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PROLOGUE



Monday, November 26, 1990, 3:45 p.m.


I NEEDED TO TAKE CONTROL OF A DANGEROUS, TUMBLING situation. She presented the worst threat I have ever experienced.


I waited for her to return to the run-down little cottage where she lived. Her old car struggled up the hill. While she parked, awkwardly, too far from the curb, I assumed a bland expression, getting out of the big white rental car to approach her. She turned around, arms full of groceries, her strangely impassive face pale.


“Why are you here?” Her voice sounded interested, although I heard an underlying suspicion.


I couldn’t answer, naturally. All hell would certainly break loose on this quiet street, so I lied, trying to keep that exterior calm of hers going long enough for me to get her into the car. Ideally, I could somehow convince her to come along with me, but she was too smart, onto me somehow, spooked but not sure.


She jabbed her key in the lock with her right hand. “I’ll just drop my groceries inside.” And drop them she did. Glass shattered, and some clear liquid pooled on the worn wooden floor. She tried to close the door in my face, but she’s relatively feeble and I’m not. I shoved my way in behind her.


I showed her the gun. “We’re going for a ride. There are things we need to discuss. No need to get worked up.”


She eyed the phone, asked to make a phone call. I felt the urge to laugh.


“I’m a mother,” she said. Her otherwise clear eyes clouded.


But I knew for a fact nobody needed her at home that afternoon. “Out the door,” I said. “Now.”


She had guts. She definitely caught me off guard, taking off like a young and nimble runner, dashing for the kitchen. By the time I overcame my surprise at her ability to move so fast and followed her, she held a big butcher knife. “Get out of my house!”


I could shoot her right then and there, but I had a better plan. If she was going to make things harder for me, I’d make things harder for her. I stepped straight toward her, slapped the knife away with the butt of my gun, slapped her face, not too hard, just letting her know where we stood, and watched her wince at the pain.


She locked up carefully. We walked down the steps, me following her, gun hidden but present. She climbed into the car without another word.


We drove in silence past Carmel on Highway 1. I kept one hand on the wheel, the other on my gun. The only sign of her fear was the way her hand gripped the dash as we took the curves. I glanced sideways at her, watching her look out the car window to her right. Carmel Highlands lay behind us now, and she scanned the gray sea off Garrapata Beach.


“I didn’t think my life could get any worse. Just goes to show.”


“Keep quiet.”


“Are you going to shoot me?”


I didn’t bother to answer.


“Where are you taking me? At least tell me that.”


“To a beautiful place.”


Just then we swung around a sharp curve. Bixby Creek Bridge lay ahead of us. I saw the scenic turnoff on the cliffside where tourists stop and admire the view of the old Depression-era bridge between two cliffs. It’s steep by the turnoff, several hundred feet, a vertiginous drop to a confluence of Bixby Creek and the Pacific Ocean.


I pulled over and stopped the car.


A stiff wind harassed the low brush on the hillside on the other side of the road. The ocean glittered far out and I could see cloud shadows racing down from the north. The hairs on my skin stood up like tiny needles, irritated by the weather. I waited for a good long break in the occasional line of cars.


“Get out.”


“No.” She stared straight ahead.


“Get the fuck out!”


Slowly, laboriously, she took her seat belt off, adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder, and buttoned her jacket. She emerged too slowly, blinking in the cold breeze. I took her arm and led her the few feet to the edge.


We both looked out into the radiation from the horizon and down across the solid ocean flecked with whitecaps. She opened her mouth to shout something into the wind.


A wayward sports car passed, swerving along the curve. I ducked behind the car so that anyone in that car would see only one person. She had no chance against me. She stood about three feet in front of me, right at the edge. I found her back insulting. She had no right to hide the mortal fear she must be feeling.


I rushed at her, hitting her with my shoulder like a linebacker, with a whump, hard. She toppled away while I caught myself, fell to my knees.


She disappeared.


Her last shriek, animalistic, harsh, and loud, startled me. But she had time only for that one final sound, heard only by the two of us, muffled by the sound of distant surf. I jumped back into the car and turned around and headed north again. A semi roared south as I rounded a turn and I almost sideswiped him in my excitement. For the rest of the way, I made an effort to drive extremely carefully, hugging the mountain side of the road.


Yes, first, this fast breathing, this feeling that I had been very close to the edge myself.


Then—I don’t know. Some glee. Ruefulness. Regret, I guess.


And finally—relief. The worst was over.
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September 20, 1990


THE LAW OFFICES OF POHLMANN, MCINTYRE, SORENSEN and Frost surrounded a courtyard in a low, white-painted adobe building in the town of Carmel-by-the-Sea, California. Lush flower bushes, pines, and succulents bedecked the hilly front yard where steps led to the main door. In the bright sun of mid-September the building looked overexposed, bleached like the sand on the beach at the foot of Ocean Avenue. Now, at ten in the morning, streams of Lexuses and Infinitis already cruised this side street, hungry for parking spaces.


Nina Reilly grabbed a pile of mail on the receptionist’s desk. She had worked as a paralegal at the law firm for the past year, having snagged this coveted job simply by submitting a résumé. Her mother called it Irish luck, but Nina suspected it had more to do with another Irish character trait. Her father, Harlan, knew Klaus Pohlmann because he hobnobbed with everyone, but he would never confess to having pulled strings with Klaus.


Nearing eighty, Klaus was a legend in the community, the most daring and successful lefty lawyer south of San Francisco. He only hired the best, and that included Jack McIntyre, Nina’s latest crush. Jack was over at the Monterey County Superior Court at a settlement conference.


Nina called out to the receptionist, “Back in an hour, Astrid. I promise.”


Hurrying down the walk, she caught her sandal on the edge of the stone steps and stopped herself from falling by dropping the mail and raising her arms for balance. She dusted the letters as she picked them up, then tossed them through the car window to the seat, counting to keep track in case one fell between the seat and gearshift.


Could mean the difference between a future and no future at all, getting every one of those envelopes to the post office. If she was going to be sloppy about details, she might as well slit her throat today and skip the stomachaches and nights of worry altogether, because in the legal profession, as in medicine and architecture, a minor oversight could be lethal.


Nina had finished college a few years before with a degree in psychology, studying film, art, and people in the luxurious fashion of a girl-child awaiting her prince. She wished now that she’d had better guidance from the adults in her life, who should have known—what? The future, what real life held for a single mother in her late twenties entering a slow economy? Her psych degree had not even prepared her for service positions in the restaurant business.


But she was making up for that now, between law classes, paralegal work, and Bob, not in that order. Fog murked its way in front of her. She scrutinized the hazy road for patrol cars, then executed a swooping, illegal U-turn, arriving at the post office in downtown Pacific Grove, heart pounding. She shoved the letters into the metered-mail slot.


Relieved to be rid of her latest emergency, she fired up the MG along with the radio. Moving out into the street, she narrowly missed a waiting Acura. She swung onto Pine Avenue, drifting toward the middle line as she rummaged in her bag for the address for Dr. Lindberg. She located his card, swerved to avoid a jaywalking tourist family, and turned left onto Highway 1. The pines loomed on either side as the fog drizzled over the Pebble Beach road. She drove swiftly the few blocks to her mother’s cottage, parking in front of the huge Norfolk pine in the front yard.


Honking, she reminded herself about the miserable people she saw every day at work, injured on the job, alone and poor. She conjured these images to steel herself for the sight of her mother carefully locking up, pausing every few steps, looking down as if she weren’t sure where the sidewalk was. Her mother had ordered her not to come to the door. She didn’t like being reminded of the changes in her health.


In the one minute she had to herself Nina leaned back and closed her eyes. Breathe deep. In. Out.


Let’s see, Wills and Estates tonight. Professor Cerruti made it her favorite class, but she also liked what lawyers called the “settled” law of that ancient and noble subject. Unlike environmental law, for instance, which fluxed through revolutions every time a new president came in, with Wills one could learn rules that had stuck for centuries. How nice if she could apply a few firm rules to the tatty loose ends of her own life.


I’ll read the cases while I eat dinner, she decided. So much for school. As for work, she had all afternoon to obsess about how much she was falling behind there. Deal with it when she got back to the office.


As for friends, ha ha, they must think she had moved to Tajikistan, for all they ever heard from her; a boyfriend was not an option, she didn’t have time, though she had fallen into some casual overnighters a while back that had left her feeling worse than lonely. But she did feel warm whenever McIntyre came into her office. Her mind began bathing in a certain bubble bath—but right now here came her mother, struggling down the concrete walk.


Today, the skin on her mother’s face looked tighter than usual. Nina opened the passenger-side door from the inside. Ginny paused to remove her right glove, uncovering a hand scrimshawed in pale blue lines. She leaned in and touched her daughter’s hand. “Honey, why not let me take a cab? You’re a busy woman.”


“God, Mom. You’re like ice.”


Nina’s mother had changed so much. Always a handsome woman with sparkling eyes and a daunting energy, she had gradually seemed to lose all color and character. Her skin stretched as tight as a stocking mask over her cheekbones, even pulling her lips back as if they were shrinking. Her once mobile face now looked somehow both flat and puffy, due to both the illness and the steroids used to treat it. Still she tried to smile.


“You always look so cheerful,” Nina said, giving her a brief hug after she had maneuvered into the low-slung car. “How do you do it?”


“The right attitude makes me feel stronger. You know how much you hate it when people condescend to you, ‘Oh, poor Nina, raising a boy on her own, working so hard’?”


“Oh, come on. I don’t pity you.”


“Sure you do. Anyone with half a brain would.” Ginny patted her shoulder. “Let’s just admire how delightful the leaves are at this time of year, okay?”


Maybe it had been better, those days of not knowing what was wrong, because of the hope they’d had then. Did her mother still hope?


Nina drove quickly to Dr. Lindberg’s Monterey office on Cass Street. Would she have time later to run by the school library for that book on reserve? She had a mock trial coming up in a week in her Advanced Civil Procedure class and a paper due for Gas and Oil Law that demanded lengthy research. If she hurried, she could pick up Bob at nursery school, drop him with the babysitter at home, stop by the library, and be back at the office by two. Would Remy notice she had been gone longer than her lunch break allowed?


Gritting her teeth, she thought, Remy would notice.


She parked at a meter and ran around to the side of the car. “Need help, Mom? Those stairs are pretty steep. Let me help you up them at least.”


Her mother let her help her out of the car, then shook her off. “I rise to all occasions. That will never change. Please don’t fuss so much, Nina.”


“If Matt doesn’t show up to pick you up, promise me you’ll leave a message for me with Astrid. I’ll come get you.”


“You’re a worrywart.”


Her mother trusted Nina’s brother, Matt. Nina hoped she would call if Matt didn’t show up. Again.


•   •   •

A few blocks north of Dr. Lindberg’s office, Bob attended a preschool chosen after Nina had looked at a dozen of them and settled on this one as the least of all evils. The playroom walls were covered with outsider art Picasso would have envied, committed by three-and four-year-olds who were never given fill-in-the-blanks coloring books. Children were making collages at each table, and she spotted Bob, dark hair fallen over his round, delicious cheeks, smearing a magazine tearout onto gluey paper à la André Breton or Max Ernst.


Seeing her, he called out, “Mom, look!” Resisting an impulse to check her watch, she pulled up a tiny preschooler plastic chair and sat next to him, nodding at the collage.


“Finish up, honey, we have to go.” Thank God he loved the place and was reluctant to leave. “What’s this?” she asked, pointing at a tray of wooden puzzle pieces alongside the collage.


“My job.” He reached over and with startling dexterity stuck the pieces into their slots to complete a duck puzzle.


“Oh. A duck! Cool!”


“But now watch this.” He dumped the pieces onto the table, then stuck them across the middle in a snaggletooth row. “My keyboard,” he said with a grin. “Like at home.”


“But this one you can’t play.”


“Huh?” He ran his fingers up and down the wood pieces, humming. He was playing a sea chantey CD at home these days. “‘Way haul away, we’ll haul away home—’”


“But you ruined your puzzle.”


“We can go now.”


Taking her son’s backpack and his hand, Nina ushered him to the door. Bob currently loved the cheap battery-operated keyboard she had found at a discount store. He didn’t want to learn real songs yet, just loved making noise, but sometimes she caught him fingering the same notes over and over with a thoughtful expression on his face. She would have to find a way to pay for piano lessons when he was older. Never squelch potential talent, Ginny always said.


As they pulled the door open, an aide handed Nina a paper bag full of dirty pants. “He had two accidents today,” she remarked, carefully noncommittal. Nina took the bag. Bob looked up at her with a worried expression. “Mommy, don’t break my heart,” he said, watching her face. She smiled and patted his hot cheek, hustling him outside, chastising herself for her impatience.


On the way to the parking lot, she ran into an old friend she hadn’t seen for ages.


“Well, look at you,” Diana said.


Nina hugged her, remembering how much Diana favored flowery perfumes. “When I told you I was pregnant, you never said a thing about being pregnant yourself.”


“I was scared,” Diana said. “I’d already had two miscarriages and began to think I’d never have a child. Her name’s Cori.” They stopped to watch Diana’s curly-haired daughter gather up her backpack.


“So you settled down,” Nina said.


Her old friend waved a set of flashy rings. “He just wouldn’t let me alone. Good thing. He teaches chemistry at the community college.”


“You always said you’d never marry.”


Diana corralled her daughter and nudged her toward a red minivan. “Yeah, surprise! I turned out normal. How about you?”


“No surprise. I didn’t.”


Diana tilted her head. “So what if you never go about things the way other people do. You’re exceptional. Not abnormal.”


“I decided to get everything out of the way at once, be a single mother, go to school, work like a cur. That way, I’ll have earned the right to a long commitment to some quiet loony-bin spa by the time I’m thirty.”


“I gotta scoot.” Diana started the battle to get her daughter strapped in. “Let’s gossip soon.”


“You back at work?”


“Part-time until the little gal’s ready to launch. Two more years. I couldn’t find full-time child care I can trust that would have her.” Diana latched the seat belt across her daughter’s car seat with a sigh.


“It’s like getting them into a good college, applications, interviews.”


“And then they reject you or your child, or your private financial status.” Diana shrugged, slamming the door against her cranky child. “I discovered passable child care involved dark rooms with peed-upon plastic mattresses, watery peanut butter, and drunken college students. I realized, hey, I can do that and pay nothing.”


How nice for her, Nina thought. Diana had a partner to help and an option to stay home with her daughter. How might that feel? No doubt good, no doubt fortunate.


“Take care,” Nina said, strapping Bob into his own car seat. He had a new book to study, so he let the process happen peacefully for a change. Suddenly starving, she climbed inside her car, rustling around in the MG’s glove compartment for a snack. She found nothing to eat there, only an old brochure for a restaurant she could never afford. Disgruntled, she raised her head to another unwelcome vision.


Richard Filsen leaned against the brick wall of the church that bordered the parking lot, smoking a cigarette.
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STANDING NEXT TO RICHARD WAS HIS PERENNIAL associate and right-hand boy. At first she couldn’t remember his name. Oh, right, Perry something. Perry Tompkins. He had been a couple of years ahead of her in high school.


She considered ignoring them, pulling away, going home.


No point. Richard, now having dragged himself out of whatever pit he lived in, was back.


She got out of the car.


“Must be something real pressing to get you to church,” Richard said. “What, no kiss?”


Richard Filsen. What a day for meeting up with old friends. Although he lived in the area, somehow she had managed to avoid any run-ins for the past several years. He obviously hadn’t given up his fanatical bicycling. He looked as lean as ever, and she had heard he was as mean as ever, too. His eyes looked more deep set than she recalled, and his cheekbones stood out like rocky crags. His hair was shorter than she remembered; it could pass for stubble. Maybe it gave him some aerodynamic advantage on the road? Otherwise, he looked like an important man who had spent the morning in front of a jury, in a well-cut wool suit with a perfectly matched red Hermès tie.


“I hear you won that class-action suit against the oil company up in Hayward. You must be really pleased about that. Lots of buzz. Congratulations.”


“How good it is that you remember how to be civil.”


“Let’s start there, okay? Meantime, I’m in a rush. What—”


“Working hard, eh? And you were always gonna be a lawyer someday, I hear. Meantime, you look like you could use some sleep. You’ll need cosmetic surgery in a few years if you keep digging at that frown line on your forehead.”


Nina ignored the insult. “Hello, Perry. You still slaving away on behalf of Richard’s greater glory?”


“Hi, Nina. How goes it?” Perry held his attaché and didn’t look happy, but then again Nina had never known him to look happy. Working for Richard for years must have something to do with that. One of those short, smooth-faced men who never age, Perry was a good detail lawyer who kept the interrogatories flowing and the calendar current for Richard, who did all the court work. Perry had married a court clerk and had four kids early in life. His nose hadn’t left Richard’s grindstone ever since.


Perry’s relationship with Richard had that quality of the antisocial husband finding a sweet, sociable wife—together they created the semblance of one well-adjusted human being. You could talk to Perry; he was reasonable and prompt. Richard didn’t talk. He acted. Often badly.


Nina couldn’t imagine why Perry still worked for Richard. He might make one whole person on his own. Didn’t he know that?


She had met Richard on the Fourth of July several years before on the beach at Seaside, watching the fireworks. Returning from a barbecue in Palo Alto, she had passed the beach just as the show started, and a car pulled out right in front of her, leaving a parking space that was too good to pass up. So she stood at the fringes of the crowd, all alone in her tank top and blue jeans, shivering and looking up at the display, excited as a deprived child.


“Pretty, huh?” he’d said, walking his bike, an Italian racer that must have cost thousands, up to her. “It’s why war movies are so entertaining. What a world.” Over six feet tall, he looked incredibly fit in his black biker shorts and red racing shirt.


“Yeah, it’s pretty,” she said. “I mean, not war. Fireworks.”


“You come here often?” he teased after several moments passed in silence and the bombardment continued.


“I love the ocean.” Beyond them, high-tide waves swept up the beach, catching some of the gawkers off guard.


“Swimmer?”


“Surfer.”


“I always wanted to learn.”


“That’s what people say who find the thought intimidating.”


He laughed. “I’d trust you to teach me. I’m a cyclist.”


“I see that. Nice bike.”


They talked. Absorbed by the spectacle, but also uncomfortably aware of the proximity of a good-looking male, Nina warmed up even more when he provided her with a wool blanket for cover. As they walked back to the parking lot, he invited her to dinner the following night at Casanova’s in Carmel.


She should have recognized the name of the place as a warning. Inside, the hostess led her to a patio area that appeared to be entirely peopled by lovers. Couples drank, snuggled, and whispered over candlelight.


Neither of them finished the food they’d ordered. Instead, they talked and talked over glasses of the wine he had picked. He raised his glass in a toast, touching her hand fleetingly. He knew the moves, and she was lonely. The chemistry between them increased exponentially with each glass—Clos du Bois, a sauvignon blanc, she remembered, and remembered her private vow at the time that someday she’d make more than minimum wage and drink this wine all night long.


Richard, a criminal defense attorney with his office in Seaside, got his name into the local paper on a regular basis. He regaled her with tales of the hookers and drug pushers and petty thieves who made up his practice then, and it was fascinating, all of it, especially his attitude.


“Somebody’s got to do it,” he said with a shrug. “Protect their rights and keep them from being stomped on in the great purple-stained wine barrel of the law. I’m practical. They pay me, I do my best for them. They don’t pay me, they can fuck themselves.” He leaned over and said conspiratorially, “Besides, I like messing with the system.”


“What do you get out of it, though? Besides getting paid? I mean, it’s a stressful way to make a living, isn’t it?”


“It’s fun, sweetheart. I don’t do anything unless it’s fun.”


“Fun how?”


“Beating the bastards.”


A few weeks after they’d started sleeping together, Richard began disappearing, telling her he was entering various cycle races around California. They met only at night because after work he needed to put in fifty miles on the bike.


At first he couldn’t keep his hands off her, but soon she noticed he seemed to be feeling her flesh in a funny way in bed, as if he were a doctor or something. “You ought to work out in the gym,” he told her. “Any more than fifteen percent body fat is bad for your health.” His kitchen was filled with nutritional supplements and the best Osterizer money could buy. She gagged on the stuff and found herself secretly heading for the nearby Burger King for lunch after one of Richard’s breakfasts.


Aside from his bicycle and his protein and that first blowout dinner during which he had romanced her, Richard didn’t like to spend money, and they began to have arguments over it. He was so frugal he reused his paper napkins. The heat never came on in his apartment, and he expected Nina to buy most of the dinners.


Full of brutal insights he seemed obliged to share, he often told her she was deluded or in denial about her life. Maybe she was, but his criticisms brought up her own stubbornness and she stopped listening. She still lived with her mother. He didn’t like her mother. After a few excruciating meetings he pegged Ginny as a manipulator. “She’s gonna keep you at home forever if she has her way.”


“Not true,” Nina said. “She loves me. She supports me. She worries but she never pressures me to behave in a certain way.”


“I see what you don’t,” he said flatly. “Apron strings flapping in the wind. Get some distance.”


He put down her brother, Matt, as an unregenerate troublemaker. “I’ve seen his type before.”


“His type?”


“He’s fucking lazy. He doesn’t want anybody setting him straight.”


The trouble was, Richard was right about Matt, who was smoking a lot of pot and drifting and had dropped out of college. “Matt’s got a good heart, Richard.”


“I love how much you love your family, Nina.”


What did that mean? she wondered. That she was an idiot? Since he didn’t like her family, she tried to make the best of it, especially since he was such an expert and reliable lover.


Soon enough, for her, the relationship was entirely built around sex. It made for a special, narrow, intense attachment between them that Richard seemed to appreciate. And that was enough for almost three months.


“We can make a life together in spite of your family,” Richard said one night as they lay in bed, her head on his shoulder, his hand on her thigh. “You’re gonna do great things. We can go to Christmas dinner and make nice if we have to. You can rise above your family. Everyone’s family’s a big mess.”


After that, Nina cried a few times and made a cyborgian pros-and-cons list when she felt strong. Then she invited Richard to dinner at the local Chinese joint. They ate dim sum and drank tea. Richard had just gotten back from a long bike ride and talked about getting to bed early.


“Richard, you’ve been wonderful to me,” Nina said, thinking, you’ve also been not wonderful and that’s why we’re here tonight. Her heart cracked, but fortunately her voice did not. “But—it’s not working out. We have to move on.”


He set his tea down hard. “You’re dumping me?” he said, after an outraged silence.


“We don’t have anything in common outside of bed. You don’t like my family. You disapprove of my politics, my clothes, my haircut. I see no future for us. Do you?”


“I feel blindsided.” He tapped a finger against the table, distracting them both momentarily with its hypnotic rhythm, allowing him time to think. “You and I,” he said finally, “we’re the same: ambitious, driven, athletic, sex-obsessed.” He raised an eyebrow. “True?”


“In some ways we are the same. In other essential ways, no.”


“Oh, sweetheart. You invent obstacles! You like the chase, the dramatics.”


Shaking her head, Nina said, “My mind’s made up.”


“Don’t be ridiculous. You need me.”


When she stood up to leave, he surprised her, pulling her back into her chair.


“Let me go, Richard.”


“You just listen—”


“Let go or I’ll scream,” she said calmly.


“You won’t.”


“Help!” she shouted. “Help me!”


The other diners turned to stare. They frowned at Richard.


“Shut up! They’re looking!”


“Then get your hands off me.”


He let go. “Show them it’s okay.”


She smiled.


Her fellow diners relaxed. Knives, forks, and spoons clattered again, tentatively.


“You have no right to treat me this way!” Richard said, his whispering voice crackling, hot as a forest fire. “I deserve your respect. I deserve your love!”


“You have no right to treat me this way,” Nina whispered back, giving a nod to her nervous fellow diners.


A few of the more sensitive ones swerved toward her, watching.


Nina stood up.


“This is not over.” Richard had collected himself and looked as smooth and together as usual.


“Oh, yes, it is.” Nina left the restaurant shaken, pulled out of her parking space, and headed toward Pacific Grove. She drove several blocks listening to the radio before tuning in to her surroundings. In her rearview mirror she spotted Richard, face grimly set, in his car following her.


She sped away.


He caught up and lingered two car lengths behind, as if she wouldn’t notice.


Nina took side streets only locals knew.


Richard wound up the side streets behind her. He edged up behind her car, flirting with it, too close for safety.


She slowed down. He slowed down.


He knew the only places she might go. He knew where she lived with her mother. She could drive to the sheriff’s office or her house. Unsure, she drove to the house.


He pulled up right in front. She jumped out of her car and ran into the house. Then she turned off the porch light and peeked through the window at him.


He was out there, staring as if he could x-ray the curtains.


Her mother and her brother, Matt, had turned in. Nina turned off all the lights.


Richard remained in the car, his face obscure in the darkness. She wondered what he might be thinking and realized she didn’t know.


She didn’t know the guy at all.


All night, every hour she got up to peek through the curtains and saw him sitting, watching, resenting her.


She smelled the salt air, thinking about how much she loved her life, wondering how she had hooked up with such a frightening person.


At four o’clock in the morning, exhausted, unable to keep up her vigil, she fell asleep.


Only to awaken to a tapping at her window.


After pulling on a robe and putting her feet into slippers, she pulled the curtain aside just far enough to see Richard’s mad face staring back at her.


“Bitch,” he mouthed.


She let the curtain flap into place.


He tapped again.


Harder.


Scared, unwilling to show her weakness, she ignored the next three rappings, each successively louder. When she had her emotions controlled, she hurled open the window suddenly. “Richard, you want to go to jail? This could ruin you.”


He said nothing. She heard him breathe.


“I’m calling the police.”


After that, she heard nothing outside. She didn’t feel an urgent need to call, although she felt afraid. She watched for a sign, unable to see anything in the darkness. Only when the California sun finally began its yellow, relentless march across the landscape did she hear Richard’s car fire up.


She peered through the curtains, watching him head away toward the ocean.


Finally, she slept.


But that night did not signal the end of Richard’s pursuit. He called Nina’s mother, Ginny, to gripe when Nina didn’t answer her phone. He turned up on his bicycle at Matt’s new job in a fast-food joint to quiz him about Nina. When Matt gave him nothing, he told Matt he’d get him fired. Nina’s phone rang constantly. She answered. Richard hung up.


“Time to leave town, Nina,” her mother advised. “Give him time to get weaned and find somebody else to pester.” Nina jumped at a friend’s offer of a family cabin at Fallen Leaf Lake, near Lake Tahoe. Up there for a few precious summer weeks, where the squirrels scrabbled and she could take an old rowboat out on the calm waters, she unwound, quit crying, and started living again.


She moved back to P.G. and applied to the Monterey College of Law. Richard’s stories had engaged her, and she knew she wanted to go into some kind of law, though the idea of criminal defense seemed too intimidating.


Soon after, she discovered she was pregnant.


She went to a counselor and decided abortion was not for her.


•   •   •

And now, more than four years later, here came Richard, smiling at Bob with a vulpine look she hadn’t noticed before, something she had seen on other extreme athletes. She couldn’t now imagine what in the world she had found sexy about him.


Richard stubbed out the cigarette butt against the building and dropped it, then, to her horror, walked swiftly around to Bob’s side of the car, peering inside. “Good-looking little guy, isn’t he? Handsome, like his daddy. C’mon, hey, roll down the window. Hi, there, Bob.”


Richard was tall. She, at five feet three inches, felt physically intimidated by his size, his big voice and hands. She shook her head at Bob, who shrugged and continued watching the scene through the window with that fixed look that meant he would stow away this memory.


Her mother always said, never let fear stop you and never show them you’re afraid. Nina would not think about the gritty mix presently turning her stomach acids into toxic waste. “What do you want?” She kept her voice steady. “I told you I’m in a hurry.”


“Always in a hurry, huh, Nina? Some things never change.” The vague sexual innuendo of his words sent a chill through her. He raised his hand to touch her cheek. She stepped away.


He said, “Listen up. I had a bout with cancer last year. Prostate. Doesn’t look like I’ll be having any more kids, so I want a relationship with my only child, okay? Don’t worry, I’m over you. But I want to start hanging out with my little boy. I have a legal right, Nina.”


“He doesn’t know you.”


“He needs a father’s influence.”


“So I’ll date more,” Nina snapped back.


“Ha-ha.” Richard didn’t move.


Then he started walking back and forth in a semicircle, as if guarding her but, in fact, hemming her in. “Are you willing to sit down with me and work out a shared-custody agreement?”


“What’s his middle name?” Nina said, looking Richard in the eye. “Bob’s? You know, the child you’re so interested in so suddenly? What’s his middle name?”


“I don’t know. So fucking what?”


She watched him flinch a little. “You’re not even on the birth certificate.”


“A DNA test will remedy that. You lied. It’s common.”


“You abandoned him!”


“With good reason.”


“And then? What about the last four—”


“Good reason. But here I am, ready to make up for everything.”


She looked inside the car, where Bob seemed utterly absorbed in their argument. Would he be traumatized his whole life by this conversation? “Talk to my lawyers,” she said shortly, handing him the Pohlmann business card. He squinted at it and put it away.


“Let me talk to him, Nina. What’s the harm?”


“He doesn’t know you. He doesn’t know about you. I prefer it that way.”


“I’m his father.”


“So get a court order.”


“You weren’t always so hard-assed. No wonder you can’t find a husband.”


Nina’s vision went red. Was there a pay phone nearby? She needed a cop. But then Perry appeared at her side.


“Er,” he said to Nina, coming closer, “sorry to interrupt.”


He stuck a heavy manila envelope toward her and her idiot hand took it.


“Sorry, Nina. I’m Mr. Filsen’s attorney in the matter of an action for paternity and child custody, and I hereby personally serve you with a Summons, Complaint, and other pleadings—”


“Child custody? Why you—!” She threw the envelope to the ground and kicked it.


Richard smirked.


“—you are no doubt familiar with.” Perry picked up the envelope and dusted it off, then set it on the hood of her car. “Please,” Perry said, “call me. I’m sure we can work something out. Richard, I believe our work is done.”


“Go, then.”


“We should really, you know, go together.”


“Beat it,” Richard said without looking at Perry, and the junior associate said, “Take care, Nina,” turned his back, and walked away leaving Richard, Bob, and Nina alone in the parking lot.


Richard now apparently felt free to express his true feelings, unfettered by a potential witness. “How many men this year, Nina?” he asked her, rough-voiced, angry. “How many summertime flings? You keep a list? With stars rating how hot they were?”


“Go, Richard,” she said calmly, while fright cascaded down her body. If she understood one thing about sex, she understood its power to incite violence in the most passive people, and Richard was certainly not that. She did not want him to fixate on sex. “We’re not together, okay? I have my business. You have yours.”


“You were okay in bed. I didn’t realize you were gonna make a career out of it.” He waited for her to react.


She didn’t.


“I hear things.”


“Touch either one of us and you’ll regret it.”


Suddenly Bob tried to open the door to the MG. Richard stepped between her and the car. Her heart pounding louder than the airplane roaring overhead, Nina pushed against him, attempting to dislodge him.


“What will you do, little girl?”


“Mince you,” she said in a low voice, “with the sharpest knife I can find.”


Big, strong, and unafraid, Richard laughed.


Adrenaline blasted through Nina. Her balled fist hit his square jaw. His head snapped back. He let out a grunt. He stepped away as she stood next to Bob’s door, now holding her heavy bag by its strap, ready to swing it and hit him with it as hard as she could.


A long moment passed. She prepared for retaliation, stepping back, trying to protect herself from direct attack. Let him try. She could feel her chin sticking out, her breath quickening, her body bending a little for better balance. She had never struck another human being before, but she seemed to be ready to do it again, no problem.


Richard shook his head slightly and then cocked it, smiling a mean smile. Rubbing his jaw, he said, “You have a lousy, juvenile temper. Want me to beat the hell out of you now? Maybe you’d enjoy that? Or maybe you just thought it would help you in a custody fight.” Nina ran around to the driver’s-side door, and as she tried to open it, he snatched her hand away so hard she could feel the bruises forming. Then just as suddenly he let go.


“Not me,” he said, opening the door for her. “I’m a perfect gentleman in front of our boy.”


The hem of her jacket caught in the door as she slammed it, then turned the key in the ignition. She pulled hard and her jacket ripped. The tearing sound was the other thing she heard as the rough engine coughed, moving Nina and Bob back onto the calm Methodist streets of Pacific Grove.
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GINNY REILLY HAD NOT WANTED TO MAKE THIS medical appointment, but Nina had insisted, making all the arrangements. Useless, all of it, Ginny thought, sitting in the familiar waiting room, each spot on the rug already memorized.


At only fifty-two, she felt too young to be so sick. For a long time, almost two years now, she had felt weak or anemic or something. Her joints hurt and she began to worry about arthritis.


At first, she suspected the problems between her and her husband, Harlan, were making her sick. She had read about that phenomenon in a magazine she’d found at the organic-food store in downtown Pacific Grove. More correctly, she believed their marriage, grown from fresh joy into a moldy thing, might be making her sick; the conflicts, always repressed by her, between his extravagance and her frugality, his lies and her secrets, his crudeness and her sensitivities, his betrayals and her coldness, his shouting and her silences. Harlan never held back an emotion. He thrived on drama while she preserved her dignity and calm for her children and the world.


Had she become sick right after he said, “I’m leaving you, Ginny,” one night in their bed? He had refused to explain, turning over, snoring within five minutes. The next morning he had packed up while she watched, stony with scorn on the surface, trembling with seismic emotions she hid from him. He moved into a condo by the Del Monte Golf Course. Within a month a much younger woman who apparently had some money moved in with him.


Harlan bloomed.


Ginny took aspirin and stayed home. She had put her extreme fatigue down to the fallout from the end of a long marriage, experiencing a numbing grief similar to what she had felt when her folks died. She decided she was simply exhausted from drama, loss of love, intrigue, desperation. Making a choice to settle gracefully into solitary middle age, she took up pottery making and tried a jazz dancing class. Vague aches and pains came and went. She tried not to pay attention.


Then her fingers and toes, which had always been sensitive to cold, bothered her too much to ignore. She wore socks to bed. Some of her fingertips began to actually look bluish at times. One morning she saw herself in the mirror and got a shock: the skin on her face, once mobile, alert, smiling, felt tight and looked stiff. Over a few months the joint pains intensified and her skin continued to pull over her bones. She looked different. Trying to compensate for the grimace that naturally appeared, she adopted a small smile at all times.


She told her kids, “Well, at least my wrinkles are disappearing.” The frozen mask was a metaphor for what she felt like inside.


Nina made her go to the general practitioner in Pacific Grove who had always treated her. He told Ginny the not-fresh news that she was depressed and needed to get out more. “Take a vacation,” he suggested. “Find somebody to laugh with.” Ginny sure laughed when she told Nina about that encounter.


But then her joints really started to ache, sores on her legs didn’t heal, a brown, painless rash spread across her face over her nose and cheeks. She needed better help. Her physician got serious and recommended Dr. Lindberg, a rheumatologist.


On her first visit, while waiting to meet her new doctor, she was wearing mittens, having one of these strange attacks of coldness in the tips of her fingers.


She trusted Dr. Lindberg immediately. He examined her thoroughly, telling her stories about his children in college the whole time. Later, he sent her next door to the lab he used.


Three days later, Dr. Lindberg put his head through the inner door, then ushered her into his office. He looked at her, expelling a brief sigh, then pulled X-rays and papers from the manila folder the nurse had left.


“I think you have something called mixed connective tissue disease, Mrs. Reilly, several different syndromes that appear together now and then.” He listed them, using his well-manicured fingers.


“Raynaud’s phenomenon. It’s a vascular—a blood-circulation problem that means your fingertips and toes get cold and painful sometimes. Rheumatoid arthritis. Polymyositis, quite possibly. Lupus, judging from the butterfly rash on your face and some of the test results. Scleroderma that seems to be quite progressive.”


She felt overwhelmed and for once could not control herself. Dr. Lindberg motioned to his nurse, who came back in with a box of tissues.


“I’m very sorry, Ginny. It’s a lot to hit you with.”


Ginny squared her jaw. “Thank God. Just what I was hoping to hear. I’m gonna walk out of here and dance like a pretty young girl again.”


He looked up from his clipboard, frowning. “Um, Ginny—”


“Am I going to die? I mean, I know I’m going to die, we’re all going to do that, but what I mean is,” Ginny said, leaning forward and letting the tears start to flow, “am I going to die now?”


“I didn’t say—no, I don’t think you’re going to die now. I’m going to give you a lot of information about this, but let me say this right now: you may have years yet.”


“All right. All right,” Ginny said, turning her head away. They sat in silence for a moment. Finally Ginny blew her nose and said, “What exactly is scleroderma?”


“A thickening, a hardening and tightening of the skin and internal organs.”


“Hardening?” She touched her face, which had once been so soft. Harlan used to love her skin, called it baby silk. “I’ve never heard of these things.”


“They aren’t well-known or even well understood.” The doctor shuffled through the lab tests.


“Will I be crippled?”


Dr. Lindberg sighed. “To be honest, I don’t know how this illness will progress. Think of it as chronic, something to manage. But there may be remissions, sometimes. And we can give you medicine that will slow down the—the sequence.”


“What sequence?”


“Your internal organs will likely become more involved over time. You may suffer kidney or liver failure much later in the game. Steroids are the treatment of choice at present. The medicine you’ll be taking will slow things down.”


Ginny sat back in her chair. The office became a bathysphere, silent in its descent into some terror she had never dreamed of. “Are you telling me there’s no cure? My poor kids. I’ll be disabled. I’ll get steadily worse over time.”


“We’ll take the best care of you we can.”


“But what causes this? Did I catch it somewhere?”


“We don’t know. It’s called an autoimmune disorder because the theory is that some of your protecting cells have begun to attack your other cells, mistaking them for invaders. We don’t know why this happens sometimes. Women who are aged forty to sixty are most likely to develop it, we do know that. I can put you in touch with some groups that you might find helpful, other people with chronic or progressive ailments, who don’t let it stop them from living.”


“What else can I do to slow it down? I mean aside from the traditional treatment? Yoga? Meditation?”


He shrugged his shoulders. “Biofeedback helps some people.” He took out a pen and wrote down a name and phone number on his prescription pad.


His nurse came in and whispered loudly enough for Ginny to hear, “You have another appointment waiting. She’s in pain, or I wouldn’t interrupt.”


“Would acupuncture help?” Ginny asked him on her way out. She had seen something intriguing in the newspaper that very morning. Strange how at the time she had dismissed it without much thought, but now she clung to the image from the advertisement: “Live long. Live healthy. Be well.”


“Good idea.” He ripped a sheet off his prescription pad and handed it to her. “It can’t hurt.”


Ginny began taking the prednisone. At first, she was unbothered by side effects, though she did feel angrier, but who knew if it was the drug. She tried biofeedback, but disliked the damp hands of the practitioner and didn’t go back.


Eventually, she dug up the old newspaper and called on Dr. Wu, or, as she called him in her mind due to his advertisement, Dr. Be Well.


Then came the pain, the surgery, the mutilation.


•   •   •

More than a year had passed since the incident with Dr. Wu, and here she was back in Dr. Lindberg’s office, sicker than ever.


“There’s continued degradation of the system,” Dr. Lindberg began, and went on like that. She listened, her heart hurting, trying hard to show nothing.


He added little to what she already sensed after a year of living with this diagnosis. Degradation. Yes, the word that rankled above all others, the word that expressed what her husband had done to her. She, proud and dignified, reduced to a life of doctors and deformation, while he—


Then Dr. Wu had taken advantage of her, hurting her when she was so far down she couldn’t imagine anything worse. As she sat with Dr. Lindberg now, she began to experience unfair feelings she had never known before: envy at his smiling, lined face and healthy, hairy-knuckled hands, jealousy at the thought of Harlan and his new wife, hopelessness, rage—so many things.


She had always thought of herself as a nice person, and these ungovernable emotions challenged that image. Some mornings she woke up hating herself for what she felt. However, what kind of example would she set for her children if she couldn’t stand up for herself this one final time?


She picked up her prescriptions at the downstairs pharmacy, paying with the health-insurance card from Harlan’s plan that she had made him keep for her, went outside, and checked her watch. Matt must be running late. He must have gotten tied up, and of course he was always so hard to reach. Or maybe Zinnia had him laughing too hard to remember her.


Several minutes later, she gave up waiting and climbed back upstairs to the doctor’s office to use the phone, remembering the first time Matt had introduced them, briefly. Good for him, she had thought, because the girl was pretty and he rarely brought his girlfriends around. Almost instantly, she had changed her opinion. She didn’t like the sly looks and giggling, as if Zinnia and Matt shared a hilarious secret and everyone else be damned.


Oh, she felt so frazzled by all these unresolved problems, and as a result, after making her call, negotiating the steps down, not paying enough attention, she stumbled.


And then she fell.


She fell forward and, in that instant, saw herself tumbling to her death on the hard concrete below, visible to those crows up on the telephone wire, and casual gawkers, and who knew who else.


Splayed like a dead squirrel on the street. Pecked by those big black birds.


This graphically unpleasant image helped her. Her good arm flew up to grab the railing and stop her from going down all the way.


She sat down three steps up from the street, gasping with pain, feeling bruises forming on her legs. Nobody came out of the silent offices. Nobody passed by on the street.


Her children were busy. The love of her life had remarried. She was on her own. She thought of Nina and Bob. She hardly ever knew what was going on with her daughter anymore, although to be fair, she held tightly to her own secrets, and one in particular that made her cringe, that would certainly make Nina hate her.


Ginny only wanted for Nina what any mother wanted—for her daughter to have a comfortable home and a loving partner. But Nina had shown no talent so far in making a home or marrying a good person.


At least Richard Filsen was out of the picture. Ginny had done what she could to drive a wedge between Nina and that man. She knew Filsen hated her for it, but so what?


She checked her watch and looked up the street. No Matt, no cab. No rescue. Then she buttoned her sweater against a growing afternoon sea wind that held just a hint of mist. Another idea began to grow within her about how to right the injustices that had been done to her.


A lightbulb went on. Or maybe what she experienced was more on the level of a bomb exploding.


Someone should pay for her dying.


Why hadn’t she thought of it before? Provide for Matt and Nina and her beloved grandson and extract some justice out of the darkening world from which she was being cut off a little more each day.
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NINA STOPPED OFF THE NEXT DAY AT Fisherman’s Wharf for a fish-and-chips lunch wrapped in newspaper. She dribbled malt vinegar over the steaming fried food and ate it while leaning over the pier, head down in the breeze, worrying about Bob’s bedtime questions last night. “Who was that man you hit, Mom? You told me never, ever, ever—”


Had he witnessed something indelible, something that would haunt him later, if Richard proved his fatherhood and got visitation? She looked north, where balmy Santa Cruz glittered like Xanadu thirty miles across Monterey Bay. Nothing calmed her like the ocean, and she could use soothing. She hadn’t slept the night before. She really needed to talk to someone about Richard. She tossed leftovers to the noisy sea lions and headed back to work.


On the way in, she passed Jack. No court today, and he wore a green polo shirt and beige khakis. Not tall, he made up for it with a muscular build and a blaze of reddish hair. He fixed his eyes on her and said, “Whoa, you’ve got a load of books. Need some help? Don’t tell me that’s all for my stuff?”


“No, these are for Lou. Tax research. He dreams he can talk me into going into tax law.”


“Steady money.”


“Too much arithmetic, I think,” Nina said. “Maybe I’d rather make real estate deals and settle personal-injury cases over the phone. Like you, McIntyre.”


“I make it look too easy, obviously.”


Nina laughed. “Can I talk to you for a second?”


“Follow me.”


She walked into his office, dumped her books on a chair, and waited for him to sit down.


She told him about Richard, the bare facts, and asked his advice.


“You refused the papers?”


“I know. I was served in spite of having to kick the idea around a little first.”


“Hmm. Let me make some calls, okay? Find out what’s cooking. I’ll call Perry for you, too.”


“I appreciate it.”


“You know I’ll—we’ll do anything to help you, Nina. If it comes down to a custody fight, I’ll take it to court for you. I did family-law cases now and then at my first job. It’ll be good practice.”


She thanked him and left, remembering a remark she had once overheard when Jack was complaining about that first job to Lou: “I hated family law. Too many people crying.”


Feeling more cheerful than she had since her run-in with Richard, Nina said hello to Astrid, who had a phone nesting on her shoulder, picked up her messages, hustled down the hall to her cubby, opened the next house-on-fire file, and drew the phone to her ear.


She dealt with Lou’s case in an hour, then turned to one of Jack’s that interested her more.


Jack’s client’s daughter had been hit by an ice cream vending van in front of her house, an event his client had not witnessed. Nevertheless, the mother felt entitled to damages for negligent infliction of emotional distress, since her son ran inside screaming, and she then ran outside to observe with horror her daughter’s bloodied body. The little girl survived without permanent injury. The mother didn’t really have a good shot at winning—Nina had done some preliminary research and found a recent First District Court of Appeals decision confirming that the plantiff had to be a percipient witness, had to have seen the accident with her own eyes.


“Did you hear a thump? Did your daughter cry out? What exactly did you see?” Opposing counsel had sensibly asked these questions at the deposition. Not good.


The one-year statute of limitations for filing a lawsuit was coming up, and Jack had told Nina this was a poor case to litigate. He wanted badly to settle for something better than nuisance value, because he didn’t want to have to file the lawsuit, but if he didn’t settle, he’d have to file it to protect the mother’s right to take it to court.


But the L.A. lawyer didn’t know how badly Jack wanted to settle.


Nina’s phone buzzed and Jack said, “Have you got a minute? The lawyer for the insurance company in the ice cream case is calling me back in five. Good training for you to hear this call.”


She gathered up the files, feeling psychic, and by the time she went into Jack’s office, he was already on the phone trying to settle the case, the speakerphone blaring out the guy in Los Angeles. Jack waved her to a chair and continued his spiel.


“Look, let’s consider this from a strictly cost-effective point of view.” While Jack talked, he watched a video of MC Hammer on the VCR he kept in the office. “U Can’t Touch This”—sex in the air, a fuck-it-all mood that was so right for this conversation.


“My client will not settle for nuisance value. She was absolutely convinced her daughter was killed and she had to go through months of counseling—you have the bills. True, the daughter’s better now, but that also took months. … C’mon, she’s not about to drop this. She was made aware of the accident almost instantly. Though she didn’t have a contemporaneous observation, she was notified immediately and saw the results within a very short time. If you lose this, you’ll lose big, you know that. Why not take this one off your plate?”


They had heard it a million times, but Nina knew this sort of talk always made insurance lawyers nervous. “It’s going to cost you fifty thousand dollars at a minimum just to try the case. If you win, it’s worth zero. My client has authorized me to accept one hundred thousand dollars as a full settlement, but if you can give me a hard offer of seventy-five thousand dollars I will talk to her about it.” His client wanted $75,000 if Jack couldn’t do better. The offer should tempt the insurer to get off so cheap.


Nina thought hard about the ramifications of the case. Who was right? She felt as jerked around as a juror as she listened.


Now Jack turned away from his VCR to give her one of those great big shit-eating smiles she liked so much, but she tried not to take it personally. She had seen the way he’d looked at Remy Sorensen just yesterday, when he probably had no idea he was being observed.
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