’t want to contact us as family anymore. He only wants money. You know, he told Kelly once, he took his anger out on other people by taking away what they loved most. I guess he thinks I’m all about the money. It’s true, it was my hope to use the money to start a new life. This is my punishment. Endless punishment. It’s eerie. The strength of his jealousy and vindictiveness—maybe he is alive.”

They were both silent for a moment. Nina patted Philip Strong’s gnarly, cold hand.

He said, “Lynda suggested I try to get you involved. Did she call you?”

“Not yet. I appreciate you coming here, Philip, but I can’t help you. As you know, I have a close personal stake in this. Your son was my client.” The unspoken flowed between them. Not only had Jim Strong been her client. He had killed her husband.

“That’s why you should be involved, if you can stand it. You withdrew from handling his defense. There’s no legal conflict. And if Jim is alive, you can find out where he’s living, what he’s up to, what he’s planning. You can track him. Maybe you can get an address or something from his lawyers. Extradite him. Get him tried. Find a silver lining. I don’t know.”

“Philip?”

“Yes?”

“He’s dead. This is a fraud.”

“So help me prove it. You’re familiar with us, familiar with him, and you are a good lawyer. Hardly a week goes by without news about some case you won.”

“It’s a small town, once you deduct the tourists. Not so much to write about.”

“We need you, Nina. I’m sorry, but we do. You know the criminal case against Jim and you practice civil law. Kelly wants you to come on board, too. She told me she’d prefer that any money we need to spend on this case goes to you.”

“I’m grateful for your faith in me. But—”

“And Marianne would like it, too.”

This, Nina did not believe. Philip’s daughter-in-law had always troubled her.

Philip continued, “I know this might take some time. I’ll give you a generous retainer and front all the expenses.” This all came out in one breath, a plea.

Nina’s intercom line rang. That would be Sandy. “Excuse me,” she said to Strong, and glanced toward the doorway that led from the outer office, and which sure enough was cracked for Sandy to now catch the gist.

“Ask for ten,” Sandy said in her ear. “And they pay you to watch over a guy you should watch over.”

“I’ll get back to you on that.” Nina heard her friend Paul’s voice in her mind. A screw loose, he would say about Jim, as if that explained everything about a boy with the empathy of a slug who grew into a man who killed other people.

She turned back to Philip. “What exactly do you want me to do?”

“Talk to Lynda about taking over the sale.”

“When?”

Philip said, “Well, right away. The hearing is coming up pretty fast.”

“I see that. Wednesday at three.” Two days away. For the millionth time, Nina wondered why every single damn legal problem had to be complicated by some sort of insane deadline.

“Lynda doesn’t know what to do. She realizes she’s out of her depth. We seem to be in a dangerous and chaotic and urgent situation, Nina.”

“What about the buyers for your resort? Any chance you could convince them to be a little more patient?”

“It’s not up to them. They have bank deadlines.”

“So a continuance might be fatal to the sale?”

Philip spread his hands. “Please. I know it would be smarter for you to not get involved. I know we have no right to ask. But—I don’t know, at least help us complete the sale and prevent the money from going to Jim in Brazil.”

“He’s dead, Philip. I truly believe that. I would take that position rather strongly, and that would mean that you would take the position that this is some sort of con.”

“Take whatever position you think is right.”

She could imagine nothing more satisfying than a final resolution, Jim declared dead, all of them able to move on without his ghost coming around to haunt them. She was excited, infuriated; the signature on the foreign affidavit she was fingering was like the return of a ghost she had to do battle with, had to fully defeat this time.

She opened her appointment book and studied it. Philip waited. She could hear him breathing.

“All right, Philip, I’ll represent you. I can put aside some commitments to get to this right away. I’ll check with the Ethics Committee of the state bar first to make sure there isn’t a legal conflict, but if I get an okay, I’ll do my best to complete the sale.”

“And you’ll deal with Jim?”

“And deal with whatever.”

“Thank you so very much.” Strong reached again into his briefcase and said, “A starter.” He handed her a corporate check made out to Law Offices of Nina Reilly.

Twenty thousand dollars. A sign that this wouldn’t be easy.

She stood up, and that urged Strong to get up. His back seemed to hurt him as he did so, and he gave the orange chair a dubious look and arched his body carefully.

Great.

“I’ve already hired the same private detective who investigated Jim’s embezzling. Eric Brinkman. Do you know him?”

“I know of him. I usually use an investigator from out of town.”

“Eric speaks Portuguese—he’s American, though. He’s willing to go to Brazil. I’ll call him and tell him to make an appointment to see you right away.”

At the door to the hallway, Philip leaned in close and whispered, “I hate him. My own son.”

“I can relate. He hurt me, Philip.”

“He’s a pain. A bad one.”

She allowed herself to let out a dry chuckle. “He always was.”



CHAPTER 3


As soon as she saw Philip Strong out, Nina made a quick call, then stuck her head out her office door and said to Sandy, “Can you get hold of Paul?”

The left side of Sandy’s lips turned up slightly.

The Mona Lisa half smile: Sandy ecstatic, Nina thought.

“About time you talked to him.”

“I don’t have much choice. He’s involved.” Nobody had a more intimate relationship with the Strong family than Paul, however much he might wish to forget it.

“I already put in a call to Carmel.”

Sheer gall or mind reading, Nina could never decide about Sandy. “That was jumping the gun. But okay, thanks.”

“I knew you needed him. Meanwhile, you have a meeting later with Burglar Boy. I’ll lock up the silver and the files good before he shows.”

“Fine. I can’t put that off. I’m going to read these papers from Philip Strong and talk to Paul. I’ve got some things to think about.”

Sandy pulled at her lower lip. “Jim Strong’s in Brazil?”

“So his father believes.”

“I can hardly stand to say his name.”

“Me neither.”

“Bob told me he was dead.”

Bob was Nina’s fifteen-year-old son. He, too, had been terrorized by Jim Strong. Paul had talked to him and somehow allayed his fears. With lies?

“Bob doesn’t know anything.”

“He said Paul said.”

Nina felt a cold finger scratching her spine and shook a little to knock it off. “I heard what Paul told him, Sandy. He was reassuring a scared kid.”

“Don’t worry, I didn’t even tell Joseph. I didn’t even tell God about it in my prayers. But now I gotta say something. Paul told Bob he took care of Jim. He shouldn’t have done that to make Bob feel better.”

“Maybe Paul needed to make us feel safer.”

“Maybe Paul knew what he was talking about.”

Nina didn’t know what to say to that.

“In spite of what Paul said, if Jim Strong’s in Brazil, can he be extradited?” Sandy asked.

“I just found out from Sergeant Cheney that the authorities down there have been informed about the contact. I get the feeling that law enforcement is going to let the Strong family do the legwork of confirming it or proving it’s wrong before they try to start any kind of extradition proceeding, Sandy. It’s true, though, if Jim’s alive, the sale of the resort is flushing him out. He has to come forward or forfeit a fortune. There’s so much money involved.” About all Fred Cheney had been able to tell Nina was that murder warrants were still out on Jim Strong.

Sandy rubbed her nose with a finger. “If he’s alive, we’ll have to kill him.”

“An affidavit does not a live man make.” Nina went back to her desk and looked at the file pile. Her concentration was blown, but she was used to forcing herself to work in whatever mood she was in. She opened a file and got efficient and busy and let Jim Strong ride a high current in her mind, float there not doing much, waiting. She could hear Sandy in the outer office, clacking on her keys, and the sound was comforting. Sandy sure was working hard these days.

    At noon Nina and Sandy put on their coats and drove through the slush to the new Chinese restaurant near the Y. Nina ordered wine and Sandy’s eye went to the glass. Sandy did not drink, drug, smoke, or tolerate fools.

“My choice was this or Jack Daniel’s straight,” Nina said. “It’s wine, Sandy, not whiskey. I’m not falling-down drunk in an alley, happy but semiconscious. I’m upset.”

“Me, too, which is why I’m keeping my wits about me.” Sandy had ordered a plate piled high with cashew chicken over rice, with a side dish of broccoli. She ate, studying Nina.

Nina sipped her wine slowly, knowing she could not order another without inviting an intervention. Two glasses of wine at lunch was the beginning of the end for a lawyer. The food didn’t attract Nina at all, which on its own was highly unusual.

“Lynda Eckhardt called.” Sandy delicately sipped her iced Darjeeling. “She’ll cooperate all she can, but you need to decide pronto.”

“I’ve told Strong I’m in, but I wish I could have talked to Paul first.”

Sandy speared a piece of broccoli and ate it, mouth closed, chewing methodically. “I like Paul.”

“Don’t we all.”

“But he’d lie if he thought he had a reason to.”

“Yes.”

A couple of grains of rice remained on Sandy’s plate. She picked up her chopsticks and hunted them down. “Paul hasn’t been up here in the mountains in ages.”

“His choice.”

“Not exactly. Yours. Yours and Kurt’s.”

“No. Paul’s problem.”

“Still.”

“Still what?”

“Still got a thing for you.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake.” Nina sucked down what was left in her wineglass, gulped some water, and took a bite of her egg roll. “I’m trying to make it work with Kurt right now. Paul understands that.”

“But,” Sandy said, then sucked down the rest of her tea, “no contact for months.”

“I don’t know why guys get that way, Sandy. It’s never made any sense to me how they cut you off when things change. They seem to need to go cold and quiet. I’d love to see him.”

“Really.”

“Of course.”

“Why not stay in contact?”

“I’ve been busy.”

“And there’s Kurt to think about.”

Nina looked out the window at the happy people moseying along the sidewalk. “You’re right. Paul understands. He stays away because that’s appropriate. I’m with Kurt. I guess I actually don’t like it when people do that, stay in touch with old lovers, like, if things don’t work out, they’ve got an alternative lined up.”

“Well, you picked Kurt over Paul.”

“I did.”

“Kurt’s your son’s father, I get that,” Sandy said. “Aside from that, I wish I knew why you stick it out.”

The doors to the restaurant opened, letting in a frigid blast of air, but the doors shut and nobody came inside. Nina shivered. “I only want to do my job, make some money, raise my son, and find someone to love. Why’s that so hard?”

“Yeah, why is it?” Sandy said, her standard impassivity restored. “I think you should get a horse.”

“What?”

“Get outside. Do some riding. Do something normal on the weekend besides working.”

Nina left some money on the table and pushed her chair back.

“Nix on the horse,” she said.

“You go ahead.” Sandy scraped up the last of her chicken, steady and deliberate as always. “Don’t worry. I’ll get the receipt.”

That afternoon in Nina’s office, the young burglar took the news that his case was going to be reduced to a misdemeanor with aplomb. “Time served?” he said.

“That’ll be the recommendation, along with three years of probation. But, Josh, listen, okay? You need to pay attention.”

He raised his eyebrows as if attending, but his eyes were glued to his smartphone.

“You’ll go to prison if you do it again.”

“You mean, if I’m caught.” He was nineteen, with a shaven head and blue tattoos covering his left arm. His lost eyes, when they finally looked up, bothered Nina. His crying mother had paid his legal fee. Like many young petty criminals, he thought he’d just had a spell of bad luck, when what he had had was a foreshadowing.

Nina handed him an appointment card. “Nine a.m., tomorrow. Be there. Do not under any circumstances get in any trouble before then.”

He grinned at her, stroking ornately carved facial hair, then got up and said with a formality that astonished her, “May I ask you a personal question?”

“What?”

“How old are you?”

“Thirty-eight.”

Her youthful burglar looked her in the eye and said, “I hope when I’m that age, my wife looks just like you.”

Half her age, he almost had her fluffing her hair. “See you tomorrow.”

Before leaving for the day, Nina read the paperwork on the Paradise Ski Resort sale again. She called Lynda Eckhardt. She called the state bar ethics hotline to see if she’d have some sort of conflict of interest, considering that two years before Jim Strong had been her client. The answer was no. This was an entirely different legal matter.

She called the South Lake Tahoe police station and talked again to her buddy Sergeant Fred Cheney, then had Sandy make copies of all the legal paperwork and deliver it to him.

She called Michael Stamp’s office to say that she would be stepping in.

Nina did some online research. In the library, which with its long table doubled as her conference room, she looked up the law on special appearances, in which a party in a lawsuit either didn’t appear personally at all or appeared only for a limited purpose.

The law was vague on the question of whether Strong could carry on his litigation from Brazil. Other legal issues stemmed from Jim’s status as a missing person and from how to handle his share of the sales proceeds. Was there a chance she could convince Judge Flaherty that Jim was dead? Probably not, not until they had dealt with the bombshell affidavit.

Jim couldn’t be alive. She had it on good authority that he was not.

Before she left for home, Paul van Wagoner called her back. “Remember me?”

“Who’s calling, please?”

“Why, you naughty, naughty girl.”

“Paul, I’m so happy to hear your voice.” Nina felt an automatic lift just talking with him again. He knew her better than anyone else and forgave her for what he knew.

“Got your message, sweet cheeks.”

“What have you been up to?”

“Played hooky today and went for a hike at Big Sur.”

“With Susan?”

“Susan?” He said it as if he needed to think in order to remember the name, although Nina knew better. He had known her for years. According to gossip, Susan wanted marriage and had agitated hard. Nina felt uneasy about how relieved she had been when she heard through the Monterey grapevine that Paul didn’t jump at the chance.

“I went alone,” he said finally. “We’re over.”

“Sorry to hear it,” Nina lied. She had no rights over him. Still, Paul swam into sharper focus with this pronouncement.

“She moved to San Francisco. That’s a long way.”

Nina herself was over 250 miles from Carmel, and yet they had managed, at one time. In spite of months of silence, they always picked up in a happy place, when they picked up.

“Somewhere along the line we stopped caring a whole lot.”

“No need to offer details.”

“Ah, but if I don’t, you don’t have to give me details about you and Kurt.”

“Paul, I didn’t call about—”

“Please don’t say you’re getting married again and I’m not invited.”

“Philip Strong came to my office. He believes Jim Strong is alive.” She listened to Paul’s breath catch over the line and remembered how it smelled like cloves sometimes, or peppermint.

“Now, why would he believe that?”

She explained about the affidavit.

“From Brazil? It’s a con.”

She imagined Paul in his office, feet up on the polished desk, looking out the window at the attractive patrons below. Paul had a prosperous practice as a private investigator in Carmel, California, where he had found an office in a building that overlooked Clint Eastwood’s old restaurant and bar, the Hog’s Breath Inn.

“I won’t discuss Jim Strong with you. You know that.”

“I have been over this in my mind, Paul, and I’ve developed this awful suspicion that Jim’s alive. Maybe you lied. You let me think he was dead.”

He didn’t say anything.

“I have a right to know the truth. I thought I did for these past few years and now I need reassurance.”

“I never lied to you, Nina.”

She heard heat in his voice, but was it the heat of truth or the heat of deception? “You have to know how this affects me and Bob.”

“Look. I’ll come up to Tahoe tonight. Stay at Harrah’s. See you in the morning. Been meaning to do some gambling anyway. My jar’s full of quarters and my fingers ache for cards.”

“Why not tell me now?”

“All in good time.”

“What about your work?”

“Just finished a big job. Wish is banging things out and I can leave for a day or two. Hire me. What do you say? We’ll deal with this, get it over with, hit the beach, and let the sun work its magic.”

“Philip already has a PI,” Nina told him. “I told him I’d take the case, Paul, but I may not be able to bring you in.”

“Take it. Let’s see what’s up.”

They had been lovers and they had been friends, and they had done things together that gave her night frights. “Probably it wasn’t a good idea.”

“Philip’s PI won’t be as good as I am.”

“Not up to me.”

“I don’t know what’s going on yet, but we’ll find out. There’s money in the pot somebody wants, and it ain’t Jimmy. Listen. I’ll be by in the morning. You got court?”

“Short stuff.”

“Good.”

The intercom buzzed. “Sandy wants me,” Nina said.

“Well, then, hustle. Never ignore the boss. See you tomorrow. Can’t wait. There’s ass waiting to be kicked up there.”



CHAPTER 4


Nina drove home with much on her mind. With law, a great deal of thinking went on between three and five in the morning, and Jim Strong had instantly become both a personal and professional awakener. Sometimes jogging a few blocks around the neighborhood with her dog, Hitchcock, helped her sleep better, but the slushy spring roads lately had made that risky.
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