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Time and trouble will tame an advanced young woman, but an advanced old woman is uncontrollable by any earthly force.

—Dorothy Sayers


One

Emma sat with her feet on top of her desk. It made her feel taller and it eased a nagging tightness in the small of her back, so she could concentrate on the man on the other end of the line. He was infinitely annoying. He was also right.

“Of course I can deliver,” she said. “You know me, Harold. You know my agency. It’s not like we’re the new kids on the block.” He was not satisfied. His insurance clients expected a quick response, and so did he. Hadn’t she said the reports would be ready? This was a competitive world, hard facts, friendship’s one thing, business another. And damn but he was right, which left her with nothing but bluster. The report was late and going to be later. Dobson was supposed to have done it, but Dobson was gone, had quit her. Her agency was crumbling, losing employees like so many rotten teeth. Two this week, Dobson and the idiot receptionist–slash–office manager temp who’d replaced the last incompetent temp.

Philosophical differences, the dolt had said, packing her lifetime supply of tissue and allergy pills. As if she could spell philosophy, let alone have one. And Dobson, after all this time, claiming personality differences, whatever asinine inconsequential nit-picking issues he meant. He’d said she had a reputation for being impossible. Asked if she’d wondered why she couldn’t keep employees. Snapped, “Hire a detective and find out why!”

“Let the delivery date be my problem,” she said into the phone. Not much of an offer since it, along with everything else, already was her problem. Nobody left to share the burden, unless Atlas dropped the world and shouldered her load.

She heard a halfhearted, mousy knock. Who? Why? She leaned forward as much as she could, given the straight-out position of her legs, and pushed papers around the surface of her desk with her free hand. Where was that note from the answering service? What time was her next appointment?

The door opened a slice. A head poked around it. Emma’s shoes framed a blonde. Pale. Straitlaced. Mid-twenties.

“Mrs. Howe?” The voice was timid and low, but it nonetheless sounded of training. Elocution lessons. How now, brown cow. “There’s nobody in the outer office,” it continued. “I waited, but then I thought—is this all right? I’m sorry—you’re on the phone. Should I— Where do you want me?”

Two to one she was selling cosmetics. Had ignored the No Solicitors sign downstairs.

No. She was too fresh-scrubbed, up-with-America wholesome to be pushing makeup. Make that household—office—cleaning supplies.

Emma waved her hand in a Scat! motion while Harold, on the other end of the line, continued complaining. “Early next week,” she promised into the phone. “You have my word.” What was Harold going to do? Start all over with a new investigator? That’d set him back more than Dobson’s defection had.

The head at the door stayed put. “But we—I—I was told to—”

“Busy!” Emma hissed. “Not talking to you, Harold. Somebody just popped—” She shooed the blonde with her hand. Did not need a cleanser peddler. Did not ever need that shiny species of woman.

Organized and efficient. Homework in on time, no coloring outside the lines, never a detention, the Good Citizen award at graduation. But the only things she’d know would be what she’d memorized.

Emma made further promises to Harold and hung up.

The young woman was still at the door. “Mrs. Howe,” she said with more authority, “we have an appointment. I’m Billie August.”

For Christ’s sake. Emma pushed back in her chair and pulled her legs off the desk.

“Billy August,” the idiot temp had written. As if that sweet-li’l-me voice wouldn’t have sounded a trifle high-pitched for a Billy.

Emma cleared her throat. “Sorry. I thought— Never mind. Sit down. The receptionist’s ill.”

Billie settled into her chair elegantly, crossing her legs at the ankles, the way good girls should. “Mrs. Howe, I—”

“Ms. Or Emma.”

“Miz Howe, I want you to understand how eager I am to—”

She wanted the job. Shiny-head wanted to be a private investigator. Of course it wouldn’t work. For a million reasons, it couldn’t. Although Emma Howe of all humans wasn’t prejudiced against her own sex, still and all, she hadn’t imagined replacing Dobson with a female. It had always been Emma, the boss, with two or three men working for her. There was a pride in that, versus something embarrassing about adding another woman. Particularly now that it would be just the two of them, at least for a while.

Emma’s all-girl agency. She would die before admitting anything like that out loud, but damned if those words weren’t singsonging in her mind with all the mortifying force they might have had on a third-grade playground.

And even if she did take on another woman, it wouldn’t be this one with her no-risk perfection, her pale hair, straight features, and Career Dressing suit. She looked more like the next Grace Kelly than an investigator.

The woman passed her a manila envelope. “My résumé. Your receptionist said to bring it with me, since the appointment was so soon after I’d called.”

Emma skimmed the page and tried not to laugh out loud. Boarding school in Connecticut. A fine-arts degree with a double major in drama and music. Of what human use was this hothouse flower?

“Is there a problem?” the young woman asked.

“Why?”

“You’re shaking your head.” She leaned forward, all eager Junior Leaguer. Whatever she was wearing smelled expensive. Eau de Right Side of the Tracks.

“No problem. I was reading your…” Might as well be honest. Or at least sound that way. “Frankly, before we get— The truth is, I was hoping for somebody with more ex—”

“Excuse me, but your ad said interest and aptitude were required, not experience. Or did I misread it?”

Spoken crisply and forcibly, like a well-bred drill sergeant who didn’t need to shout. The sweet-li’l-me voice was so far gone Emma doubted that she’d ever heard it. “You read the ad correctly,” she reluctantly admitted.

“Good. I assumed you’d prefer a novice. That way, you pay the minimum for six thousand hours. Win-win. I learn, and you have cheap labor for years.”

Damn cocky, acting like she had the job just because she showed up. Emma’s skin prickled with resentment, then she backed off and tried to understand what it was about this Billie that set her teeth on edge, made her thoughts ping every which way like angry pinballs. Her looks? She was the cultural ideal, not Emma’s. Nothing about her appearance she had to compensate for, hide, or “cleverly disguise” as the magazines would have it. Two strikes against her right there, maybe?

But Emma had thought—had decided, had believed—that the gift of midlife was being through with all that. In her mid-fifties, she was no longer a contender in the sexual sweeps. No longer expending effort to meet some impossible definition of what was feminine and “right.” You weren’t even called “well preserved” at that age. Preserved for what? Nobody was waiting. Far as the world was concerned, you were out of the game, benched for life.

Which was fine with Emma. She never liked their game, and thoroughly enjoyed her own. She’d always felt as if she were sitting on a high tree branch, watching the prefabricated, pathetic lives of other girls. It seemed to her that at birth, girl children were set in line, in hateful competition one with the other, like racehorses, slapped on their behinds and told to get going—see who could be the best of breed, and told precisely what “best” meant.

Emma had always run the other way. She had a great time—but lost the race according to them. A tomboy, they called her. A hellion. Her hair was never sufficiently smooth, her contours never sufficiently voluptuous, her mouth and manners never sufficiently controlled.

And the freeing, secret magic of reaching her fifties was that none of it mattered anymore. She was finally well and truly her own woman, and entirely comfortable with her custom-tailored life and standards.

So what did it mean that here she was, glaring at this Billie person because she looked like everything “they” approved of, was young, smooth-skinned and fresh-faced, and didn’t have creaky joints even on this rainy winter morning. Humiliating to have suffered an attack of hundred-proof competitive venom, rancor at the way nature worked. Can’t have it both ways, she told herself. Can’t live a long and interesting time and still be young. Your quarrel is with the facts of life, not with Billie August.

Emma was proud of her talent for objectively sizing people up, but here she’d been, jerking her knee so hard she’d nearly blinded herself with it.

“I read the feature about you and your agency in the I.J.,” Billie was saying. “I was impressed by— I’m not trying to flatter you, just to explain why I’m here, why I was so excited when I saw your ad. I admire what you’ve done. Your courage and determination and smarts. Because you pioneered in this field and then started your own agency.” She smiled and gesticulated, manicured nails and long fingers intimating that there were no words that could adequately express her admiration.

Emma forgave her for being young, enthusiastic and attractive, and for shamelessly flattering her. For not having arthritic twinges and for spending her college tuition on piano and acting classes. But all the same, if she was revving-up to say she needed a mentor or role model, Emma was going to terminate the interview. She needed an employee, not a groupie or fan. Touchy-feely made her gag.

“—and that you were also a single mother,” Billie said.

How noble that Independent Journal article made her sound. How tactful and kind, if not entirely accurate, the interviewer had been. Heartstring-tearing. Bring your business to the widderwoman.

Emma had told her the truth. But the reporter hadn’t chosen to mention that Emma’s widowhood and sleuthing had begun simultaneously. Cause and effect.

Harry Howe’s heart had not been up to the triple threat of gambling losses, a shaky employment status, and the demands of extramarital sex. When Harry keeled over, his frolicking partner—whose identity became the widow Emma’s first very private investigation—chose not to call the paramedics, police, or even the occupant of the next motel room. Chose not to dress the man or pull a sheet over his sad naked bottom before she took off. Instead, when she was safely elsewhere, she phoned Emma to say, anonymously, where she could find her husband in flagrante deado.

Emma wondered how little Miss Eager across the desk would have reacted to the real story, and whether she would still have applied here, all aflutter.

“You raised your kids and ran this place and managed things I need to manage,” Billie said. “I want to work with you and learn from you.”

She hadn’t said the word mentor. A technical victory, but still, Emma felt relieved. And annoyed. She’d hoped the profile would bring in clients—not job applicants.

“I think everyone needs—” Billie was interrupted by the high whine of a fire engine outside on Fourth Street.

Emma pushed back her chair and went to investigate. All she saw were umbrellas and rainhoods one story below, and a low dark sky above them. El Niño, they said, although it seemed just another damn rainy January to her. She shrugged and went back to her desk and lifted her stained coffee cup. “Can’t see anything,” she said. “It isn’t us.”

In other cities Emma had visited, sirens attracted no particular attention, but here, even across the bay from San Francisco, even in a winter downpour, there was always a second’s frozen reaction to the warning of a fire, like the collective unconscious of 1906, always referred to as “The Fire of,” not “The Quake of.” Reinforced—in case anybody had forgotten—by the Oakland firestorm eighty-plus years later. Fire was out there, along with earthquakes, like the cry of a timber wolf in the wilderness. Everything you know could be gone in a moment.

“Want coffee?” Emma gestured at mugs hanging from the prongs of a Victorian hatstand above a coffeemaker.

Miss Prim shook her head. “Thanks anyway,” she murmured.

Emma refilled her cup. “You were saying something about what a woman needs?” The girl had been on the verge of something either offensively sensitive and New Age or, God help us, stale and Freudian.

“I honestly can’t remember. Forgive me.”

Emma brought the coffee back to her desk, spilling some in the process. She put her stained cup down, wiped a bead of coffee from a file folder and looked at Billie’s application again, although she really didn’t need to. “Given your background,” she said, “your education, I would think you’d want something in the arts.”

“Well, something creative. But that’s part of the appeal of this kind of work. It’s as you said: Different challenges all the time. Not a daily routine.”

She’d memorized the damn article. “But,” Emma said, “skiptracing is hardly spurred by the same impulse as, say, interpreting a sonata. Or starring in…” She peered at the résumé. “…Uncle Vanya.”

Billie August took a deep breath designed to be heard in the third balcony. “I included those things so you’d know I’m not afraid of talking to people or of playing a role. In fact, I’m good at both of them.”

“But would you like it? Is this really what interests you?”

“With all due apologies, what interests me more than anything is how I can provide a decent life for myself and my son and not be bored silly meanwhile. Acting is about the least dependable profession I can think of. If I wanted to try, I’d have relocated, but I’m either not good enough or not driven enough. Doesn’t matter which. As for teaching, school budgets for the arts are nonexistent and I don’t want to be that nice neighborhood lady who gives piano lessons. Even if I could stay alive doing that.”

“Let me see if I’ve got this. You don’t want to move to L.A. or New York and wait tables and act, and you don’t want to teach kids scales. And once those jobs are eliminated, investigating is left as the only option?”

Billie grinned. “I am currently working at The Final Touch—we sell scarves, belts, and earrings. Accessories. I can also type. Clean houses. Sell shoes at Nordstrom, get my broker’s license or perform telephone sex. The thing is—this is what I want to do.”

Emma sat back and steepled her fingers.

“I am able-bodied, intelligent, cooperative, adequately creative, and not particularly afraid,” Billie said. “Did I forget anything?”

“Loyal, steadfast, never planned to overthrow the government…”

“And I can program my VCR.”

“Mechanical aptitude duly noted.”

“Miz Howe.” Billie’s voice pitched low, her head tilted and her eyes narrowed. “I sense reservation on your part. I trust you do not suffer from pigmentation intolerance.”

“From…? Not that I know—” Emma put her hand to her cheek. Was something wrong with her coloring? Was this some goddamn new politically incorrect offense? “What are you talking about? What’s ‘pigmentation intolerance’?”

“A critical inability to believe that blondes have brains.”

Emma gave a half-nod of acknowledgment. “Touché,” she said.

Billie wasn’t smiling. “I do not put Wite-Out on the computer screen.”

“Why is it that you never hear jokes about gray-haired women? At least not about our IQs.” Emma ran her fingers through close-cropped silvery hair at the nape of her neck. “Never heard of a ditzy… There isn’t even a word for us. Blondes, brunettes, redheads, and…old ladies. Not so great in the world at large, maybe, but a plus in this business. We go unnoticed. Even if we color our hair.”

“But if you’re thinking a young woman—I can be invisible, too. Honestly. I’m kind of a blank without makeup. I can make myself look lots of ways, including barely noticeable.”

Emma understood what the other woman meant, although she knew that no female in her twenties—no well-built, pretty blonde, no matter how much makeup she left off or put on, no matter what she did with her dress and no matter how bad a hair day she had—could comprehend just how invisible, even fully bedecked and trying her best, a middle-aged woman could be.

Time would teach her that. Emma didn’t have to. “So you think this job is creative. You think you’ll be reinventing yourself a lot, wearing disguises, shooting—”

“I didn’t—”

“It isn’t like that. It’s not like in the movies.”

“I know that.”

“You’re mostly checking records, accessing databases, surveilling rotten husbands or crooked employees or insurance fakes, or finding the addresses of poor dummies who never heard of The Maltese Falcon.”

Billie sat straighter. “I’d be good at that. I’m an excellent researcher. Good enough to have already read everything I could find about what it is you do. And to be computer-literate. And to have at least a rudimentary idea of accessing information online.”

The sugarplum fairy had a solid core. Wonder if she would last. Wonder if the agency would last. Her research skills weren’t foolproof—look, she applied for a job with a company everybody else quit. But let her find that out for herself.

“Here’s something you should know,” Emma said. “This may be the Bay Area and all, but what we are is hired investigators. Our job is to find information for our clients—and deciding whether clients deserve it is none of our business.”

“Why would you—”

“Because there is a local geographical imperative to be outraged, to protest and picket and have opinions. Something in the air, maybe. But even if you’re an animal rightist and we have a furrier who needs to know who’s threatening him, or you’re hell-bent on saving the black-antennaed slug from extinction, and a developer needs information about its breeding ground, or if we’re getting information to help the defense of a sadistic child-abuser, or doing corporate investigation for a company you think is the very definition of oppressive or sexist, or—”

“I believe I catch your drift.”

“Then what else?”

“Meaning?”

“What else should I know about you? Tell me about yourself.”

“You have my résumé.”

Emma waved the air above the application, dismissing it. “Statistics. Schools, jobs, acting roles, marital status. So you’re twenty-eight, you can act, you’re smart, you’re divorced, and you have a son. You’ve lived at your current address for four years. Is that it for who you are and why I should hire you?” She raised her eyebrows. “Tell me whatever you think I should know. Bearing in mind, of course, that I am a detective.”

“And you will find it out, anyway,” Billie murmured.

“Whatever.” There were so many damned regulations about interviews, about what you could and couldn’t ask. Emma had found that if she simply did nothing, stayed unresponsive longer than was socially acceptable—too long—people felt impelled to fill the vacuum and reveal more about themselves than she could have gotten through a dozen interviews.

She folded her hands and waited.


Two

Emma Howe was a boulder. As gray as rock and just as impervious in a rough-wool sweater the color of steel, baggy dirt-colored slacks, and shoes that looked like prosthetic devices.

The woman on the other side of the desk was not what Billie had expected. The I.J. photographer had found so many kind angles he must have been a contortionist. Not that she was ugly—she had a good face and a strong, compact body—and not that Billie had expected a fluffy, maternal woman, but the photo had suggested a warmth and spark that turned out to be conspicuously missing. Or deliberately withheld.

Emma Howe was stony as a mean-spirited Buddha, wanting Billie to blather, to nervously provide ammunition that could be used to shoot her down.

She had to say something, but it was easier to think of what she would not tell the hummock. She wouldn’t say that The Final Touch had been renamed The Final Gasp when it was locked shut this afternoon. And good riddance. Billie could not, for the life of her, generate enthusiasm for what her now-bankrupt employer called “the magic of inspired accessorizing.” She had been working on an escape plan for months, but the store had staggered and died too soon. There was a sickening uncertainty as to whether her employer had paid Unemployment Comp for her and meantime, Billie had precisely two more weeks of working capital. Enough for one mortgage, PG&E, and telephone payment, ten days of extended nursery school, five jumbo jars of peanut butter, and a large box of dry milk. As little as this job would pay, and as long as her apprenticeship would be, this was nonetheless her ticket to eventual independence. To a life. And if she didn’t get it, she’d have to scramble for another dead-end job, and with a little boy and a mortgage, she wouldn’t have further options for a dozen years.

Let Supersleuth find that out for herself.

“I grew up all over the map,” Billie said. “New York, Illinois, Georgia, Massachusetts, Texas, Arizona, and California. And for a brief stint, Germany. My father was—still is, in fact—an executive with what’s been nicknamed the ‘I’ve Been Moved’ Corporation. We were transferred every few years. My parents were in Santa Monica when they divorced. I was in boarding school in Connecticut.”

“Your parents still alive?”

“Yes.” What did that have to do with anything?

Emma Howe sipped greasy-looking coffee and relapsed into silence.

The rain and fog coated the window glass. Billie felt submerged with this unyielding woman. She was tempted to lean across the desk and poke at her. Why should you be disappointed by me? she’d demand. Did you expect Sherlock Holmes to show up, eager to do scutwork for next to nothing? This place doesn’t look thriving—and why was she supposed to believe in that suddenly ill receptionist? There wasn’t a nameplate for her, or any evidence of work left half-done on the desk.

The boulder waited.

“There’s this,” Billie said. “I always did well in school. But I found out I was smart—or I found out what smart was—when I worked as an office temp in college; family finances took a nosedive after the divorce. Wherever I’d go, no matter what piece of fancy electronic equipment or word-processing program or machine they asked about, I said I knew how to use it. Once I had the job, I’d say the last fax or computer or whatever had been a little different, could somebody take a second to show me how this gizmo worked so that I didn’t hurt anything? The point is that if I’d been honest, I wouldn’t have gotten any of the jobs—and they wouldn’t have gotten a good worker.”

“This agency isn’t exactly the equivalent of a copy machine,” Emma said.

Bitch! Would it hurt to give a little? “I’m smart enough to think on my own and to pick up whatever’s learnable. Whatever you’re willing to teach me.”

The boulder very slightly nodded.

“And you’re probably worrying about my son,” Billie added. “I know you’re not allowed to ask how I’m going to work child care, but of course you’d think about it.”

“Our hours do tend to be erratic,” Emma said.

There was the slightest whiff of victory in the air. “That’s why I was so impressed,” Billie said softly. “You had two children and managed.”

“They were older.”

“A student at Sonoma State lives at my house rent-free in exchange for baby-sitting. Classes are scheduled for when my son’s in nursery school. But in case of emergency, or conflict of any kind, two backup students with different class hours are on call. I’m covered twenty-four hours a day.”

“Impressive,” Emma said. “Ambitious.”

Damn close to a compliment. Billie moved in for the kill. “I should mention this, too. I found my son.”

“A foundling? As in Charles Dickens?”

“No. When he was two, my ex-husband disappeared with him. The police couldn’t find Cameron or Mr. Macdougal. It took me seven months, but I found them.”

“Excuse me, but Mr. Macdougal is your ex?”

“My ex-husband is Cameron Jay Smith. Mr. Macdougal is the name of a little man in a children’s book, and what my son—whose name is Jesse—called himself when he turned two, which is right before he was taken. It was a short phase, but it lasted long enough to help me find him.”

“How’s that?”

Was she actually interested? Billie controlled the urge to smile. “Cameron’s an artist. Makes money on the side doing housepainting, carpentry, general handyman work. He has no union, no rep, no normal job, nothing constant. No trace. He could work under another name, get all-new ID. But Cameron was raised by an aunt who is his entire family and maybe the one thing in the world he’d never betray. She didn’t have a lot of loves—Cameron, quilting, the Evangelical Lutheran Church, and a single beer of an evening. That was about it.

“Problem was finding her. When I met her, she was already retired, driving an RV around the country, deciding where she’d settle. She loved it out here, but it was too expensive and we couldn’t really help. That was the last I knew of her. Location unknown—along with whether she was still alive.

“I rented out my house and lived in the garage, and worked as a temp and searched. I found Grace Smith by gridding off the country, then checking every single Evangelical Lutheran congregation and every quilting association.”

Billie was silent a moment, remembering the map on her garage wall, the big open kind kids crayon state by state in elementary school. She’d colored in her states after she’d exhausted their possibilities. Morning after California morning, she’d dialed, knowing she was insane, knowing there were faster, better methods to search if she’d had money or power, knowing she had neither and no alternative but to dial another number.

“I’d say I’d contracted for a quilt from Grace Smith, a member of their congregation, and could they help me reach her so I could pay her the money I owed.”

“You did this for the entire United States?”

“I would have. But Grace has arthritis. I figured—I hoped—she’d be as kind to her fingers as she could. So I started in the south and worked north, leaving cold places like New England or Minnesota for last and never did get to them. Found her in North Carolina, my eighth state, in a retirement home, and I went there. Got a job on the custodial staff and cleaned Grace’s room when the quilters met, and I found it. It wasn’t even hidden. Right there, in one of those little Hallmark date books by the phone. She only had about ten numbers—doctors, her pastor, the pharmacy, some woman named Milly and one for a ‘C’ in Arizona.”

Billie was surprised that you could hide in Arizona. Its sky was too open and wide, its landscape too rugged.

Emma shook her head. In admiration, Billie hoped—if not for brains or technique, then for tenacity.

“I hired a detective. I could afford two hours of his time, max. But he had access to a reverse phone directory, and I got Cameron’s address. He was calling himself Jay Cameron. I visited every day care, preschool, and nursery school around his area. Said I was moving there and needed to find a place for my little boy.

“None of them had a Smith, a Jesse, a last-name Cameron. But one had a little boy with dyed black hair and his name was Mack—short, he told me he was supposed to say, for Mackenzie, last name, Dougal.” She shrugged. “So I took him home.” She put her hands up and out, signifying that was the end of the tale, although for her, the story never stopped, and almost a year later, every time she picked her son up from day care, or found him safe at home with the sitter it felt like a fresh victory. Cameron had disappeared again before the police reached his apartment.

Her euphoria was always short-lived, including now, followed by the bleak heaviness of what a burden the happy unending represented. Finding her son. Keeping her son. Finding a way to keep her son. This job.

With that, Billie’s cards were on the table and she had nothing left to play.

The chiseled face across from her had no expression.

Game over.

Billie tried to control disappointment so fierce she could taste it. Life would go on, she reminded herself, even if not as hoped for. She’d find something else. With less allure, maybe, no challenge except not falling asleep on the job, but she would not let herself be defeated.

It nonetheless hurt.

“Pretty creative of you.” Emma nodded agreement with her own words. “But there are easier ways. Like finding out where the aunt’s social-security checks were being sent. Her social-security number—the place she’d retired from would have it on record.”

“I didn’t know how to get it, though.”

“You will.” Emma’s voice was flat and matter-of-fact.

It took a while for the words and their meaning to make it across the cluttered desk, then Billie, who had been trying hard to control all emotions, gave up the effort. “Really?” she said, sounding so incredulous that she was sure she’d queered the whole thing. “I have the job?”

Emma raised her eyebrows. “Long as you realize that it is not very dramatic most of the time. Doesn’t generally have a payoff like yours. Most of the time you’re stuck with the calling-every-Lutheran-Evangelical-church-in-the-country part, but it’s for a lawyer who’ll take the information and never tell you what he does with it.”

“I understand.”

“Good,” Emma said. “Except…”

“Yes?”

“I think you say that to me, and you even mean it. You have a grip on reality. But somewhere in the back of your brain, a little voice is saying, ‘Oh, but sometimes it must get involved and tricky like in the movies.’”

Billie looked down at her hands.

“Be honest. If we’re going to be in this together, we have to learn to be honest with one another. You’re thinking, ‘Sometimes it must be your brain against another brain and it must get scary and set the adrenaline running till you can’t believe you’re involved in the whole thing. Sometimes.’ Am I right?”

“Well…yes. You are.”

Emma smiled. “Damn right I am. And damn right it does. Sometimes. Just barely often enough. Just like in the movies.”


Three

Today I am Gwyneth, the girl thought. Or I can try to be.

She put her backpack on the damp earth as a cushion, then leaned against the rough comfort of a rock face as she considered how to get out of her life. Five days from turning eighteen and she felt frayed and used.

On the meadow in front of her, weekend lords and ladies replayed the Middle Ages. She’d been invited to join in, re-create and relocate herself in their world. They had even put together a makeshift costume for her, but she still felt too lost to start out in any direction. She wanted to watch for a while.

Serious rains had begun early this winter, making this clear day precious. The gold-brown meadow of summer now blazed green. She was amazed by how the earth repainted itself after the first downpour. She thought of the seeds buried below the surface, capsules of greenness, and envisioned them curled like fetuses through dry seasons and drought, waiting to be born and rain-baptized.

And then to dry into brown ghosts that blew and burned in the winds of summer fires.

She shook her head, physically dislodging the image and concentrating on the present, on the sunny field filled with furled banners, silvery shields, and chiffon scarves.

People called these games make-believe. The same people called what she’d left ten miles away real. By sleight of hand, “home,” a rotting container tottering on barren ground—by some dark magic, that place passed as a quaint Queen Anne Victorian with shining bay windows edged with boxes of petunias, and veiled by camellias, fuchsia, and flowering plums.

Inside, her so-called family was mottled and dark, gangrenous from the pressure of secrets and rage beneath their skin.

The biggest lie was that they were a family. Not because of the steps and halfs before their relationships, but because family meant you were connected, had something in common. This group on the field had different last names and mostly lived apart one from the other. But they were family. The people in the house in San Rafael were boarders who swept their secrets into corners until they piled so high, they stained the walls.

Nothing was real there. Nothing was hers. Nothing was safe.

But here, she could become someone new. She could take a new name, become Gwyneth, leave that world and join this one. The people on the field were her kin. They, too, saw the ugliness around them and invented their own better universe, their own escape hatch. The Middle Ages as they should have been. Chivalry, courtesy, and honor. That’s what bound them.

She looked beyond the jousting knights to where Luke watched from the far side of the field. He wore a thickly belted chamois vest (kirtle!—she had to start thinking in the right terms) and had a small falcon on his glove. She loved Luke’s face, the way the muscles below his skin held his features almost regally, but kindly. Her first impression of him had been that he was astoundingly clean, even if she couldn’t explain what that meant. He would have been a genuine knight, if such things still existed.

He must have felt her eyes on him, because he turned, smiled, half waved.

A breeze ruffled her hair as she returned the greeting and for once, she didn’t mind. Her hair’s wildness had bothered her until Luke praised it, saying her red curls—“the color and movement of firelight,” his words—were like a princess’s in a fairytale.

In the distance, thick-faced cows regarded the goings-on with low-grade interest. They didn’t seem to care that medieval cavorting was decidedly odd in their twentieth-century pasture, or that this attempt at time-travel was, frankly, amateurish. The jousters’ broadswords were rattan wrapped in duct tape, their shields, aluminum foil over cardboard. Some knights were female.

And Luke’s hawk had been rehabilitated after being grazed by a semiautomatic bullet. Not a King Arthur kind of injury. Hand-raised, the kestrel couldn’t be released back to the wild and wasn’t much of a hunter. A few years ago, Luke had adopted her and stocked his parents’ freezer with “kestrel chow”—mouse carcasses, which infuriated his mother so much she ordered her son, his bird, and his bird’s mice out of her house.

Which was fine with him. You have to know what you want, Luke said. And then, you have to know how to let go of all the rest.

Luke knew, and she would learn. He would teach her.

Tension claws ungripped, let go their hold, so that the sun finally reached and warmed her, all the way through. The field blurred in a haze of contentment, colors dancing on motes of light. Maybe she could stand the rest of her life. Maybe she could even change it, save herself and Wesley, too. Something in her chest cavity stopped clawing at her. Relaxed, expanded, gave off warmth. The future unfurled, possible.

And as if echoing the feeling, something glowed on the ground.

Treasure. Of course. Today, right now, here with all the good magic and possibilities. A sign.

When she looked again, the small flash was gone.

On hands and knees she combed the tall grass, feeling mildly foolish and getting very muddy, knowing that she’d find a fragment of a beer bottle or taillight, if anything.

Still, she wanted it. It didn’t matter what it had been, it mattered that it would become her touchstone and promise, a tangible reminder of that sudden sense of a future. Something her own to hold onto.

She patted the ground with fingers held flat, searching, refusing to believe the gleam had been no more than a trick of the light.

“Lost a contact lens, mistress?”

She smiled as she continued exploring. “What happened to staying in character? Medieval contact lenses?”

Luke stood above her, tall and radiant, the kestrel riding his right forearm.

“I saw something. Now I can’t find—” And then her palm grazed it and her fingers circled its cool solidity. “Look,” she whispered, holding out a heart-shaped wafer. She passed it to Luke, who now kneeled beside her.

His kestrel cocked its head as if appraising the trinket’s worth. “It’ll be pretty when it’s cleaned,” Luke said. He rubbed it with his thumb. “Gold, I think, and there’s a design cut into it. Like filigree, I think they call it. Pretty. You can wear it on a chain. It has the loop for it.”

“You think somebody in your group dropped it?”

He shook his head. “This is the first time we’ve been here, and this thing’s been around awhile. The design’s packed with dirt. It’s the rain. It pushes all kinds of things up. Besides, nobody but you’s been over on this side.” He stood and held the charm to the light. “Bet it’s been here a long time.”

Waiting for her to find it. She felt a thrill at the base of her throat, like a purr wanting to happen. “An amulet,” she whispered. “A sign. I was so upset—”

“I know.”

“—because of—”

“I know.”

“—then I felt this hopefulness, and that very second, that’s when I saw it was there for me. Like I made it happen. Do I sound—do I seem crazy?”

“Not a bit.” He bowed, his hand cupping the trinket as if it were priceless treasure as he transferred it to her palm. “Your token, m’lady. Might be we’re standing on a treasure trove, a pirate’s booty. We aren’t far from the coast, from where Sir Francis Drake himself landed. Maybe the rains split open a long-buried treasure chest of his, and there’s more.”

“And you accuse me of having an overactive imagination.” She slipped the heart into her jeans pocket, while Luke found a digging stick. She didn’t need more treasure. She had her amulet. But she didn’t want to dampen Luke’s pleasure in turning everything into an adventure. In the sunshine, the hair on his head and forearms became spun gold, hyper-real and fantastic at the same time. She watched him poke the ground, pull back tangled grasses with his stick, dig shallow trenches. His hopeful noises of discovery were followed by sighs and mutters.

“I was wrong,” he eventually said, brushing perspiration from his forehead. “No treasure, no pieces of eight, no gold—”

“No matter.” It was better that there’d been only the one special thing waiting for her.

“No trunk,” Luke continued. “Got roots, but not a trunk or branches. Sorry.”

“About no treasure—or about that awful pun? Botanically speaking, there couldn’t be a trunk. There’s only grass here. No trunk, no roots, no branches.”

“Wrong, because there are roots. Look.” He poked the stick vigorously, almost angrily. The kestrel raised her wings, then seemed to remember they’d been clipped and she couldn’t fly.

The thin, bright sounds of madrigal singers traveled across the field as Gwyneth squinted into the shallow depression where a cluster of brown twigs splayed out of a piece of bark. “Must be left from a tree that died long ago,” she said. But these weren’t wispy like root ends. And their shape, so basic, so familiar…

“No.” She straightened up and put her hands in front of her face, literally pushing back the idea blustering its way into her brain. “Oh, no.”

“What?” Luke asked.

She swallowed hard and took the digging branch from him, carefully pushing earth off the spot where the twigs joined. And there five of them became one, part of a sturdier looking stick. “A hand,” she whispered. “A skeleton. An arm.”

“Impossible. Your imagination is so… They’re brown, not the right size. They don’t look anything like bones, they’re pieces of something—”

“They’ve been in the ground. They’re tiny. They wouldn’t look like a Halloween toy or biology-class model.” She pushed away more dirt, slowly following the line of bone as if deciphering a grisly map. “Maybe it’s an Indian burial site. That must be what—”

“Jesus! What’s that?” Luke shouted.

She took deep breaths and stared at the ragged-edged, discolored clot.

“It’s a… It’s clothing. For a minute I thought—there might still be… It’s mostly clothing,” Luke said softly. “Pants? Plastic pants?”

She gagged. The things babies wear over diapers. So small, no more than a toddler. And no ancient Miwok Indians wore plastic pants.

The madrigal singers’ voices played vocal tag, rising, then cascading in counterpoint, crossing paths, interlocking, reversing order.

“There must be a reason,” Luke finally said.

She pushed and scraped again. They both saw the hollow-socketed, earth-dyed skull. She let the stick fall.

“Maybe this was a family cemetery,” Luke said. “Used to be lots of babies died, and they buried them right on the farm.”

“Wouldn’t there be a marker, a coffin?” In the full heat of day, she felt chilled.

“Probably once was. Things disintegrate.”

“No. There was still that stuff…and the pants.” Her mouth flooded with a sour fluid, and she had to swallow again, hard. “Pioneers didn’t have plastic pants. It can’t have been buried all that long ago.”

The ugliness of the real world was back with a vengeance, wings beating, talons tearing at her until she covered her eyes, to block out everything. “Somebody buried a baby in an unmarked grave,” she said from behind her hands. Her grief astounded her. For the baby, yes, but also for herself. Knowing this made her more dead now, too.

“We’d better tell the police,” Luke said.

“Not me! No police!” She didn’t want her name on anything. Besides, if she let herself see them as protection, a refuge, she’d tell them more than just about this child. She’d tell too much, because she wanted to. But she wasn’t finished with high school yet, she had to hang on a few more months, she couldn’t endanger Wesley, she had to think it through. Her mind tilted, became hard-edged and out of alignment. “No police, Luke! Please!”

The kestrel blinked, unfazed by screams, as if its reptilian eyes had impassively watched a thousand years of human distress.

She couldn’t think. Couldn’t risk. Couldn’t move.

Be Gwyneth. She slipped her hand into her pocket and clutched the charm and calmed at its cool pressure. She took a deep breath.

“Maybe you’d better go home, then,” Luke said. “I won’t do or say anything until you’re gone, and I won’t mention you. It’s okay. Doesn’t matter.”

She slowly released her breath. The edge of metal pressed against her palm. “Luke?” she said, “about the charm? It’s too big to have belonged to a baby, so would you not mention it? It was above the ground, separate, and it’s—it’s my talisman.” She sounded like a baby herself, but she couldn’t control a rising panic so hot and total, she was in danger of spontaneous combustion.

“Still and all,” Luke said. “I’m not sure we shouldn’t—”

“I need it!”

“Get ahold of yourself,” he said. “Not everything has to do with you. You’re so… Try not to mix things up that way.”

She was listening only for his decision about the golden heart. “What the hell,” he said. “Keep it. Why not?”

She blinked hard and smiled through a haze of suppressed tears that gave him a halo, as if he were made of heat and light. He didn’t know it, but he was her true talisman, her knight in shining armor. He would save her. If only she could keep him in her pocket, with her all the time.

But at least she had something now. And she could be Gwyneth when she needed to be. That was also something.


Four

I can do this, Billie told herself. I can definitely do this. Fact was, anybody could sit and stare. An autistic three-year-old could pull it off. But all the same, it felt good to be competent, even at inert passivity.

She’d bulldozed her way into this job, then had come to understand that she probably hadn’t needed to. Not that Emma Howe admitted it for a minute, but you’d have to have zero powers of observation not to notice the two empty cubicles at the agency or that the office manager–receptionist’s “illness” seemed permanent.

Billie tried not to imagine what had happened to the trio. A plague, a force of nature—or Emma?

Emma’s ad was still running, and twice, Billie had seen men whose half-hidden air of supplication suggested they were looking to be employed by Emma, not looking to employ her. Still, the extra cubicles remained unoccupied.

Yet despite all the evidence against it, Emma still behaved as if she’d done Billie an enormous favor by giving her a chance. She narrowed her eyes suspiciously each time she looked Billie’s way, as if the interloper were attempting a scam that Emma was determined to expose.

“Not yet,” she’d said when asked if there was anything she could do besides read a dry tome about rules and regulations. But then, Billie heard Emma on the phone, sounding less sure of herself than was usual. She was promising someone that she’d make him, it, a priority. “No more delays, Harold, I promise you that,” she’d said, and immediately stomped into Billie’s cubicle, tossed a file onto her desk and said, “This’d fit you. A lifestyle verification. One Sophia Redmond slipped on the pavement on ‘A’ Street. Hit her head on the way down on a lamppost and claims permanent disability. Can’t work, can’t walk without help. Wheelchair or cane-bound from dizzy spells, loss of balance plus back and neck pain. No known medical reason ascertained for it. Insurance company wants a look-see, and they want it immediately. They’ve authorized two, maybe could stretch it to three days.”

Her first case, albeit of less than Sam Spade caliber. All decked out with cheap and quick business cards and a beeper. Very professional. On surveillance. She loved the sound of the word, so much better than “a look-see.” Sur…veil…lance. Rolled on the tongue like a chocolate truffle.

But it boiled down to sitting in her car diagonally across the street from Sophia Redmond’s house. Mostly in the passenger side of her Honda as she awaited Sophia’s exit and whatever happened next.

So far, in two days, Sophia had emerged once, during a lull in the storm. A tall, sinewy woman with a frizzy halo of rusty hair, she’d leaned on a cane and a redheaded girl’s shoulder as she slowly navigated the five porch steps down to the pavement, her face gray with effort and pain, until she settled into a waiting wheelchair and directed the girl’s attempts to clean storm debris from around the house.

Later, with branches and twigs piled at the curb, the sullen girl reversed the process, slowly guiding the woman up the front stairs and into the house, then folding the wheelchair and dragging it up as well.

Billie was pretty well sold on the authenticity of Mrs. Redmond’s woes. She filled the time by reading, with frequent eyes-to-the-white-house interruptions, three newspapers, using a flashlight when the sky darkened and heavy rain made vision difficult. She had the San Francisco Chronicle, the Marin-Sonoma Independent Journal and the New York Times. She read them in reverse order of circulation size, and was now up to date on Bosnia, AIDS research, a burst dam in Rwanda, the drug-related death of a TV star, current political sniping, a new play by Tom Stoppard, the estimated density of the Sierra snowpack, the All-Pro Conference in Hawaii, and the latest Doonesbury. That information had been acquired in fits and starts throughout the day, and now, with yet another glance toward the house, she thumbed the I.J., starting from the back section with “Lifestyles,” human interest stories. The section that had profiled Emma a week ago. She worked forward, tossing the sports section. Local teams’ stats and scores could wait until Jesse was older and Billie presumably would be obliged to care about such things so that she didn’t warp her son out of acceptable shape.

The downpour eased, but that was the only change. The white house was sealed, lights on against the dullness of the day.

Billie needed a bathroom. She had avoided all liquids even though every movie detective—male, of course—ingested countless cups of coffee. Which sounded irresistible on this wet and chilly day.

But she’d had none. She was, in fact, dehydrating while sitting in the middle of endless rain.

All the same, her bladder had hit flood level.

She had read a suggestion that a PI carry a wide-mouthed jar for such emergencies, but this did not seem applicable to those of the female persuasion, particularly when wearing slacks. Stripping and straddling a jar in the back of a Honda wasn’t her idea of professionalism, but heeding the call of nature bare-assed on this quiet, privileged cul-de-sac, seemed an even worse idea.

If she had to come back tomorrow, she’d wear a skirt. Long, loose, retro Summer of Love type thing if she could find one. And carry a mixing bowl with a lid. Had Tupperware ever considered this a selling point for their burp-top containers?

The question remained. How did the penis-challenged PI pee? True equity lay in being able to unzip and relieve oneself standing up and barely revealed. Not penis envy, Sigmund. Peeing envy.

Meantime, she tried to dissociate from the discomfort. Think positively. What a good job she’d done of doing nothing. A-plus for effort, if not achievement.

Not much longer to go, in any case. Emma would observe Sophia Redmond after five, would make note of any after-dark boogying, and the insurance company had only authorized two days’ worth of surveillance.

Billie reached the last of her reading material, the front page of the I.J. She skipped the newest commission report which—surprise, surprise—said the county needed better mass transit and moved to the description of another heist by the jogging burglar. Very Marin to have an aerobically fit thief who knew the hillsides well enough to remove jewelry from their wealthy homes and flee on his secret woodland paths so quickly that security companies answering the alarms found the valuables—and the burglar—long gone. She imagined his ad in the personals: Self-employed professional, fit, loves nature, diamonds and starlight runs, seeks slender SWF who likes same and can keep secrets.

She scanned the street again. The rain had become negligible, no more than driblets. She thought she saw two shadows, both of them upright and moving at the Redmonds’ bay window, but they were blurred by a lacy curtain so that they could have been anyone.

Tomorrow, if the insurance authorized a third day of surveillance, she’d bring her Walkman and a book on tape. She was getting whiplash from the up and down of her vigilante newspaper reading.

She folded the I.J. for the last bit of print left in her car, the bottom half of the front page.

POLICE RESUME SEARCH ON NICASIO FARM the headline said.

In a windswept West Marin pasture, with only cows as observers, police resumed digging for a possible answer to the mystery of the unknown person who has come to be known as the “Meadow Child.” In January, the buried remains of a child estimated to be two to three years old were found in dairy farmer Earl Blankenship’s pasture by participants in a mock medieval pageant being held on the property.

A preliminary forensic report hypothesized that the child had been dead for approximately five years. Stopped from search attempts for over two weeks by inclement weather followed by an injunction by Blankenship who feared disruptions of the terrain would endanger his cattle, police resumed excavations this morning in a fenced-off area.

“At this time, we have no reason to suspect further burials took place at this spot, but we can’t eliminate that possibility without some investigation,” the Sheriff’s Office said. “Meanwhile, we have no leads to the child’s identity and no open cases matching this child’s description. Anyone with information is encouraged to call us.”

Meantime, the Blankenship cows watch from behind their fence as the digging continues.

Billie read every word of the account, with the prickly sensation that she had entered an alternate dimension where there was another version of her own lost child’s story.

Whose child had disappeared so silently, with so little ceremony or respect for his brief life? What possible perceived offense could provoke such violence? When Jesse was missing, no matter how often she told herself that Cameron wouldn’t harm his own son, she’d at the same time known how tenuous and shallow her self-assurances were. Out of displaced rage, for a perceived desertion, for love turned inside out, people did the unimaginable.

Jesse could have disappeared as completely and irrevocably as this child had. Five years somebody had been waiting. Five years counted in minutes, seconds. The cul-de-sac suddenly grew noisy with the arrival of both a gusty cloudburst and a long yellow car. Almost a limousine, an ancient one with unfamiliar contours, but it had blind sides in back and tinted windows. An old hearse, she thought, painted the color of butter. A pet hearse.

It passed Billie, then slowly made its way down the street, as if unsure of its destination, finally braking and honking three times in front of the Redmond house. Billie dropped the I.J. onto the seat beside her and sat up straight. The rain was fast and sharp, beating a tattoo on the car roof, pelting the windshield.

Seeing anything except the exhaust of the waiting car was difficult.

The front door of the house opened. Billie scooted over to lower the side window for better visibility. It wouldn’t budge. She’d locked those controls against car-pool explorers.

She climbed to the driver’s side and opened the door, crouching halfway out of it to watch.

The redheaded girl slammed the door behind her after she dragged a suitcase free of it, then clunked down the steps, one at a time, bracing the case against her so that it didn’t plummet.

When she was three stairs down, the door opened again, this time by none other than wild-haired Sophia Redmond, she who formerly could not stand upright without assistance.

Sophia’s screaming ability was unimpaired, but the younger woman continued her bumpy descent. Behind the open car door, Billie patted the rear seat for her camera, cursing until she located it on the floor.

She was already half drenched. Would have worn her raincoat except that Ivan had laughed at the sight of her this A.M., when it was still dry out. “Good!” her six-foot-three Russian nanny said. “Is very Humphrey Bogart uniform but would be better with slanty hat, too. Is very subtle.” The fact that he pronounced the b in “subtle” didn’t make his barb less sharp. She’d left the raincoat home.

She pointed the video camera at the ready. So far, Sophia was inert except for her mouth.

The girl reached the sidewalk, turned back toward the house, ran up the stairs, gesticulated, then retrieved a bicycle from the porch. The hearse’s driver, an agile-looking male in a hooded wind-breaker, jumped out of the car to put the suitcase and bike inside. The young girl turned her back to the house and opened the passenger-side door.

Which produced a burst of movement as Sophia Redmond erupted out of her house and down the front stairs, her balance intact even in the slippery rain, her agility remarkable, particularly when she jumped the last step and raced to the street.

“Yes!” Billie softly shouted, aiming the camera. “Go for it, Sophia! Gotcha, baby!” The camera whirred. She felt like a sports narrator. “See, Emma? I’ve got what it takes—I got her. The blonde got her. And praise the Lord—she’s totally recovered. A miracle—look at that! A leap, a levitation, for God’s sake, she’s Olympic gold!”
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