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PROLOGUE





When it was all over, the five women would marvel that it had taken a death to change their lives. They stood in a rowPolly, Charlotte, Dinah, Justine, Katunder the opaque glass ceiling of the Columbarium-in-the-Canyon, looking up at Gingers niche high on the Wall of Inurnment. There was little to see: Gingers husband had ordered the bare minimum, just name and dates, to mark her place.


Initially they stood in silence, subdued by the confines of the place. The ceiling panels flooded the long room with light, but the glass was bottle green and the twelve-foot walls were windowless, giving the whole vault a cool underwater feeling that removed it even more from the world outside. Also, they had already grieved so long for Ginger that when they finally spoke, they talked less of her and more of everything that had happened in the past half year and how, as Polly said, it had all started with a death.


Not just a death, said Kat bitterly, but a murder. She alone was weeping.



Not at first, said Polly. Just a death and a mystery. No wonder we felt like we were in a novel. Thats how they all start now.


Pursuing killers is all thats left to the modern hero, said Charlotte. Except that ours was more like a quest than a pursuit, a quest for vengeance.


Dinah, abstracted since theyd come, had nonetheless been listening. Whats amazing to me is what it did for all of us, she mused. So much for the classical idea that revenge is a goal that destroys you.


I thought we agreed that what we did was more justice than revenge, said Justine, something tremulous in her careful voice.


Whatever it was, we did it, declared Polly, turning to leave, and we got them good. Ginger was right about seizing power wherever you can.


Kat, who was tall enough, reached up to run her fingers over the bas-relief letters of Gingers name. Ginger would have loved the whole thing, she said softly, and followed her friends out into the California sunlight.













CHAPTER 1





For seventy-four years the Palatine Club had held a weeklong August retreat at Poderoso Pines. It was the longest-running tradition in the oldest mens club in California. They had missed 1942, what with the pressure on businesses to produce war matriel, but not a single season during the Depression years.


Now there was a dead woman on the bridle path beyond the east grove, and the retreat, only half over, was in danger of being ruined.


She was fully clothed, if not according to the dress code for women guests at the clubs town house in the city. This was the country, after all, and she was not an invited guest. No women were allowed at Poderoso Lodge. Fortunately she was outside the fence.


For much of the night, she had lain belly-up on the dark forest path, like a fish floating in a bed of kelp. Now and then the moon broke through the clouds, but the pines were tall, the Douglas firs thick in this part of the woods, and what little light reached the forest floor only dappled the path like moonlight on moving water.


She was slight, her limbs splayed out at what could have been painful angles. There was no visible line between skin and clothing, her fair hair and skin very pale and the folds of her dress rippled out around her. A high-heeled sandal was tethered to one foot by its ankle strap. Several times she seemed to sigh, unless it was a breeze moving through the cooled forest. The edges of her dress lifted and settled, and leaves shifted around her body on its soft pallet. Sometimes her hands stirred, made little sculling motions by her side and then were still; sometimes her feet twitched.


Through the night no one saw her. Even if someone had caught a movement or a shape, it would have been thought an illusion, a trick of the eye and the hour. Many of the people there were already quite drunk. Besides, the area was secure, the atmosphere protected, and a body, dead or dying, was unfitting.





Over the years the Palatine Club had made its mountain acreage a place of ease and beauty, replacing the original rough outbuildings with grand resort architecture, then continually beefing up the furnishings with more mahogany and leather. It looked rich and private, the kind of enclave to which the entitled return every year, every generation.


It was carefully kept that way. The club rented it out a dozen times a year for select gatherings up to a week longcorporate retreats for upper management, business-school seminars for young presidents, a governors conference. A writers workshop, a jazz festival, even a museum curators colloquium were rejected as mere amusements. For three weeks in midsummer, the place was opened to the families of members. Then the badminton and croquet and horseshoe sets were brought out, the swings set up, the stables contracted out to a wrangler company, and the canoes and rowboats mended and painted and piled on the docks and boathouse shelves.


Year after year the same families returned to the same cottages for their assigned weekthe same every year, with the same assigned tables in the lodge dining room. For those weeks only, the patios and driveways at each cottage were strewn with tricycles and strollers, towels and swimsuits drying in the sun. The Adirondack chairs were brought down from the terrace of the lodge and scattered by twos and threes around the lawn that sloped to the lake, and there the mothers sat and watched the children playing in the shallows along the beach. Briefly the club grounds were lively with shouts and laughter, the rhythmic bounce of balls on clay, the smack of birdies against racquets, splashing water. Like many such places, it seemed inviolate, untouched by time or wear, the summer nights and long afternoons engraved in the memories of the children and their childrens children, who never dreamed of going elsewhere.


When the men came to the August retreat, it was like conference time again, with the lingering flavor of summer camp. The horses were gone, and the strollers and swings, but the nets stayed up and racquets were available. Floats still bobbed on the lake, and corrals on either side of the wood pier were filled with small boats.





The night the woman lay on the path beyond the fence was calm but hardly quiet. Down the path, over the chain link fence and across the field, there was the sound of drums and the glow of torches at the lakefront. All the cottages and cabins were silent, each recessed in its woodsy grove like the cottage of the seven dwarfs. Above the lawn the main lodge was dark, its porch deserted, the sconce lights dimmed. Everyone was at the lake for the evening ceremonies. Men in white shirts lined the banks and sat on the grassy slope. Others manned the flotilla of dinghies, canoes, and rowboats that rocked gently out on the water. Perhaps a dozen in brown monks robes, hooded, stood at the waters edge near the pier.


Drumrolls, a burst of light, and a chantAtlas, rise! Atlas, rise! Atlas, rise!came from the several hundred assembled men. Klieg lights snapped on, illuminating a figure at the end of the pier, crouched in the vapors that swirled out from dry-ice machines. Slowly he got to one knee, then to his feet, apparently straining under a huge and shining white globe a yard in diameter. It was a professional body, oiled and bulbously muscular, one arm extended down behind him and one up in front to balance the orb on his upper back and neck.


Atlas, rise! Atlas, rise! The chant was louder, faster. Dramatically he raised the globe above his head and turned three times in the spotlight, vapor swirling to his waist. He held the pose, and a baritone voice, amplified, intoned, Atlas, Atlas, take your rest, weight of world may you divest / And briefly here amid the Pines will rest as well the Palatines.


Atlas, rest! Atlas, rest! the crowd chanted, and the big man lowered the globe to the dock, where it disappeared in the vapor, rolled away lightly and easily by unseen hands. From the waistband of his loincloth, Atlas drew a set of wooden pipes, put it to his mouth, and walked off the pier and into the trees as the spotlights dimmed and the audience cheered and whistled and the sound came back on the night air.


Beyond the pier, some three hundred yards out in the lake, flames rushed skyward from a stage made of two wooden floats tied together and anchored to the lake bottom. Within a semicircle of torches toward the back of the stage, a group of robed and hooded brethren turned up the gas on a big fire pit embedded in fake gray boulders and pine boughs at center stage. They were starting the traditional fire ceremony, a celebration of the year past and dedication to the year ahead, with declamations in both Latin and English, punctuated by dramatic bursts of colored flames.


Out on the sloping grass lawn, some watched intently, some chatted, and some, done in by hours of drinking, just sagged against neighbors. But all, to a man, had demonstrable stature and strength. They were lawyers, executives, and government officials, captains, commanders, and chiefs. One could have put together dozens of boards of directors from the assembled group, with little overlap. For over fifty years, such men had come to the annual retreat to put aside adult responsibilities and return to the simple vulgarity of camp life. They could play at being noncompetitive because they had already prevailed in competition, and their presence at this bucolic summit proved it.


The August High Camp was a departure from the clubs activities in the city, centered on a downtown brownstone open for lunch and dinner, press conferences and financial briefingsall conservative and exclusive and, unlike High Camp, not much fun. The retreat was even more welcome because the club was embattled, fighting antidiscrimination suits filed by three Jewish lawyers and a group of businesswomen. To these, club lawyers had responded that they did have Jewish members (one of whom turned out to be an Episcopalian since his marriage thirty years before and the other proposed but never actually admitted) and that women would be uncomfortable as members, given the nude swimming in the basement pool and the bawdy club revues. And invoked their right of privacy, right to freedom of association and assembly, and right to run around at High Camp in their underwear and urinate against trees.


For the duration the annual camp in the Pines was safe. And since the question of fairness now rested with the courts, it could be a very long duration.


It was at the end of the fire ceremony, midway in the festivities, that the woman in white had been carried out of one of the far cottages and through the woods to the edge of the property. By then even the laggards had gone down to the lake, and the upper groves were deserted.


There was no one to see when two men clambered over the wood stile and, holding her under the arms and knees, lowered the woman to the forest path on the other side and dropped a small purse next to her. No one heard the disturbance a little later in the cottage on the other side of the hill and behind the lodge. There was the sound of snuffling, but muted, as if someone were pressing his face into a pillow in his bunk. Once he sobbed aloud, and another voice hissed, For Christs sake, Cannon. Cut it out.


The two began to argue, voices rising, and a third voice said sharply, Stop. Its done, done and over. Its nothing. The weeper began to remonstrate, and the sharp voice cut him off. I said its nothing. Shes nothingnothing.


Over the next hour and a half, the high mood of the lakeside gathering collapsed into buffoonery. There were water tricks, pie jokes, a blackface number, and several sophomoric skits in drag. And the evening closed with a toga-clad Diogenes lifting high his lantern and scattering dollar bills over the water. There was no clapping, just laughter and a murmur of talk as the men rose from the grass and moved up the slope to the lodge.


A thin night wind curled through the trees. The moon, directly above the pines, shone straight down to splotch the forest floor.


The woman on the path shuddered several times, and the thin fabric of her dress fluttered at her upper legs, her shoulders. Just before the first light seeped up from the horizon, she sighed. With a sudden deflating of the torso, she sank deeper into the leaves, and on this last breath all animation left her.














CHAPTER 2





The law came to Poderoso Lodge at breakfast. It was a linen meal, like lunch and dinner, served in the same cavernous dining room with its huge, high ceiling beams, trophy heads of buffalo, longhorns, and bears, and a fireplace that could accommodate five standing men. Service began at seven, and by nine the big room was filled with sunlight and men in deck shoes and Levis Dockers, some of whom had been up since before six-thirty, when the stock exchange opened in New York. Given the light and the view of the lawn and the lake, many took their coffee through the French doors to the porch that ran three-quarters of the way around the lodge. The mens voices rose above the clink of china cup on saucer, but they werent loud: There was something about the setting that encouraged hush.


Terry Fleming always drove up the road from town very slowly. The stately approach to the old lodge seemed to demand it. It was not that he was cowed, although most locals were, and he did feel some awe for the sitethe century-old lodge with its big gray stones, its seven chimneys, the tall, paned windows, and the long drive that wound up the hill under a dense canopy of old pines and fir. The woods were no deeper here than anywhere else on the mountain, but local people were used to homes set within twenty feet of a gravel road, with various items of machinery and transport rusting at the side of the lot. To them these were summer homes to end all summer homes, many of the cottages several times the size of most houses in town.


The town police chief, Fleming was a year-round resident and by definition a local, but he had first come to Poderoso Pines as a summer kid in a summer home that his parents rented every year when their children were young. He understood about summer homes and the privilege accorded those who occupied them. He even understood big stately homes, having gone to a college where the main streets were lined with fraternity houses, including his own. But he had wanted to be a lawman since he was little, and college had suggested no more interesting life. Besides, he wanted to live in a high forest town like Poderoso Pines, so when a job there opened up after he was three years out of the Los Angeles Police Academy and wilting on the streets in mid-Wilshire, he took it.


Thus he now found himself driving slowly up the hill in the towns one police car, a 91 Chevrolet Caprice, accompanied by Wiley Shortt, his very young, very local deputy. Wiley was neither wily nor short. He was basically an Adams apple on a stick, several inches over six feet and only a few inches thick. He was also somewhat slow, inclined to constant and plodding review of recent events in his effort to take them in.


So it was round about seven they picked her up, Wiley said, thinking it over. Anybody up at the big house know what was wrong with her?


Wiley, said Fleming patiently, it was Romero who found her. The gardener. He knows a dead person when he sees one and isnt about to stop and discuss it with the rich boys. He just brought her to the fire station in his wheelbarrow, in case there was a spark left to work with.



He sighed, not happy with the breakup of a crime scene but glad the club management hadnt gotten there before he did. Fleming had no animosity toward the club, though there were always some members who came into town of an evening and got offensively drunk in the not-so-smart watering holes on its outskirts. He wasnt even critical of the annual retreat, with its silly ceremonies, buffoonery, and famous peeing-against-trees.


He figured it was the participants onetime, condensed version of a year of Friday nights, in which a bunch of men whod known each other long and well would get together to play cards, cracking jokes and belittling women and bragging of deals theyd pulled and ball games whose outcomes theyd predicted. Maybe for the rich there were no such Friday nights, just dinner parties and fancy benefits and art auctions, and for such men the summer retreat was a rare opportunity, thoroughly exploited.


Truth to tell, Fleming felt sorry for them in their three-piece suits and, feeling sorry, didnt feel subservient. He was careful of them, like most of the localsan accommodation justified by the revenue they gave the little town. And he was easy with that, and with the clubs officials, having worked out a relationship in which he was not obsequious but deferential and the club officials were not deferential but respectful of his authority.


Jesus, look at the wheels, said Wiley as they pulled into the parking lot. Wiley was too new to have established any relationship with the club management. His only experience so far had been picking up drunken club members at local taverns and taking them home, where their assigned steward, summoned by the concierge, hauled them off in a golf cart without comment.


Theyre rich, Wiley, said Fleming, swinging his legs out of the drivers seat and shrugging his arms into his uniform jacket. Rich people have rich cars. And he started up the front steps.


The lobby was almost empty, except for a man in madras shorts lingering over the morning newspaper and another, already in his city suit, at the front desk arranging an early departure. The concierge, off to one side, was sun-streaked and handsome, one of many actors who worked the retreat. Fleming knew him slightly. Hed attended a meeting with town officials the week before the retreat, and hed come into town two days ago to thank the fire department paramedics for their quick response on a possible heart attack.


The concierge came forward immediately. Lieutenant Fleming, he said with a little nod, barely disturbing the blond hair brushed lightly across his forehead.


Terry is fine, Carl, said Fleming, as always. Little problem here. Romero found a woman lying on the path just outside your east fence early this morning. Dead. Cause undetermined at this point.


Young? Businesswoman? Carl asked quietly, glancing back toward the lodge office. Anyone know her?


Mid-thirties, thirty-seven, in fact, said Fleming. A very nice thirty-seven. Nice shape. Nice clothes. A blonde, your color.


What happened? said Carl. Should I get the boss?


Well, you might tell him, said Fleming. Well be roping the area. Its an unexplained death, after all, and maybe a crime site. And wed like to talk to anyone who might know anything or saw or heard anything last night. So you should ask before anyone leaves, of course, including him. He nodded toward the man checking out. Im sure you understand.


Of course, said Carl. He clasped his hands, the universal gesture of service.


They studied each other, each wondering how much he should say or ask.


Any ideas on her identity? asked Carl.


Well, she had an L.A. ID in a little purse, not much more, said Fleming.


The concierge couldnt suppress a sigh of relief. Bad enough a dead woman on the property, or near it. A dead local woman could be a disaster. Well, thats not surprising, he said. Probably here on the usual business this time of year. But why in the woods?



Fleming shrugged and turned away. Call me, he said.


Right. Carl, in a half bow, watched them leave.


They took it seriously? asked Wiley as they crossed the parking lot.


Theyll take it seriously, said Fleming, opening the door of the Caprice.


Too bad you dont have one of those beauties, said Wiley, taking a last look at the BMWs and Jaguars.


Yeah, said Fleming, Too bad. But I got peace of mind.





Milo Till and his guests had one of the larger cottages. The Palatine Club, for all the solidarity of its membership, didnt belabor the principle of equality. There were several levels of accommodations. Some were quite rustic, with the kinds of kitchen appliances and plain furniture and hooked rugs found in summerhouses. Others, behind the same stone and cedar walls, were luxurious suites, with leather furniture, fur rugs, tagres filled with crystal and china.


Milo Till got one of the latter because he was important in California, both financially and politically. A land developer, a venture capitalist, a wheeler-dealer with a gift for playing tax codes, regulations, and trade law to his own advantage, Till was also a heavy investor in political campaigns and politicians. He was a short man, but slim and straight, given to thin-striped Oxford shirts and preppy fabric belts. He had curly black hair and an affable face that belied a very declarative voice, an authoritative mien, and a well-known control over a considerable number of people and institutions.


He had been coming to the retreat for fifteen years. For six of them hed brought Mitchell Reinhart as one of his guests. Reinhart was a divorce lawyer and successful in California and beyond, the first lawyer of choice for men with extensive assets to protect. When he was quoted in the press, as he was whenever the subject was divorce, his name was usually followed by the phrase known as Mr. Divorce. The two men were actually friends, and business bound their friendship even closer. Till had been through two divorces, both Reinhart products. Reinhart had shares in two downtown hotels, a Valley mini-mall and some undeveloped foothills, all Till products. When Tills associates had marital problems, he got them onto Reinharts calendar. Many of Reinharts clients became partners in Till properties, which one would only know if one knew where to look and under what names.


Tills relationship with L. Walker Cannon, his other guest, was another matter, less a friendship than a useful association with potential for greater future usage. Personally, intellectually, even politically, Cannon was a cipher, but being well-born and well-married, he was seized on by more substantial politicians and thrust up the ladder to higher office. He was now a state senator, running for U.S. senator and beyond, and Milo Till was one of his handlers.


It was Reinhart, lingering over coffee, considering a scotch, who overheard Flemings inquiries and, with no visible sign of haste, hurried the news back to Till. Barefoot and in shirttails, Milo Till began pacing the rooms perimeter, chewing the inside of his cheek. Cannon sat stiffly in the center of a big leather club chair, his loafered feet crossed at the ankle, his thin hands fluttering nervously in his lap.


Ill talk to them, said Till finally, halted in the middle of the room.


Why? Cannon stammered. No one knows. No one saw. You said so.


Till and Reinhart looked at each other.


Walker, it has to be met, said Till evenly.


Cant you pay someone? asked Cannon.


Reinhart looked at the ceiling, looked at Till, dropped his head to his chest. Nothing in Tills posture or gaze changed.


Walker, it has to be met head-on, he said again. Just remember, both of you, all of us: She wasnt here on the grounds. Wasnt. Here.


It wasnt even us. Cannon was agitated, one heel chattering against the hardwood floor, his hands fluttering before his face. The point has to be that it wasnt us. We dont know her.


Dear God, murmured Reinhart.



No, said Till patiently, addressing a child. She wasnt here. You give something, but you keep it simple.


Till had worked out the details by the time he drove into the center of town and parked across from the police station. The town of Poderoso Pines was Y-shaped, with six to eight shops on each arm of the Y and the main highway running down the stem and out of town. It was a mix of old businesses, updated businesses, and new boutiques. The architecture was still small-town, with clapboard or log facades, and many buildings had porches, balconies, and paned glass windows, like old-fashioned drugstores.


It was a peaceful and profitable coexistence of old and new, of longtime merchants like Krankes Plumbing and Bertes Caf and trendy new boutiques like Bread Alone and Rhinestone! The rural and the chic ran side by side down one arm of town and up the other, and at the towns center point were the Mountain High Times weekly paper and the police station.


Given the proximity of the two offices, and the usual lack of both crime and news, it wasnt surprising that Oz Elkind, the papers editor, was sitting in the station. Indeed, he was such a fixture there that no one but Milo Till was surprised when he made no move to leave and the financier found himself addressing three people instead of the one he expected.


Fleming and Shortt sat at opposite sides of the big desk behind the counter. Elkind slouched in an old club chair between the front door and the tray table that held the coffeepot and paper cups, his long, thin legs stretched across the door.


When Fleming came to the counter, Till introduced himself as a club member and said he understood there had been an accident and they were seeking helpful information about a woman found dead outside the club compound. I might have something to add, he said, though my knowledge is limited. I was with her for some of yesterday evening. He watched as Fleming wrote down his name.


I met her at Reillys, the usual thing, he went on. Wiley nodded, indicating his familiarity with the usual thing. She said her name was Ginger, she was attractive, we had a few drinks, we came to an arrangement.


Wiley nodded, acknowledging more of the usual thing.


A few hours, five hundred dollars. She had a motel room. Terry Fleming raised his eyebrows. We didnt get there, of course, Till continued. We got in my car, drove around a bit. She could talk, actually. Said she was up from L.A. We stopped at that overlookVista Point?on the hill road, fooled around a while, you know.


Wiley knew. He nodded.


Then we got into an argument about the sum wed agreed on. Next thing I know, she was out of the car and stomped off without her money. Any money.


He paused, but nobody spoke. Elkind was studiously pushing back his cuticles. Wiley Shortt was nodding slowly, judiciously, pursing his lips.


Yes? prodded Fleming.


So I went after her, we argued some more, I walked back to the car, waited a bit, then drove up to the club, figuring shed go back down the road to the village. That where you found her?


Not far, said Fleming, and let another silence fall.


So what do you think happened? asked Till. Was it a fall? A car?


Fleming carefully aligned the sheets of paper on which hed been writing, then realigned them under Tills gaze. We can reach you through the club, Mr. Till?


Absolutely, said Till. He stood a minute more with his hands on the counter, then left.


Wiley Shortt came around the counter and stood at the front window to watch him leave. You know, he said thoughtfully, that ones got the spiffy car and peace of mind.


Elkind watched Fleming staple his few sheets of paper, put them into a manila file, and put the file in a desk drawer. You going back to the lodge? Elkind asked.


Nah, hes it, said Fleming. Thats all well get from them.


So what are you going to do with her? asked Wiley.



Flemings decision was quick. He liked his life. He had taken courses in criminal justice, he knew the law. He had weighed good and evil. But it wasnt that simple. Or maybe it was even simpler: He liked his life.


Dont have to do anything, he said. Shes got an L.A. ID on her, like lots of them; these guys dont want Riverside gals. L.A.s got nothing on her, but neither do we. And they have a coroner. So well ship her down there.


I dunno, said Wiley Shortt, stroking his hairless jawline. He had been a deputy almost a year and seen nothing more violent than a visiting team member pulling a knife at a high school basketball game and three wife beatings, all the same couple. Seems to me we could have a murder here, he opined, given the remote setting, the hour, the bruises, the man-woman thing.


Come on, Wiley, said Fleming. To have murder you need four things. You gotta have a bad guy, you gotta have a victim, you gotta have someone who wants to catch a murderer, and you gotta have someone who cares whether it was murder. We got this fine upstanding citizen here, we got a dolly, and we got us. As for someone who cares, we dont know. If someone like that comes forward in L.A., we just backtrack. No sweat.











CHAPTER 3





The six women had been meeting every Monday for over a year, and the death of Ginger Pass was the first thing theyd ever discussed that involved no questions of perception and posed no problems of handling. It was incontrovertible, all the more solid because there was so little information.


She was dead. They didnt know the how or the why. The discovery and identification of her body had been on the news, but details were as scant as when the news left Poderoso Pines. Stunned, they struggled to put the what and where together with the person theyd known.


Are we the only ones who knew she was a hooker? asked Polly, who had laid out supper for her children and hurried in wearing her usual jeans and white button-down shirt, her curly red hair pulled behind one ear with twine.


Polly Crother was a young widow and fairly merry, though it demanded some effort. Naturally direct, she had come to take pleasure in being blunt during her eight years alone, without husband, parents, or siblings to embarrass by her behavior. Theres no need to be harsh, she could hear her mothers voice say now. She ignored it.


Dont say hooker, said Justine, her face tightened to porcelain by distress. A county administrator, Justine Teyama was so careful with her words that by the time she chose them, the conversation had often passed her by.


Come on, she was one, said Charlotte DeLong, always impatient with positive thinking in a life she considered at best neutral. She was forty-eight, the oldest in the group, a lawyer aged further by constant immersion in the afterlife: She specialized in estate planning.


Ginger wasnt afraid to acknowledge her trade either, she added. Not in Harolds circles, of course.


It doesnt matter what she was, at least to us, said Polly, working her clump of hair around and around her hand. We knew her apart from her work, if I can call it that, and her home life. We also suspected that of the two, she preferred hooking to Harold.


But what happened to her? asked Kat, who had been weeping off and on since theyd arrived, so that both her face and the front of her blouse were mottled by her bursts of tears. Katharine Hurley was as generous as she was beautiful. And beautiful she was, tall and fluid, with long, muscular arms and legs and broad shoulders and heavy-falling blond hairthe best advertisement for her own health clubs.


Affectionately, they called her The Body, used to watching her leap from her chair, pace the small room in front of them, then fold herself to chair level again. She did so now, unselfconscious as always, and starting to cry again as she crossed to the window and pulled the blinds up.


They were on the second level of a two-story stucco building of suites set hacienda style around an atrium. All the ground-floor offices opened onto a colonnade and those on the second floor onto a balcony above. In the middle was a tropical garden, probably neatly manicured when it was planted forty years ago but now so dense that a stone bench and rock garden were almost buried in maidenhair fern and birds-of-paradise and were visible only from above.


A modern office complex in its day, it now seemed lovely and old world, one of many such buildings scattered around Los Angeles that had not yet been torn down for a fourplex cinema or a mini-mall. It had stayed as offices, with such a common clientele that Dinah, who was impatient with trendy fields of mental health, dubbed it the Dysfunction Arms and seized every chance to mock the various enterprises. A successful dermatologist who was bored with both dermatology and success, Dinah Milanskaya found dysfunction rather like her own field, offering the inquiring practitioner only moments of insight, and those never blinding.


From their own window, they could look in on various businesses catering to a variety of dysfunctions, from out-and-out psychosis to simple sloppiness. There were therapists, whose blinds were kept half tilted to obscure any view of the occupants in the big leather chairs and couches. There were also groups like their own, united only by sex or age or personal schedules that left them free at a particular time. Others shared specific problems, such as smoking, drinking, eating too much or too little. And on the first floor, near the gated entrance, there was a large, light office, all teak and white cabinets, in which two women in sleek pantsuits gave popular seminars on clutter control, in daytime hours focusing on household mess (closets, dens, home offices) and on office mess at night.


The window was wide and tall, and while Kat wept noisily, the other four women stared into an Al-Anon meeting across the way or watched the evening sky turn deep pink over the buildings tile roof. Lotte, the therapist who ran their group, sat quietly, looking from one to the other.


It was Lottes belief that she should be a moderator, prodding discussion, occasionally halting it, but letting them go where they would. She was a matronly woman garbed in youthfulness. She pulled her gray hair back at the nape of her neck or twisted it up under two wood barrettes, and was given to wearing ribbed cotton tights in earth colors and huaraches and blouses with frog ties and, once, something so like a blanket that they argued for weeks whether it was in fact a blanket. Behind her back Dinah called her the last rose of the sixties, but she was smart and thoughtful and experienced and, so far, had held her analysts biases to a minimum.


Death, however, was not a situation that drew the best from her. What doesnt matter is what happened, she finally said, covering her awkwardness with a tutorial stiffness. We have to grapple with its meaning to us. The fact is that Gingers death wrote an end to our relationship with her and we can only deal with how that affects us.


Kat began to cry again. Polly muttered, Good Lord, and put her head into her hands.


Lotte, said Dinah, not holding back her irritation, when we started this group a year and a half ago, you had just come out the other side of the recovered-memory movement. As you know, it gave us some pause that you had been deep into that stuff. We only got over it by reminding ourselves that you had the good sense to drop it. But you keep having these periodic little breakdowns into jargon, and that gives us lots of pause, like now.


No one spoke. Lotte counted her fingers, recounted them, then looked around the group for comment or further censure. I understand how you all feel, she said slowly. Perhaps we should forget group today.


She seemed flattened but not injured. They had an easy relationship, Lotte and the group, partly because theyd argued this out sometime ago, partly because this was not a typical group.


It had started with nine. Three had been looking for something elsemore, perhaps, or maybe lessand dropped out in the first few months. The six who continued were, as Lotte said, an unusually cohesive group. As individuals they had obvious similarities. All presented well, as she put it. They looked good and had comfortable, enviable lives. Work was an important part of it, though not (they all said) the only important part or even (some said) the most important.


But they all worked, with the possible exception of Ginger, and they had learned midway through their first year that she, too, was working. She had joined in group discussions but provided little personal information, most of it concerning her home, her husband, her stepdaughter, now in community college. They knew only that shed once been a model but never advanced beyond the convention circuitthe equivalent, she said wryly, of being an old-time Betty Crocker girl who threw cake mixes to a milling crowd.


Shed met Harold Pass at an outdoor show in Las Vegas. She was dressed as a cigarette girl, circulating with a tray of sample fishing lures. Harold was ten or twelve years older than Ginger and on his third marriage. He was also quiet, serious, and rich, all qualities that appealed to Ginger immediately. He had built a very successful business designing and installing animated billboardshuge displays of blinking lightbulbs in which giant champagne glasses filled with liquid and emptied, giant eyes winked over and over again, and moons rose, traversed an electric heaven, and disappeared at the other end of the billboard.


From that he developed an even more lucrative sideline, making panoramic animated marquees for nightclubs and casinos. High above the street, his endless lines of bright showgirls kicked their way across the front of Renos Pink Garter. Kangaroos and wallabies hopped across the pediment of the Down Under in Las Vegas. A stagecoach pulled by six horses with flashing hooves rolled over and over again across the entrance of Denvers Pony Express tavern.


Harold worked all the time and mostly in other cities, but he didnt want Ginger to work, and he wanted her home whenever he was. She was therefore alone much of the time and at loose ends. At least the other women in the group assumed she was at loose ends, and, taken in, like everyone else, by her smoky-blond hair, her careful makeup and perfect nails, her focus on Harolds activities instead of her own, theyd offered helpful suggestions for how she might occupy herself. They suggested political action, charity work, volunteering as a docent at the art museumall of which seemed laughable later.


Finally, exasperated by her polite lack of interest but still sympathetic, they asked her exactly what she did with her time. And sitting there in her aubergine silk Armani suit, her legs in their cream hose, feet shod in Bally pumps and crossed at the ankles, she told them, I fuck men.


They greeted this information with some disbeliefnothing to their subsequent shock that Ginger actually liked the work. Indeed, she regarded it as work, not that she needed money. Harold, as Polly once commented, didnt offer quality support, but he did provide quantity. He was rich even beyond the dreams of Hollywood, though he had no ideas or interest in how to spend the excess.


Ginger, however, had a money sense. Certainly she was very much aware of her own market value. She billed her evenings at fifteen hundred dollars and her nights, when she took one on, at twenty-five hundredrates, she said, that were pretty much the top of the market. In a good month, when Harold was away a lot and she was busy, she could take in twenty thousand dollars, of which her share was 65 percent or thirteen thousand, with what she called her agency getting the rest. She could probably have taken the same amount from their joint accounts without comment from Harold, but, as she noted sardonically, she had more scruples about squandering his money than his conjugal rights.


Whats more, and contrary to current sociological belief, she didnt regard her kind of service as a loss of power. On the contrary, she saw it as an exercise of power, the only actual power she had, and she had no use for the standard feminist credo about the exploited prostitute. Less acted upon than acting, she felt in control. She said go, she said come, and men, lots of men, followed blindly.


Here, too, she seemed the exception to the group. The others, for all their apparent success and influence, felt that their progress forward had stalled to the point of derailment at this stage of their lives. Every one of them looked good, looked fulfilled, but they had a pervasive sense that they hadnt ended up where they wanted to go and had no idea how to move on.


Ginger, if anything, seemed calmer and more comfortable with her life than the others. She joined in the discussions, had sympathetic and practical comments on the questions everyone else posed but asked nothing for herself. Once they knew what she did, she would make humorous references to the scheduling problems of a double life or sharp and insightful little remarks about the temperament of men, but she showed no real concern over her circumstances. When pushed, she admitted only that she was a bit lonely and was there for the company. But when someoneprobably Charlottecommented understandingly that the kind of women she met in her work werent really her type, she said, Maybe I am their type. Or maybe the type isnt what you think.


Whatever her true type, Ginger hadnt interested Lotte as much as the other women had. Like most therapists, Lotte did better with doubt and fear than with Gingers easy accommodations, and Polly was inclined to forgive her seemingly inhumane reaction to Gingers death.


Now, waving aside the therapists suggestion to terminate the days meeting, Polly said gently, It seems to me, Lotte, that the prime question is not what Gingers death means to us. It is what happened to her. She wasnt suicidal. She was healthy. She was on a job. She was going out of townshe didnt say where, but she was definitely up and looking forward to it, in her weird way. Considering.


It wasnt weird, said Dinah. And even if her life was weird, she liked it. She wasnt depressed about it. She wasnt even depressed about Harold anymore: She didnt dislike him and seemed to be okay with the way shed worked things out.


Then why was she here? asked Kat.


She probably realized that, clinically speaking, it was weird, said Dinah.


Did she die in some weird way? said Kat. I mean, do we know?


It just said she was found dead, said Justine. There was only a short news story, mostly because of her husbands name. Nothing in the obituary listings. Nothing about any sort of service.



Do you think we could get her death certificate? asked Kat.


Not until its filed, said Charlotte. Though maybe you could get to it, Justine. Its a county office, whatever county it was filed inwhere she lived or where she died.


Listen, said Polly, we dont have to get sleuthy, at least not yet. Why dont we just ask Harold?


I dont know about that, said Justine. Isnt that like meddling?


No, its concern, said Polly. Its caring. Were her friends.


Im not sure friendships a concept Harold can comprehend, said Charlotte wryly.


Well go there personally, said Polly. What can he do, shut the door in our faces?


Their only experience with Harold was at Charlotte and Averys New Years open house the previous January. He and Ginger had come late and left early, and hed stood by himself at one side of the arch between hall and living room and didnt move, talk, or eat. He was a pale and chilly man, and oddly grim for someone in such a whimsical line of work, as if the creation of flashing lights and bright moving figures had sapped all the levity from his person. Muted as she was in his presence, Ginger was his only coloration.


Lotte rose, slipping into her heavy leather sandals. I really should excuse myself at this point, she said. I understand the feelings of the group at this juncture, and your need to do something, but Im uncomfortable with the action youre taking.


We understand. Your business is reaction, said Charlotte. You have every right to be uncomfortable with action, whatever it is.


So Lotte left, telling them they were free to use the room, which was usually vacant before and after their meeting. In fact, shed chosen that particular room because it wasnt popular, being far from restrooms, phones, the file room, the little library a dozen therapists shared. It was one of the best things about Lotte, that she was compulsive enough to leave nothing to chance.



Her footsteps came back to them clearly, moving around the balcony, down the stone stairs at the opposite corner, out the heavy gate, which clanged shut, shaking the floor under them. Everyone immediately looked at Dinah. Its nothing, Kat said quickly, reaching across Gingers empty seat to put a hand on Dinahs knee.


Its the gate, said Justine at the same time.


I know, said Dinah, who was terrified of earthquakes. The slightest movement of a building upset her. Was that one? shed gasp, wild-eyed, instantly washed of color. Was that one? And shed grip the sides of her seat as they rushed to assure her that something other than a quake had jarred the building or rumbled over the street outside.


Better not be an earthquake, Kat would add sometimes, and theyd all laugh, knowing that Kat herself, for different reasons, was afraid of any public accidentearthquake, flood, auto crash, mugging, a fall. Kat had breast implants, which she had come to hate, and, hating them as she did, she was convinced that if she lay dying, dependent on valiant efforts at resuscitation, the paramedics paddles would bounce off her chest.


They sat now for a while after Lotte left, in general agreement that they couldnt just sit out Gingers death. We owe her, said Polly, because we knew her double life. Im not saying we knew the real Ginger or anything, but we probably knew as much as possible. She stopped. I dont know what I mean.


In any case, its not right she should just be written off, said Kat, not crying now.


Everyone nodded. No one knew how they should act on it.


Well, first, said Dinah, we need information. You dont know anything unless you know how someone died.


But we have to be prepared, said Charlotte. In my experiencethough I guess you all know this alreadydeath isnt necessarily an end. Its more often the beginning of the true story.


Justine had borne a look of consternation throughout the discussion. I dont know, she said. I just dont think we should upset her family.


Oh, for pitys sake, said Charlotte. Ill call Poderoso Pines tomorrow and see what theyll say. She turned to Polly. You want to do Harold?


What a thought, Polly muttered.


Ill go with her, said Kat quickly. Barnaby can hold down the fort.


As a decision it wasnt much, but it gave all in the group a feeling of decisiveness.


For Polly that feeling didnt dissipate, though she spent a long evening thinking of Ginger, found dead who-knew-where. Much of that time, she sat at her computer composing a complaint letterher usual way of fending off memories and using her habitual sleeplessness to some advantage.


The other women in the group had recognized immediately that Polly wrote letters as ministers preached, as doctors treated, as lawyers filed suits. It wasnt the most active way of righting wrongs, but Polly had a bent for examination and a talent for complaint and had refined both to a craft, writing at least one letter a week and keeping careful files. Since the death of her young husband, she had understood well that one was powerless against certain blows of fate or the wholesale violence and tyranny in the world. But from her own house on a Hollywood hill, Polly could at least challenge the unfairnesses in daily life, the power of one person over another, a business over its customers, a government over its citizens.


This particular night she was writing to the state senates transportation committee:




There are over 8 million car phones in use today and their users operate them unregulated, though such people are as dangerous as drunk drivers.


We all know people whove bashed into the car ahead while dialing a number. Weve all seen freeway drivers drift into another lane while talking on their phones. For anyone who hasnt, I offered at your July hearings the example of my own husband, killed at an intersection because someone driving a car was also dialing on his car phone.


Once just for the rich, car phones are now widely advertised and marketed. They generate lots of discussion, but its all about gimmicks, price, and service, not their safety.


In Britain anyone seen talking on a phone while driving can be immediately fined for not driving with due care. Here that driver has to be speeding or weaving or tailgating as well to be stopped, although even the product instructions say one should not use cellular phones while driving.


No one does anything to change this situationnot the DMV, not the insurance industry, certainly not the phone vendors, to whom its just business as usual. So its up to you legislators. If you can regulate seat belts and ban the use of stereo headphones while driving, you can certainly handle this.


Sincerely yours




This was a subject on which Polly had especially strong feelings, but it still got her standard format. Anecdote, statement of current situation and basic problem, paragraph of comment and/or demand. She tinkered with it a bit more and printed it out.


Good enough, said her mother, but youre wasting your time. No one cares.


Lets not get into that again, said Polly. No one cares enough about anything. People get away with murder.


It depends on whos murdered, said her mother, always after the last word.


No, said Polly, it depends more on who did it.











CHAPTER 4





Charlotte made her calls to Poderoso Pines the next dayto the police, the newspaper, the San Bernardino medical examiner, and a local lawyer she knew slightly. The day after that, she reported the results to everyone, catching Polly about to drive her children to school.


Its in the jurisdiction of L.A. County, said Charlotte without greeting or preamble. Charlotte omitted amenities as she omitted vowels in personal memos: She tried to keep the chores and exchanges of daily life stripped to their minimums.


So getting something from Harold matters even more now, said Polly, but Charlotte had already hung up the phone. Good-bye was one of the words she thought unnecessary.


The Crothers lived high in the Hollywood Hills on one of the looped cul-de-sacs that formed the final upward tendrils of city streets far below. The landscape was all scrub and chaparral, sere and lion-colored much of the year, in contrast to the tropical plantings of the urban streets.


It was nothing like Seattle, where Polly grew up, but it still reminded her of the rain forest in the Olympic Peninsula. There, trees that had fallen and rotted on the moist forest floor became nurse logs, putting down roots all along their length and sending saplings upward. The saplings then put out branches, and the branches put out twigs, and the twigs finer twigs, all stretching leafy tips to the sun. Similarly, Hollywood streets shot up the canyons from the crosstown boulevards, and then those streets sprouted branches up the canyons. From those sprang finer streets, up the canyon walls, narrowing and twisting as they followed the topography to the ridges above.


Polly ascended several levels on her way home from the schoolsAndreas in an old residential area of spacious homes and Jeremys in a commercial area close to downtownclimbing up and up and then out into open air, above the shade of the live oaks and sycamores. Feeling the morning sun, she thought of Gingers fondness for sun and warmth and light, of how shed made a little ritual of opening the curtains and raising the blinds as soon as she arrived at Monday meetings.


The house was empty, so Polly could give in to her unsettled feelings and drift from one morning chore to another. She brought the garbage cans in from the street, went through old mail, opened the dining room drapes to let light fall on her plants, going down a few stairs to the kitchen, up a few stairs to the den, up a half flight to the childrens rooms. The house was stepped down the hill like an Alpine funicularone of its charms when she first saw it, later one of its failings, given the uneven indoor travel. More vertical than horizontal, there was no real backyard either, but a series of decks and side terraces at each level, and at the bottom a strip of garden the width of the house and five to ten feet deep. Many houses were like that in the hills, clinging to the slope where there was a slope, cantilevered out from the hill where it was nearly perpendicular.


The Los Angeles real estate business was the most creative in the country. Not put off by the paucity of usable land amid the gorges and ridges of the canyons, local Realtors enthusiastically sold land that was so vertical that in some cases they were really selling airspace. Nighttime justified their hype. From almost every point in her house, Polly could see houses similarly perched on the canyon sides, their lights running all the way down the hillsides to spill out on the wide plain of city lights below, far from the separate world of the canyon.


By noon Polly was at her desk, had moved twenty-five hundred shares of stock and made fifteen thousand dollars. Look, Mom, she exulted, I made fifteen thousand dollars. Money isnt happiness, her mother said dryly, and certainly not that little money. But it was pretty good for an hours work at a home computer, and Pollys pleasure couldnt be punctured.


Her computer skills were minimal. She treated her IBM like an ATM for investments: It offered her access to current information on all the financial markets and to her brokerage, which executed her remote commands swiftly. It was a discount operation, but capable of brisk and attentive service for a good customer. No one there had any idea that the volume of orders they handled on this one account issued from a widow in a purple sweatsuit working at a PC on her sleeping porch.


In fact, Polly had neither background nor inherent interest in finance. She had gone from graduate work in history to law school but never took the bar exam because the law didnt deal with right and wrong as much as shed hoped and justice had too often seemed to turn on strength, cleverness, or chance.


Still, she was dedicated to working for fairness. The Caped Crusader, her husband used to call her. He meant it nicely, admiring her notes and files on consumer problems and business practices, enjoying her battles with banks, stores, credit bureaus, and the phone companyall a personal crusade to impose some slight order on an amoral marketplace and, by extension, on life itself. You cant right every wrong, hed say fondly, but you sure can figure out why it happened.


In fact, you cant always do that either. Consider Pollys husband, who on the Sunday he died had waved good-bye at the kitchen door, forever frozen in her memory framed by the screen door, his features blurred by the mesh. It was barely even a parting. He was there, then he wasnt, gone from the Earth in that kind of instantaneous transport shed always associated with the Virgin Marys assumption into heaven.


Unheralded by angels, unaccompanied, Dan was assumed into heaven barely noticed. He had left on his bicycle at noon, dropped by his office and a nearby juice bar, biked up and around Mount Hollywood, and was headed home when he was hit by a speeding lowrider and tossed twenty feet up toward his final destination. As it happened, the lowrider had itself just been clipped by a man dialing a number on his car phone. The car was hot, its teenage driver took off, and Dan was dead, a situation unlikely to change while the police conducted a high-speed freeway chase after what television called the suspect.


By eight that night, Polly had left the children with a neighbor and gone looking for him, following the imagined crumbs of his usual trail from home to office, from office to juice bar and up around the mountain, then to hospital, police station, and finally the morgue. There he waited for her, fully identified, his wallet and keys in a Baggie by his elbow. Law student that she was, all she could say, all she could think was, This is actionable.


Probably it was. But still he was gone, leaving her just thirty-one and alone with two small children, a lot of plans to reorganize, and a tremendous loss.


Not that loss was new to her. Her parents were dead before her young husband. Her father, who was handsome, fleet, outdoorsy, and athletic, had died from the feet up. Hed gotten a number of chigger bites at the start of a pack trip and characteristically ignored them. By the trips end theyd become infected wounds, and finally a necrosis that moved up his whole body, visible and thoroughly resistant to treatment. Her mother, with equal appropriateness, died from the head down. Intellectual, rational to a fault, and somewhat disputatious, she had Alzheimers before she was sixty. Theyd seen the first sign of it when they found her in her beloved garden, surrounded by flower stems and strips of material, weeping because she didnt understand why shed cut up her skirt with the gardening shears. At the last it affected not just her thought but her speech, her most salient characteristic. She just trailed off, taken from life in midsentence: You never know when or Be sure to


Oddly, Polly remembered them better than her husband, and even mourned them as a greater part of her. She missed Dan for himself, of course, but as time passed, Polly missed him most as someone with whom she had a community of interests. Nothing fancy: not politics, philosophy, even finances. It wasnt even necessary he be responsive. Just someone to whom she could say, Andrea was really funny yesterday or The dishwasher broke again. And he might say, What? Still up? or I took a twenty from your wallet.


Basically, were all alone, her mother said. Yes, said Polly, but I liked the illusion of company.


About love she actually remembered very little: their first romantic weekends, some recent afternoons, a rare night out of town without children. These memories might not even have been accurate. It so disturbed her to have few specific memories that she built on them each time she called them up and no longer knew what was real and what was invention.


Not that she needed love. She was surprised how little it mattered once it was goneso little that she didnt seek or even seize new possibilities when they were offered to her. The popularity of widowhood was quite unexpected. It wasnt mere popularity; it was pursuit. To men, and to people looking out for male friends, Polly was more appealing now than shed ever been in active competition. Apparently a womans sex appeal, so unfairly tarnished by divorce, was freshened by death. One was clearly a tragedy visited upon her; the other was assumed to be deserved in some way.


She felt no lack of money either. Thanks to Dans grandmother, there were trusts to cover the childrens colleges. A term life insurance policy had paid $1.25 million (a benefit doubled for accidental death). Another policy through Dans business paid $600,000. And his two partners in the computer business, longtime friends, had arranged to buy Polly out of Dans share with a monthly percentage of the gross and a balloon payoff in ten years.



On a whim born of grief, loneliness, or boredom, Polly took the $600,000 insurance benefit and began to buy and sell stocks. She had handled money before, not much, but more than her husband, who had an entrepreneurial talent for making money, not for passively multiplying it. She bought treasury bills, municipal bonds, and some shares
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