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BOOK 3

CHAPTER SIX

“Hold it right there, Miss Isles.”  Ceil’s angry growl stopped me in my tracks, just a few feet from my office.

“I’ve got a few meetings today I have to be ready for, Ceil — ”

“You won’t have any meetings at all unless I say so, honey.  Cool your jets and join me in my office?”

What choice did I have?

As soon as the little door clicked shut behind me, Ceil said, “I know what’s going on here, Emerald.”  Without giving me a chance to explain (or lie), Ceil added, “Guess you didn’t think I’d be able to see through your little charade, but ... well, there’s that inexperience again.  You really don’t know how to read people at all, do you?”

I stammered until she went on to say, “You kept working that homeless man, that Mr. Tanner, against my specific instructions.”

“Ceil, I — ”

“You cleaned him up, bought him new clothes, probably out of your own pocket.  And you’re right, the man obviously has some germ of humanity still flickering somewhere in him.”

“I, um ... I didn’t realize your intentions with that file were so ... specific.”

“I threw it in the trash, what did you think I meant?”

“I ... thought you found it to be insufficient and incomplete and were sending me back into the field to do a better job.  Did I misread that?  Damn!  You’re right, I can’t read people at all!”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Emerald.  I keep telling you, it takes time.  Don’t be so impatient.”

“You’re right, Ceil ... again.  I’m sorry, I ... I just want to impress you.”

She leaned forward a bit from behind her desk.  “Then learn to listen, Emerald.  You’ll never get by in this job without that.  But don’t feel bad, learning to listen is a skill most people never master.”

“I know what you mean, Ceil, I — ”

“Still and all, now that you’ve moved forward with your ... personal project, I’d like to see and hear more.”

“Um .... more?”

“You’ve obviously found an excellent case.  He carries himself like a model, with looks to match.  And he’s clearly no dummy.  If we could trot him out in front of the mayor, we could lock down our funding for the next ten years.”

“Ceil — ”

“I know, I know, that was your idea all along.  And you were right.”  After a heaving pause, she added, “Have a seat, Emerald.”

So I did, unable to hide my nerves.  “Thing is, Emerald, I’ve been working this system for twenty-five years.”

“And I think that’s really admirable, Ceil — ”

“Admirable?  No, it’s really a goddamned shame, Emerald.  This whole system is inert, useless.  All we can do is give people the feeling that we’re doing them some good, meanwhile we sit back and hope they all smarten up and do the right thing, which they never ever do!”

“Ceil — ”

“Oh sure, it’s easy for you to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, ready to scale every mountain.  But after a few decades, you’ll learn the truth, honey, that this is just an impossible way of life.  But if you think I’m quitting now, you’re crazy!”

“I don’t want that.”

“Of course you do; the sooner I go, the faster you all move up the ladder.  But I don’t blame you, sweetie, I really don’t.  I don’t think you’re the type to go after my job, as such, but don’t sit there and tell me you wouldn’t take a leg up if it came along.”

I had to shrug while I thought it over, but I didn’t have much time to do either one.

“And now that chance has come along, Emerald ... for us both!  Your Homeless-to-Harvard case study is going to make my career, give me a boost I thought I'd never get.  I may actually be able to retire to the South of France after all!  I thought I was gonna have to settle for Orlando!”

“Ceil, don’t ever talk like that, not even jokingly — ”

“So now you know how much this means to me, and how much it will mean to you too.  Things are looking up now, but it’s been a long, hard road.  I used to be pretty, when I came into the office, right outta school, just like you.  I never had your ... exotic look, but still, you should take a good, hard look at me.  You do not want to turn around twenty-five years from now and see this staring back at you in the mirror ... trust me!”

I chuckled nervously.  “Ceil, I think you have a very ... handsome countenance.”

She chuckled, but there was no nervousness to it, any more than there was genuine amusement.  This laughter was ironic, pure and simple.

“Emerald, lemme tell you something; I’ve been pretty and I’ve been handsome.  Pretty is better.  And you may have just got yourself a get-out-of-handsome-free card.  Have you run that police check?”

“No, you threw the file in the trash —”

“But you went ahead with the case anyway, so ... ”

I bit my lip, wishing I’d never used it in the first place.  “Right, I ... ”

“Emerald, the rules, remember?  Come on, we’ll need to do this by the book if we’re going to make it pay off.  So take care of that first thing, right away.”

“Well, what I was going to say, Ceil, is that ... I’m not even sure if that’s his real name.  Marcus Tanner, he could have pulled that straight out of his — ”

“You need to ID this man, Emerald.  I’m not going into the mayor’s office with a new poster boy, only to find out he’s one of the Feds’ Ten Most Wanted.  Verify, then give me an updated report and set up another meeting.  This week if possible.”

“But ... what if it’s not possible?”

“Make it possible.  I wanna move on this before it’s too late.  Where is this guy living?”

My imagination ricocheted against the insides of my skull, a frantic search for a reasonable lie.  Then it occurred to me; always tell the truth, it’s the easiest thing to remember and the easiest thing to believe.

“I don’t know where he lives,” I admitted.  “He’s very mysterious.”

Ceil thought about it with a grim expression.  “Are you sure he’s safe to deal with?”

That depends on what you mean by safe, I wanted to say, choosing instead to offer, “Oh yeah, he’s ... I’m pretty sure he’s okay.  I’m taking extra precautions, making sure not to enter into any potentially compromising circumstances.”

“Good for you, Emerald, good thinking.  Stay on those toes, play this one by the book.  But don’t wait too long.  The quicker we wrap this up, the better for us all.”


***


I was so nervous to introduce Marcus to my parents.  Not that I wasn’t steadfast that I was an adult and would date whomever I pleased, nor that I was concerned that Marcus wouldn’t make a good impression.

But I was still nervous as hell.

Graciela and Hector prepared a superb meal of grilled salmon, roasted green beans and squash wedges.  The flavors commingled with delicacy and subtlety, strong enough to leave a lingering suggestion of
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