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For Ellen Clair Lamb




VOICE MEMO



12:38 A.M.

Can’t sleep. Again. The final notice for the electricity bill came today. I shredded it, paid the bill out of pocket, and then shook down a delinquent client by reminding him that company policy is to tell a cheating spouse about an investigation when payment is past due three months. It’s never been policy before, but I’m warming up to it.

A fed came to visit today. Bledsoe is his name. Agent Bledsoe. B-l-e-d-s-o-e. He knows about the money. If he has the evidence, I think we could lose the business. Thirty years down the drain because somebody wasn’t paying attention. Embezzlement. Of all the stupid things that could take us down. It isn’t even enough money to save us.

Some days I wish I weren’t the only one doing the fixing. I feel like I’m playing a solo game of toy soldiers with just a few pieces out of my control. Some days I really believe there might be something left to salvage if we know when to call it quits.

Some days I think that this just might be the end.




PART I



OPENING STATEMENTS

Six Weeks Earlier



“BOSS”

MEMO

To All Spellman Employees:

Pants are mandatory.

Footwear is encouraged.

Signed,

The Management

Three lazy knocks landed on the door.

“It’s open!” I said as I’d been saying for the past three months. I leaned back in my new leather swivel chair. It was less comfortable than you’d expect, but I wasn’t letting on.

My father entered the Spellman offices carrying a bowl of oatmeal, topped with a few raisins, walnuts, and honey. I don’t have a problem with people eating at work, but I did take issue with his attire—boxer shorts, a wife-beater (the likes of which he hadn’t owned until he started wearing his skivvies into the office), and a cardigan that had been feasted on by a hungry moth. I foolishly thought that lowering the thermostat would encourage my father to put on slacks. Live and learn.

The Spellman offices are located on the first floor of my parents’ house at 1799 Clay Street in San Francisco, California, a three-story Victorian sitting on the outskirts of Nob Hill. A Realtor would tell you that the house has “good bones”—three floors, four bedrooms, three baths—but everything needs to be updated and the exterior demands a paint job so badly that some of the neighbors have taken to writing paint me on our dusty windows. Even a few “anonymous” handwritten letters have arrived from a concerned neighbor, but since Dr. Alexander has sent other handwritten missives in the past, his anonymity was lost. Point is, my parents have a nice house in a nice neighborhood that looks like crap from the outside and is not so hot from the inside, and not enough money to do anything about it. I remember the blue trim on the window frames from when I was a child, but I’m not entirely certain that I’d know it was blue now since it’s almost gone and the thirty-year-old lead-loaded green paint beneath it is what ultimately shines through. Those now-retired painters must have been really good.

The office itself is a fourteen-by-twenty-foot room with an ancient steel desk marking each of the four corners. The fifth desk is parked between the two desks with a window view. Perhaps “view” is an overstatement. We look out onto our neighbor’s concrete wall and have a slight glimpse into Mr. Peabody’s living room, where he sits most of the day, watching television. There’s nothing to recommend the décor of the office. The white walls are covered with bulletin boards so tacked over with postcards, notes, memos, cartoons, they resemble the layering of a bird’s feathers. The collage of paperwork hasn’t been stripped in years. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if an archeological dig produced data from as far back as 1986. It’s not pretty, but you get used to it after a while. The only thing that begs for change is the beige shag carpet, which is so worn down you can slip on it in footwear without treads.

As for my father’s extreme casual wear, it would have made sense that my parents might find the home/workspace divide difficult to navigate, but they’d been navigating it just fine for more than twenty years. These wardrobe shenanigans were purely for my benefit.

“What’s on the agenda today?” Dad said through a mouthful of steel-cut oats. He shook his computer mouse, rousing his monitor from slumber, and commenced his workday with his new morning ritual: a two-hour game of Plants vs. Zombies.

“Mr. Slayter will be here in an hour, Dad.”

“Should I have made extra oatmeal for him?” Dad asked as he planted a row of flowers and a peashooter. I would have used the spud bomb and taken the extra sunlight. But Dad seemed to be doing fine on his own.1

“I think Slayter would prefer pants over oatmeal.”

“You can’t eat pants,” Dad said.

The pants conversation would have continued indefinitely if my mother hadn’t dipped her head into the doorway and said, “Everybody decent?”

“No, Mom, everybody is not decent,” I said.

Then Mom entered, indecently. While less skin was exposed, her sartorial choice was perhaps even more perplexing. Her hair, coiled in plastic curlers, was imprisoned in a net that she must have stolen from Grammy Spellman. She wore a housecoat pockmarked with daisies and pink fluffy slippers on her feet. I had not seen this outfit before, and were we at a Halloween party, I might have found it mildly amusing. My mother, at sixty, is one of those classic beauties, all neck and cheekbones, sharp lines that hide her wrinkles from a distance. She still gets whistles from construction workers from three stories up. With her long bottled auburn hair flowing behind her, a carnival guesser wouldn’t come within a decade of her birth date. Although today, in curlers, she was looking more like her true age.

“Mom, those curlers must have taken you hours.”

“You have no idea,” she said, easing into her chair, spent from the chore. I would bet my entire share of the company that Mom hadn’t used curlers since her senior prom.

We’d never had a dress code before all the trouble began2 and it was foolish of me to think that a memo posted on bulletin boards scattered throughout the house would have any impact. But I think it’s important to note that the dress code was perhaps one of the least ambitious dress codes that ever existed in an office setting.

And to further illustrate my laissez-faire management protocol, I even instituted pajama Fridays (so long as a client meeting was not on the books). The next Friday Mom showed up in a muumuu and a turban, resembling Gloria Swanson in Sunset Boulevard, and Dad slipped on his swim trunks and a wool scarf (I was still keeping the thermostat low, stupidly certain of an auspicious result).

For more than three months I had been president and primary owner of Spellman Investigations, and I can say with complete certainty that I had more power in this office as an underling. My title, it seemed, was purely decorative. I was captain of an unfashionable and sinking ship.

Edward Slayter, the man responsible for my position at my family’s firm—and for close to 20 percent of Spellman Investigations’ income—was coming in for a ten o’clock meeting. I had to get my parents either out of the office or into suitable clothing in less than twenty minutes.

Just then Demetrius entered in a tweed coat and a bow tie. While I appreciated the effort he put into his attire, I had to wonder whether this was his own form of self-expression or an act of mild derision.

“Demetrius, you look great. I guess you saw the memo.”

“It was hard to miss,” D said.

“That was the point,” I said, glaring at my parents. Twenty-five posters on the interior and exterior of the house. If they opened the refrigerator, used the restroom, opened their desk drawers, or took a nap,3 they couldn’t have missed it. “Why are you rocking the bow tie, D? This is new.”

“I’m going to San Quentin this afternoon to interview an inmate for Maggie on a potential wrongful-conviction case.”

Maggie is my sister-in-law, married to my brother David. She is a defense attorney who devotes 25 percent of her practice to pro bono wrongful-incarceration cases. Demetrius, having once benefited from Maggie’s pro bono work, regularly assists her with those cases. Because we believe in the work that Maggie is doing, we help out when time allows, and even when time doesn’t allow. I’d like to think that if I were in prison for a crime I didn’t commit, someone would be trying to get me the hell out of there.

“That’s great. Still doesn’t explain the bow tie.”

“I’m not wearing a slipknot in a maximum-security prison.”

“Excellent point. Speaking of nooses,” I said, turning to my parents. The clock was ticking. “What will it take to get you to change into real clothes and lose the hair accessories?”

“These curlers took three hours,” Mom said.

I really couldn’t have my first Slayter/unit meeting under these circumstances.

“I have an idea,” I said. “Why don’t you go back to bed?”

“I’m hungry,” Dad said.

I turned to D, the de facto chef, for assistance.

“I’ll make some pancakes and bring them up,” he said.

Mom and Dad filed out of the office.

“See you tomorrow,” Mom said.

I wish I could say that this was an unusual workday, but that was not the case. I wish I could say this sort of negotiation was uncommon; also not true. The worst part: I had to consider this a win.

Not-So-Hostile Takeover

It happens all the time. One company is struggling and another company buys that company, and it thrives. Or one company puts itself up for sale and accepts the best offer. Or in a smaller, family-run company, it can go like this: One member of the family-owned company buys (through a wealthy proxy) the shares of her two siblings and becomes the primary shareholder of the company, in essence the owner, blindsiding the previous owners, who happen to be her parents. This isn’t the first time in the history of family-owned businesses that there has been conflict among the filial ranks. Although one could argue that our conflict was strangely unique.

But I’m already getting ahead of myself, so please indulge me briefly for a quick refresher on all things Spellman.4

I’ll start with a name. Mine. Isabel Spellman. I’m thirty-five, single, and I live in my brother’s basement apartment. If I were a man, you’d assume there was something wrong with me, like a porn or video game addiction or some kind of maladaptive social disorder. But I’m a woman, and so automatically the response is pity. Let’s remember something here: I am the president, CEO, and probably CFO5 of Spellman Investigations Inc., a relatively successful private investigative firm in the great metropolis of San Francisco. I am the middle child of Albert and Olivia Spellman, the ill-dressed people you met three and four pages ago. There are other things that you’ll need to know eventually, like I have an older brother, David (an occasional lawyer and full-time father to his daughter, Sydney); a sister-in-law, Maggie, the defense attorney I just mentioned; and a much younger sister, Rae, twenty-two, a recent graduate from UC Berkeley, which makes me the only Spellman spawn without a college degree. But, hey, who owns this sinking ship? As for Rae, it would be difficult to reduce her essence to a few sentences, so I’ll save her for later and leave the essence-reducing to you. I also have a grandmother who lives within walking distance. You’ll meet her soon enough. There’s no point in rushing that introduction.

There are two other Spellman Investigations employees worth mentioning. Foremost, Demetrius Merriweather, the bow-tied fellow you just met. D, as we call him, is a complex, multifaceted human being, but if you had to describe him in an elevator ride, this is what you’d say: 1) He spent fifteen years in prison for a crime he didn’t commit. 2) He’s a freaking unbelievably great chef and shares his gift with anyone in the vicinity. 3) He doesn’t take sides. 4) He really doesn’t like snitching, but he understands the value of the subtle dissemination of information under a specific set of circumstances. He’s also been employee of the month for the past twelve months.

If you were to find yourself alone in a parking garage with him, you wouldn’t automatically assume ex-con. He doesn’t possess any identifying prison tattoos; he doesn’t have the hardened look of a man who spent fifteen years behind bars, although he’s not a small man—six-two, softer in the middle than when he first got out, because he has other pastimes besides going to the prison gym, and his favorite hobby is cooking, and there are more ingredients on the outside than the inside. He’s black. Did I mention that? He has a few freckles, like Morgan Freeman, but the resemblance ends there. Unfortunately. He shaves his head, not because he’s going bald, but because the look works on him. He can look intimidating sometimes, but when he smiles he has these ridiculous dimples. They’re adorable. But you never want to call an ex-con “adorable” no matter how harmless he is. And the truth is, I doubt D is all that harmless. He was in prison for fifteen years. You’re going to tell me he never got in a fight? I’ve asked (repeatedly); he just doesn’t answer.

And, finally, our part-time employee, Vivien Blake. A college coed who used to be the subject of an investigation, but we’ve never been good with boundaries, so now she works for us. Something about Vivien reminds me of the old me: a recklessness, a history of inappropriate behavior, a penchant for vandalism. Some years back Vivien managed to steal an entire fleet of golf carts from Sharp Park Golf Course in Pacifica and relocate them to a cow pasture ten miles away. I’ve asked her at least twenty times how she managed to do it, and she refuses to reveal her professional secrets. The seventeen-year-old delinquent who still resides somewhere deep in my core has profound respect for that.

Vivien has only just returned from one month abroad in Ireland. She was supposedly taking a four-week intensive summer course on James Joyce’s Ulysses at Trinity College, but I noticed that when my sister pressed her on the details Vivien only mentioned castles and pubs and a walking tour of Joycean Dublin, which Rae said was totally open to the public.

Viv has taken some time settling back into San Francisco life. The last time I saw her she was in the midst of a heated phone call that might have suggested she was working in the drug trade (and completely unconcerned with wiretaps): “Where is my stuff? The delivery was supposed to happen five days ago. I’ve called you every day since then and you say it will be the next day and every day I wait around like some patsy and it never shows. I should charge you for my time. My rate is twenty-five dollars an hour. I’ve now waited over twenty hours. So, let’s see, you owe me at least a thousand dollars.6 You will not get away with this. I know people. I know terrifying people, people who have done time,7 the kind of people who make weapons out of soap. Why do they make weapons out of soap? Isn’t it obvious? What are you, an idiot? Because if you murder someone with a sharpened blade of soap, then the rain and the blood will . . . change the form of the weapon and you lose fingerprints and the blade won’t match. That’s irrelevant. I really hope it doesn’t come to that. Listen to me carefully. Every hour of my life that you destroy, I’m going to take an hour from your life. Hello? Hello?”

Vivien put her phone in her pocket.

D said, “Honey, not vinegar.”

“I want to pour a vat of boiling vinegar on that bastard’s head,” Viv said.

“Assault with a deadly weapon. Two to four years. Or attempted murder, five to nine,” D said as he strolled over to the pantry. He pulled out a bar of Ivory soap and then collected a paring knife from the kitchen and placed them in front of Vivien. “You might want to get a jump start on these soap weapons you’ve heard about. Or you can take a walk and chill out.”

Vivien took the soap and paring knife and stepped outside.

“Is she okay?” I asked after Viv left.

“She’ll be fine. Customer service just isn’t what it used to be.”

I would like to say I delved deeper into her hostile phone conversation, but I had more pressing matters to contend with. If any of the information I’ve provided thus far is confusing or you need a refresher, I suggest consulting previous documents.8

Now is probably as good a time as any to explain how I became boss and why my two most seasoned employees were wearing undergarments to work.

•  •  •

I began working for the family business when I was twelve. I won’t pretend that I was a model employee, and I’ll come straight out and say that I was an even worse teenager. Some might have called me a delinquent. A more generous sort would suggest I was finding myself. I would probably tell the generous sort where to stick their new-age bullshit and own the delinquent part. So, I admit I was trouble, but I grew out of that phase at least five, six years ago and now I’m a relatively upstanding citizen. As you know, your average citizen probably commits between one and five misdemeanors a day.9

About nine months ago our firm took on a series of cases that turned out to be interconnected. A man hired us to follow his sister. His sister hired us to follow her husband. Two of the three people involved were not who they said they were. When I noticed their stories didn’t match, I began investigating the client. Generally, a private investigator investigates the subject, not the client, but I believe that if the client is hiring us under false pretenses, it is our job to set things right. My father, however, believes we should serve the client, lest we develop a reputation for being the private investigators with a de-emphasis on the private. During our company standoff, my father enacted a Chinese wall and only allowed the assigned investigator to work on his or her respective case. I tried to climb the wall a few times, only to be met by an escalating series of warnings from my father, which culminated in a direct threat: If I continued to defy company policy, I would be fired. I disregarded his warning, took a sledgehammer to the Chinese wall, and uncovered our clients’ true and malevolent motives. While I considered my investigation a success, my father considered it a breach of the basic tenets of our livelihood. My dad’s threat to fire me was, in fact, not a bluff.

I politely and then impolitely asked for my job back. I even pretended that bygones were bygones and simply showed up for work day after day. If we were a major conglomerate, a security team would have promptly surfaced and escorted me out of the building with my one sad box of belongings. Instead, each day of each week, I was shown the door and then invited back for family dinner on Sunday.

After a great deal of soul-searching and scheming, I did the only thing I could do. I warned the person whom our clients were surveilling, one Edward Slayter, of the potential danger posed by his scheming wife (now ex). Mr. Slayter, a wealthy businessman, became my benefactor in a way. When he heard that I was fired because of my work on his behalf, he offered to intervene, in this case negotiating a buyout with my siblings, who, for the record, took my side.10 At the time, the parental unit had a 40 percent share of the company, Rae had 15 percent, David had 15 percent, and I had 30 percent. After Slayter bought out my siblings’ shares, I owned 60 percent, which, according to the company bylaws, gave me the authority to hire and fire employees and veto power over all major company decisions. My first order of business was giving me my old job back.

But power comes at a cost. The coup made me enemy number one to my father and rendered me permanently beholden to Edward Slayter. So, even though I’m technically the boss of Spellman Investigations, Edward Slayter is kind of the boss of me. Our deal is quite simple. I do jobs for him at a discounted rate and when he asks me to do something, I generally do it.

That’s just so you understand why I’ll be jogging in seven pages.



1. I’ve probably clocked in a full workweek of Plants vs. Zombies hours, I’m ashamed to say. But Dad played as if he were an employee of PopCap Games.

2. I’ll explain all that later.

3. Put one in large print on the ceiling of my parents’ bedroom.

4. For brief dossiers on family members and a few other relevant parties, see appendix.

5. Why not?

6. Her math gets iffy when she’s angry.

7. Demetrius, at that point, walked over to the chalkboard and wrote, I will not get involved.

8. All available in paperback!

9. “Crime and No Punishment: Misdemeanor Rates Skyrocket as Criminals Realize Prison Time Is Shorter for Nonfelonies” (2011). See appendix.

10. Or they really needed money. But I prefer my first theory.



RUNNING ON EMPTY

MEMO

To All Spellman Employees:

At 10:00 on Tuesday morning, Mr. Slayter will be joining us for a meeting about a potential assignment. Please dress appropriately for the occasion.1

Signed,

The Management

Edward Slayter arrived at 10:00 A.M. sharp, which meant that he arrived five minutes early and waited in his car. I learned in the young days of my serfdom that when Slayter said 8:15, he didn’t mean 8:10 or 8:20 or 8:16. He meant 8:15. So, you’d allow for traffic, often arrive early and loiter outside his office, and occasionally argue with a security guard over the NO LOITERING sign.

As I traversed the twelve-foot expanse of the office to meet Mr. Slayter at the door, I caught a half-clad woman on my father’s computer screen. I clicked off the monitor just as Slayter’s eyes clocked the image. Since I haven’t yet gone into great length about my father, let me briefly defend his honor. The Playboy.com website was my father’s way of illustrating to Slayter that I had no control over my employees. For the record, Dad doesn’t make a habit of ogling naked women or perusing porn sites.2

“Missing-persons investigation,” I said, explaining away the naked woman.

Edward raised his eyebrow and gave me a kiss on both cheeks. Let me be clear: Everything was strictly professional between me and my new boss, but Spellman Investigations was kind of his pet project and, as far as I could tell, so was I.

Professor Merriweather got to his feet when Slayter entered the room.

I made introductions.

“Edward, this is Demetrius, our best employee.”

“From the looks of it,” Edward said, “he’s your only employee.”

“We had a last-minute surveillance job. Couldn’t find anyone else. I’m afraid I had to send the unit into the field.”

Just then the theme from Sanford and Son blasted from the television in the upstairs bedroom.

Slayter turned to me and squinted with his right eye, his nonverbal manner of communicating that he doesn’t believe me. I was rather familiar with that look.

“Neighbors,” I said, completing the lie.

“I see,” Slayter said. He turned to Demetrius. “Nice to see you again, um—oh, I’m terrible with names.”

“Demetrius,” I repeated.

“Nice to see you again, sir,” Demetrius said, playing along.

They had never met. Slayter compensated by always assuming he’d met a person and always claiming to be bad with names. He had Alzheimer’s. Maybe I should have led with that. It wasn’t that advanced, but names and nouns and locations could be a problem. The disease was early onset and the diagnosis was grim, but for now the symptoms were minimal and Slayter insisted on business as usual. The only people who knew so far were me, Mr. Slayter, his doctors, and Charlie Black, his navigational consultant. I’ll get to him later. The web of secrecy was to protect a business that my boss had slaved over for twenty-five years. He had been the CEO of Slayter Industries since the beginning and owned 25 percent of the company. He was the only shareholder on the board of directors and there’d never been a vote that hadn’t fallen on his side. He was the boss, is my point. Kinda like what I had going on at Spellman Investigations. Slayter had made it clear that he would continue to run his company, a venture capital firm, until he and his doctor decided it was time to quit. At least that was the plan. For now, we did his bidding.

“I was really hoping to meet your parents today,” Slayter said.

“I’m sorry that didn’t work out. Next time,” I said, sliding a chair next to my desk.

Slayter waited until I was seated behind my desk before he took a seat. This dance used to take an unusually long time until I figured it out. Women sit first. Once I told him that was stupid and it didn’t go over very well. I just sit down now. What’s the big deal? It’s not like I can’t vote.

“Does anyone want coffee?” Demetrius asked.

“No, thank you,” Slayter said pleasantly.

“Can I interest you in a freshly baked blueberry muffin?” D asked.

“Yes!” I said.

The glorious smell had been wafting into the office for the last twenty minutes.

“I was talking to Mr. Slayter.”

“He doesn’t eat things that taste good,” I said.

Slayter smirked, Demetrius departed, and I sat up straight, gathered my notebook, and poised my pen, awaiting further instructions.

“We’re looking at a company called Divine Strategies Inc. They specialize in niche financial software for religious organizations. They got their start with HolyBooks, an accounting program for churches, but they’re branching out into other areas. My people have already done the financials and checked for any legal issues and they’re clean. I just want a few background checks on the partners and some of the support staff.”

“Are you looking for anything in particular?” I asked.

“I just want fresh eyes on it,” Slayter said.

“Anything else?”

“My younger brother is coming to visit.”

“When?”

“Any day now. He likes to surprise me.”

“I didn’t know you had a brother.”

“I haven’t seen him in five years.”

“Does he know about . . . ?”

“No.”

“Are you going to tell him?”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because he’s family. You have to tell him.”

“I’m afraid we don’t have that close bond you Spellmans share,” Slayter said.

On cue Dad blew his nose so loudly it reverberated throughout the house.

“No need to brag,” I said. “Still, I think you should consider telling him. At least he won’t be offended if you forget his name. What is it, by the way?”

“Ethan Jones.”

“Half brother, actor, or took his wife’s name?”

“Changed it. He had some trouble a while back.”

“Interesting choice. What kind of trouble?”

“The kind involving prison.”

“Now you’ve got my attention,” I said.

“I should have had it when I walked in the door.”

“Wow. You having a brother who did time is kind of exciting. I don’t have a brother who did time.”

“That must be very difficult for you.”

“What did he do?” I asked.

“What difference does it make?”

“You can tell me or I’ll waste two hours of my day running a background check.”

“Ponzi scheme,” Slayter said, studying his shoes.

“What happened?”

“A lot of people lost their retirement. He paid back what he could. Did time. Seven years in a federal prison.”

“The good kind,” I said. “I think I’d do okay in a federal prison.”

Slayter stared out the window, either lost in thought, trying to decipher the argument between Sanford and his son, or spacing out, which does sometimes happen.

“When he got out,” Slayter said, “he used whatever money he had stashed away and opened a bar in Los Angeles. He’s good with people. He’s thinking about opening a bar here. Or so he says.”

“That would be great. Because I’ve been looking for a new place to drink.”

“We need to keep an eye on him.”

“Which eye? Left? Right?”

In my entire relationship with Slayter, I’ve never made him laugh, not even when I showed up at his office wearing a dress inside out.3

“Do you have a safe in your office?”

“We do.”

Slayter reached into his breast pocket and pulled out an envelope filled with cash.

“Can you put this in your safe?”

I took the envelope and peeked at the stack of Benjamins inside.

“How much is this?”

“Five grand.”

“Why do you want me to keep five grand in my office?”

“You might need it sometime. Or we’ll get lucky, and you won’t.”

Mr. Slayter got to his feet, which meant that our business here was done. I walked him to the door.

“See you tomorrow. Our usual time.”

“Tomorrow?” I spun my calendar around so that Slayter could see the entry. “My apologies, but I can’t make it tomorrow. I have a new-client meeting at eight. I don’t know how long it will last.”

“Mr. Hofstetler shouldn’t take up more than forty-five minutes of your time.”

It would have been impossible for Slayter to have read that name over my shoulder.

“How did you—”

“I had my secretary make the appointment yesterday. I’m on to you, Isabel.”

•  •  •

I took up running exactly eight weeks ago, when Mr. Slayter phoned me one morning requesting my presence in Golden Gate Park. He told me to wear sneakers and something comfortable. How was I to know he had exercise on his mind? I wore a pair of jeans, a JUSTICE 4-MERRI-WEATHER T-shirt, and pair of Jack Purcells.

Mr. Slayter, in shorts and a T-shirt in state-of-the-art moisture-wicking fabric, waited for me on a bench outside the de Young Museum. I’d never seen my new boss so casual, but I figured he couldn’t wear pressed suits twenty-four/seven. It seemed indecent looking at his exposed legs, maybe because he had the legs of a man half his age—a healthy man half his age. Edward was one of those people who did everything in his power to stay young, which made his disease particularly cruel. To avoid gawking at Slayter’s well-toned calf muscles, I turned to Charlie Black, Slayter’s navigational consultant, who was circling on his bicycle.

“Hey, Charlie. What’s going on?”

“We’re running,” Charlie said.

“I’ve never seen anyone run on a bicycle before,” I said. Then I made direct eye contact with Mr. Slayter, demanding an explanation.

“Isabel,” he said, giving me a once-over. “You might want to invest in more appropriate attire.”

“Have you been talking to my mother?”

“Let’s get started. Have you stretched?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Nineteen ninety-eight. August, I think.”

“We’ll warm up first.”

“Charlie, what’s going on?” I asked Charlie because I figured he’d understand my confusion.

“Mr. Slayter likes to multitask. Sometimes he likes to do business while he runs.”

“I see. Edward, I hate to break it to you, but I’m not a runner.”

“Do you do any cardiovascular activity?”

“I’m alive, aren’t I?”

Mr. Slayter looked at his watch and started running without further comment.

“He’s pretty fast, so I’d get a move on if I were you,” Charlie said as he circled me on his bicycle.

I chased my new boss down John F. Kennedy Drive past the pond, where a gang of pigeons blocked the sidewalk, and caught up before he reached the underpass at Crossover Drive.

“Hold up,” I said, gasping for air and doubling over with a side cramp.

I wish I could cite heat exhaustion for my weak showing, but if you’ve ever been in San Francisco during summer, you know that’s not the case. While the rest of you clowns are cramped in air-conditioned cubicles or sweating it out on porches, fanning yourselves in the shade and drinking lemonade, waiting for the sun to set, we’re pulling on cardigans, hoping that the fog will break. At least in some parts of the city. There is no “San Francisco summer.” Golden Gate Park is often socked in with a heavy layer of fog until afternoon. Then again, the sun can hit the Mission in the morning and start burning off the pools of urine from the night before by midafter-noon. The Van Ness corridor at times is a wind tunnel that can send the most modest outfit adrift. You should never speak about weather in San Francisco except in the immediate moment.

That morning, in the park, it was chilly and the fog was like a gauzy filter on a camera for an aging movie star. The moist air had a moldy scent with a hint of pine.

Slayter slowed to a walk while Charlie pedaled beside us. He took my arm and said, “Walk it off.”

“I really don’t think this jogging is for me,” I said. “Maybe I could ride the bike.”

“My last running partner retired and moved to Florida. You’ll have to do for now.”

Most people can’t make me exercise against my will, but as I’ve explained, Slayter kind of owns me, and if he wants to have meetings while simultaneously trying to kill me, there’s not much I can do about it. Slayter and I parted ways after he suggested I stretch against one of the park benches. I made a feeble show of it until I saw his car disappear in the distance. Then I collapsed on the park bench and watched a gang of fake hippies and their pit bull puppy take over the bike path and get in an argument with a pair of well-equipped cyclists who were itching for a brawl. The cops showed up and ruined what was gearing up to be an excellent show. I limped back to my car and returned to the office.

The next morning, Mr. Slayter’s secretary phoned me and scheduled regular jogging meetings on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. My protest was met with a gift certificate to a sports apparel shop and a note that somehow managed to convey in the most subtle manner that I should buy not only running shoes but a sports bra. I believe the note read: You might also want to consider any long-term gravitational side effects and purchase any items that might offset that particular issue.

•  •  •

After the torture of one week’s exercise, I decided that it was my body and I should be able to do what I wanted with it, even if that meant absolutely nothing. The next time Evelyn called to confirm our running appointment, and the time after that, I said I was unavailable. Edward would promptly get on the line for the specifics of my unavailability. Our conversations usually went something like this:

ISABEL: My grandmother died.4

SLAYTER: My condolences. But I have never heard of a seven A.M. funeral.

ISABEL: I have a doctor’s appointment.

SLAYTER: Why would you schedule a doctor’s appointment for a time when you already had an appointment on your calendar?

ISABEL: I don’t feel well.

SLAYTER: Exercise will improve your hangover.5

ISABEL: I really don’t want to do this anymore.

SLAYTER: Sometimes it’s good to do things we don’t want to do.

Eight weeks later, I’d mostly given up the fight. The morning after my unusual conversation about Slayter’s alias-sporting brother, I was back at the park. It was a crisp Wednesday morning in July, with fog as thick as smoke from a wildfire. Edward and I ran in unison around the soccer field. Four loops, four miles is our usual on Wednesday. I always let him do most of the talking, so I can do most of the breathing, but I have finally grown accustomed to these bouts of exercise and will reluctantly admit that it was doing me some good. For instance, after a four-mile run with Slayter, returning home to find my parents wearing their ugly-American costumes at work (matching Hawaiian shirts, Bermuda shorts, and Ray-Ban sunglasses on nylon straps) didn’t get my hackles up like it used to.

On this run, the day after the foiled meeting with my parents, Edward decided to impart some advice.

“It must be difficult running a business when you don’t have the respect of your employees,” he said.

I could have launched into an extensive defense, explaining family history and my parents’ predilection for gamesmanship, but breathing took priority.

“It is.”

“Did you read the book I gave you?”

“I skimmed it.”

When the trouble began after my coup, Mr. Slayter gave me several books that had influenced his management style.

“Have you completed step one?”

“Working on it,” I said, slowing my pace to cut back on the chitchat and because I didn’t want to lie any further. The book Slayter was referring to, called How to Undo a Fiasco, included exercises. Chapter 1 encouraged you to make a list of all of your transgressions over the last ten years. For me that could have taken upwards of a year.

“Have you tried listening to them—opening a dialogue to discuss what happened and how they feel? Maybe they just need to be heard, and then you can move on.”

That was from one of the other books he gave me. I can’t remember which one. Or maybe it’s just common sense.

“I’ll try that,” I said. “Again.” Because I was pretty sure I’d tried that before.

“Please do. And report back to me. I think it’s important that I meet your parents before the fissure in communication becomes as deep as a canyon.”

When we reached the end of the third loop, I slowed to a walk.

“Good run,” I said.

“We only did three loops, Isabel.”

“No, we did four,” I said.

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

Edward turned to Charlie and said, “Charlie, how many miles have we covered?”

I ducked behind Slayter and made the universal sign that means Don’t rat me out.

“Three, sir,” Charlie, the rat, said.

“Isabel, I can’t believe you would exploit my condition for your own benefit.”

“I swear, I thought we did four laps.”6

“Two more,” Slayter said, as punishment.

“Only one more.”

“Two. I forgot about the third. It happens.”

Slayter picked up the pace. I trudged in his wake, drafting off of him. It helps a little and Slayter finds it annoying, which also improves my mood.

After the final loop, I came to a complete stop and lay down on the grass.

Charlie was across the field, riding in our direction. Slayter extended his hand, meaning for me to get up. He pulled me to my feet. For an old guy, he sure was strong.

“Albino, gingivitis, and . . .” Slayter trailed off, staring at the white sky.

In case you were wondering, my boss hadn’t contracted some rare language virus. At the beginning of every jogging session or other meeting, if I remember, I try to give Slayter three words to remember at the end of the meeting. Sometimes I forget the three words, which makes the whole thing a disaster, but now we make sure Charlie hears the words.

“Three-card monte,” Slayter said, snapping his fingers. “Let’s stick to single words only in the future.”

“No,” I said flatly. “You tell me what to do all the time. Some things are entirely in my purview.”

Slayter pretended like he hadn’t heard me and moved on to the next subject.

“I bought Charlie that sweater,” Edward said, nodding in Charlie’s general direction.

It was a nice sweater. It had that soft cashmere look and was a blue-gray with a slim red trim around the collar. It might have been the priciest thing Charlie owned.

“I like it.”

“I believe he was wearing it yesterday as well. And the day before that,” Slayter said.

“It’s his favorite sweater,” I said. “He wears it at least three times a week.”

“Next time you get a chance,” Slayter said, “I’d like you to discuss rotating his wardrobe with him. And maybe you can take him shopping so that he has a few more items to rotate. And then maybe you could discuss dry cleaning with him.”

“I’m not sure that I understand dry cleaning. I mean, can you really get something clean without getting it wet?”

“He smells, Isabel. You need to have a hygiene talk with him.”

“Do you really think I’m the best person for this job? Some nights I go to bed without—”

“Isabel, I realize this isn’t part of your job description, but it’s either you or me and I think it would be better coming from you.”

“Okay, I’ll take care of it,” I said.

“I want his new sweaters to be tasteful,” Slayter warned me. “Not like the last time.”

The previous holiday season, Slayter had asked me to buy Charlie a Christmas sweater. He meant a sweater for Christmas. I interpreted it more literally and purchased a red knit number with snowflakes and snowmen stitched over the fabric, creating a terrain not unlike a relief map. I thought it was fun; Charlie loved it and wore it for a week straight until Slayter made me make it disappear. Seriously, I had to steal it from Charlie and pretend it was lost in an overheated cab ride. Charlie spent half the afternoon phoning cab companies while it was at the bottom of my parents’ trash bin. We called it Sweatergate. Charlie still talks about it.

•  •  •

Maybe now would be a good time to tell you about Charlie Black, navigational consultant.

I met Charlie on the steps outside of 101 Market Street maybe eight months ago while I was surveilling Edward Slayter. To kill time, I was studying a chess book that my ex-boyfriend Henry Stone was making me read. Charlie asked if he could interest me in a game, swiftly pulling a chessboard out of his backpack. I agreed; he won in about three minutes flat. As I continued my surveillance of Mr. Slayter, I kept running into Charlie, since my surveillance took me to his haunts. I discovered that Charlie was intelligent in a very particular way, unemployed, lonely, and trustworthy. When I discovered that Mr. Slayter had Alzheimer’s we embarked on our unusual partnership; I suggested Slayter hire Charlie as an assistant to discreetly make sure Edward was at the right place at the right time.

As it turned out, Charlie and Slayter got along swimmingly despite their epic differences. Edward is wealthy, handsome, charismatic, prone to suit-wearing, and quite powerful; Black was a public servant made redundant who passed as a homeless person who played chess on the streets until his latest gig, and has been known to wear the same outfit five days in a row. The only thing they have in common now is their driver and chess. Charlie is a good companion for Slayter; he doesn’t have a problem with nervous chatter, a habit Slayter has no patience for, and he can navigate the streets of San Francisco with the best of them. His feel for social terrain is far murkier.

Because of this fact, Slayter will often leave the more delicate conversations to me, which is silly, if you’ve met me. I’m not exactly famous for mincing words, although I’ve made a marked improvement.

Slayter and I parted in our usual fashion.

“I’ll see you Friday,” Slayter said.

“Friday doesn’t work for me,” I said to deaf ears.

Edward’s driver pulled up and attached Charlie’s bike to the rack that had been recently added, and the three men got into the Town Car and drove away. Charlie waved a cheery good-bye as I staggered over to my beat-up Buick, crawled into the backseat, and took a short nap.

•  •  •

So far, all I’ve mentioned are hostile takeovers, jogging, and wardrobe disturbances, which serve up only an appetizer in the world of Spellman Investigations. Let me be clear: Before we’re a dysfunctional company and family, we are investigators, and no matter what personal or professional conflicts simmer, our work does indeed take priority.



1. I realize this is open to interpretation.

2. Not that this isn’t perfectly normal male behavior, as I’ve been told repeatedly.

3. I had an overnight surveillance and got only a half hour of sleep. The inside of the dress had obvious stitching and seams exposed. I have no idea how I managed to drive to his office, take an elevator, and walk down a hallway without noticing.

4. I have been using this excuse for years and it’s always worked. And no, I don’t feel bad about it. And you won’t either once you meet her.

5. Depends on how bad the hangover.

6. Don’t judge me. Running is hard.



SUBORDINATES

MEMO

To All Spellman Employees:

Albert and Olivia will be out of the office until Thursday afternoon. We will arrive when our other business is taken care of.

Signed,

The Subordinates

No matter what my ragtag group of investigators is wearing, Spellman Investigations tries to have a weekly summit in which we debrief each other on our current caseload. This routine was intact for close to two years before I took the reins, and it will remain intact as long as my parents don’t become nudists. It is policy to have the meetings in the morning, since we don’t run the tightest ship and people like to skip out early on Friday. I’m the kind of boss who doesn’t mind that sort of thing, so long as the work is getting done and my employees aren’t in the other room eating pancakes.

At the very least they could have been sneaky about it, but the unit was openly flaunting their pancake consumption during the weekly summit.

I entered the kitchen to see whether I could wrangle my parents/underlings.

“Would you care to join us for the meeting?” I asked.

“Didn’t you get the memo?” Dad said.

“I did. Thank you for laminating it and Krazy Gluing it to the top of my desk. However, since you’re only twenty feet from where the meeting is taking place, I don’t see why you can’t make that short trek into the office.”

“Can’t you see we’re eating?” Mom said.

“You can bring your pancakes,” I said.

“They taste better in here,” Mom said, devouring half the stack in a mouthful.

“Well, we can wait ten, twenty minutes, until you’re done,” I said, being accommodating. For a hundred-and-ten-pound woman my mother eats like a longshoreman. You’d think she has a tapeworm.

“Nah, we don’t want to rush our digestions. We’ll see you later,” Dad said. Dad, alas, most definitely does not have a tapeworm. I didn’t want to say anything. But Dad has no business eating pancakes. It must have been his cheat day, but yesterday was his cheat day.

There was no point in pushing the matter further. My current strategy for coping with renegade employees was failing, and I needed to come up with another plan. I returned to the office to find Demetrius (bow tie–free) and Vivien whispering conspiratorially. I could only gather that they were discussing the dissension among the ranks. My lack of leadership was becoming not only a professional problem but also a personal embarrassment.

My presence halted the sotto voce conversation. Vivien, looking worse for wear even for a college coed, returned to her desk. I’m not one to judge; from age twelve to twenty-five you could generally rely on my being the least-polished-looking person in the vicinity, unless you dropped me by helicopter against my will at a Grateful Dead concert.1 But Viv, that day, didn’t just appear ungroomed—she had clearly given up on a knotty tangle in her long dark hair, and her clothes had the imprint of repeated wear—but unhinged as well. Her bloodshot eyes darted around, like overcaffeinated scopes attached to trigger-happy rifles.

“Have you eaten anything today, Viv?”

“Yes,” she said.

“No,” D said. “She raided Rae’s junk food stash.”

I returned to the kitchen, plucked a stack of leftover pancakes from the stove, squeezed some fake maple syrup on top, and grabbed a fork. I responded to the unit’s protest by explaining that the hotcakes were for Viv and returned to the office, putting the plate on her desk.

“Since my parents are up to speed on the cases,2 let’s have a quick meeting without them. D, can you do some background checks on any employee who has been with Divine Strategies longer than five years?”

“I’ll get started today,” D said, shuffling papers distractedly.

“How did your interview with the inmate go?”

“Fine. Why do you ask?” D said. He said it defensively, if I was not mistaken.

“Because I usually ask about these cases. Is there a reason you don’t want to talk about the interview?”

“No,” D said, pulling the file from his desk. “His name is Louis Myron Washburn. He was convicted twelve years ago of armed robbery and second-degree murder. The witness ID seems shaky. During the first interview she said it was the wrong man and then changed her mind. Looks like a case of an unreliable cross-racial witness ID and maybe some unhealthy influence from the cops. Washburn has a rap sheet—assault, possession with intent to sell. The police probably were itching to take him down.”

“If you need any help, let me know,” I said. “Vivien, I need you to serve papers next week. One looks cut-and-dried. He’s knows it’s coming. The other is a divorce situation. The wife has filed and the husband has made himself scarce. I tried to serve him two days ago at the golf course and he took off in his golf cart. Since he got a look at me, I figured you could have a go at it. Considering your history with golf carts, I’d rather you try to serve him at home. Other than that, I don’t have much. Hope you have some papers due next week.”

“I can handle being at a golf course,” Vivien said.

“I don’t want to risk it.”

Just then my sister Rae entered the office, eating a lone pancake folded like a taco.

“Have you tried these pancakes?” Rae said. “I think Mom stole your secret recipe, D.”

“I don’t believe in secret recipes,” D said.

“Colonel Sanders would disagree with you, and that is why Colonel Sanders is rich and you have enough money to put a down payment on a one-bedroom apartment in the East Bay.”

Quick explanation for the mildly hostile exchange: When D was exonerated, Rae relentlessly encouraged him to file a lawsuit for malicious prosecution. After almost a year of debating his options, Demetrius finally agreed. He had a solid case, but both parties wanted to avoid the public scrutiny of a lengthy and costly civil trial. D was given a fair offer but never disclosed the sum to my sister, since she’s got a habit of offering unsolicited financial advice. Rae merely assumed that it was a paltry settlement and has been on D’s case ever since. It was not a paltry settlement. But D has managed to be conservative with his investments and unless my sister opened his bank statements, she’d be none the wiser. I can always see a veiled smirk of satisfaction on D’s face when Rae trips over the subject.

“Is there something we can do for you, Rae?” I asked.

There was a time it seemed that my sister and I, together, were the future of Spellman Investigations. As a child she was far more interested in the family business than I ever pretended to be. But people change, I’ve discovered. Their goals and motivations make invisible seismic shifts over time. My sister learned that you can’t get rich being a PI; since she readily admits that money is her first love, the job eventually lost its luster. Nowadays, Rae always manages to find lucrative part-time employment and will only take a Spellman job under extreme duress. She comes to the house for the obligatory Sunday-night dinners and is rarely heard from in between.

“I’ve got a case,” Rae said. “A friend of mine hired a moving and storage company when she moved out of her apartment over summer and took a short holiday. She signed a contract for the full service and paid fifty percent up front, which was twelve hundred dollars. The services they were to provide included packing up her belongings from her old apartment, keeping them in storage for four to six weeks, and then moving them to the new location within a twenty-five-mile radius. When my client arranged for the delivery of her stored items, the movers held her belongings ransom, claiming that they exceeded the weight limit in the contract of two thousand pounds, and they added a surplus charge for the single flight of stairs into her building. Not only that, her television was cracked, her mattress was infected with bedbugs, and she thinks some of her underwear is missing.

“When she tried to get reimbursed for the damages, the guy she dealt with, Owen Lukas, said that she was entitled to twenty-five dollars since the insurance only covered one dollar per pound of the property. After her stuff was in her house, she went to the owner of the company and questioned the extortion money for damaged property. Lukas simply repeated again and again, ‘I suggest you review the contract.’ ”

“What does she want to get out of this?”

“Justice,” said Rae. “And maybe her money back.”

“The cost of investigating and filing a claim could be a wash,” I said. “And that’s if she wins.”

“She doesn’t care. This Lukas guy lied to her and cheated her and they knew they could get away with it. I looked into it,” Rae said. “Moving companies aren’t properly regulated. If you ask me, it’s the new mob.”

“Can she pay?” I asked.

“No,” Rae said.

“Then why would we take the case?”

“Because he’s Satan,” Vivien said through a mouthful of pancakes.

“Meet our client,” Rae said, nodding in Vivien’s direction. “Lightning Fast Moving Company, they’re called. I don’t think she’s their only victim, based on my preliminary research. I’ll check their corporate status and bankruptcy filings and see if there are any lawsuits on record, which seems likely. You wouldn’t believe their reviews on Yelp.”

“What does this have to do with you?” I asked.

“She came to me for help,” Rae said.

“I take it these are what the phone calls have been about, and your bad hair days?”

“This man is the worst person I’ve ever met,” Vivien said.

“Then why didn’t you come to me? I’m pretty good at dealing with assholes.”

“You were really busy jogging and other stuff for the old guy, and when you were here you were trying to pay the bills, which seemed more important.”

I’ll admit the last part hurt, since the “trying to pay the bills” was so on-the-nose. I had resorted to handwriting on check forms meant for laser printers, which meant that 50 percent of our payments got calls from the bank to be sure they weren’t stolen checks.

“I’d like to do the legwork,” Rae said.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because I feel like keeping the blade sharp,” said Rae.

“What blade?”

“Until I decide about graduate school, I have some free time. I’ll take this case for free, see if I can drum up some other business on my own. Do you have a problem with me bringing more money in?”

“Of course not.”

“I might want to do a little surveillance on this Lukas character. Is that cool?”

“If you’re taking the case, that means you’re keeping watch on Viv. Her involvement should be minimal.”

“I can hear you,” said Viv.

“Understood,” Rae said. She extended her hand. “Good to be on board again.”

I reluctantly shook her hand but could not help but have an uneasy sensation. My sister’s sudden interest in returning to the business was like a car that drove just fine but made a loud clanking noise that let you know something was amiss. Still, I was two employees down. Adding one who made no financial demands was a plus.

“Walk me out,” Rae said, stepping into the hallway. But the hallway wasn’t exactly private, since it was within earshot of the kitchen. My parents were now doing the crossword puzzle together.

“Nine letters. French martyr. Starts with a J,” said Mom.

“Pepe Le Pew,” Dad said.

“It fits.”

“Nice,” Dad said.

“Oh my God,” Rae said in horror. She leaned into the kitchen. “Martyr. French martyr.”

I can only assume my parents were staring blankly at Rae. Crossword puzzles aren’t really their thing.
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