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  With gratitude.…


  Readers and interviewers have asked where the idea for a hardboiled yet soft-as-marshmallow-underneath character like Jesse came from. The only answer I can ever come up with is that she just popped into being one day as I sat in the hills of Paradise, California, at an old 1927 Underwood typewriter I’d purchased at a church rummage sale in the hope I might one day become a published author. One night, after I’d been “practicing” a few months—unsure as to whether the awkward words I’d put on paper even vaguely resembled a published book—Jesse was born. I’d been up all night; I sat on a kitchen chair in an old robe, a cup of coffee growing cold beside me as snow fell outside. I can’t say I was unaccustomed to poverty, having raised five children more or less alone. Still, Christmas was upon us, and my youngest wanted a pair of skates. I was broke and desperate. I began to pray to all my lost saints—“St. Joseph, St. Anthony, St. Therese, please help. Get me out of this.” And just to cover all bets—“Angels, guides, Universe … hey, is anyone out there listening?” The snow continued to fall; my coffee grew ever more cold.


  Then Jesse began to speak. My fingers, after the first startled moment, went along with the game. When I’d finished a chapter of Jesse’s brash, outspoken thoughts and dialogue, I read it over and laughed—though still with a touch of desperation. “This isn’t at all like other mysteries I’ve read,” I thought. “It’ll be a miracle if it ever gets published.” The rest, to coin an old cliché, is history. Jesse popped into my life just as hardboiled, smart-talking female protagonists were on the rise. She was a gift—nothing I ever planned, nothing I ever even dreamed of, but an answer to a prayer.


  So, first of all … God, angels, saints, guides, Universe … thanks for the miracle. A Bright Flamingo Shroud is Jesse’s fifth adventure in five years. Over these years she’s mellowed on some issues; looked ever more askance at others. To me she’s an alive, vibrant human being—a part of me, but also part of everyone I’ve ever known and everywhere I ever lived. She’s been described by reviewers as “tough and smart-talking,” but I most like the following: “Vulnerable, gawky, impulsive.” That gives her room to grow.


  With that in mind, I would also like to thank Jesse’s many wonderful readers and fans, for both sticking with her and asking for more. And to my children: Katherine, Kevin, Greg, Robin—and Amy, who I’m listing alone so she doesn’t always feel like the middle child. Much love and gratitude for standing by me through the craziness.


  Finally, I would like to thank everyone at The Women’s Press, along with a very special thanks to Helen Windrath, and to my editor, Kathy Gale, who brought Jesse to the UK and has helped her along so beautifully all the way.


  A BRIGHT FLAMINGO SHROUD


  Chapter One


  “Call me a relic, a thing of the past, or any damn thing you please …”


  —“Relic,” D. R. Lunsford


  There was a monster blizzard going on outside. I had no heat in my apartment, no furniture; the wind was howling through a plastic-covered broken window and the sleeping bag had lumps. I hadn’t slept all night, my back hurt, my throat was sore, and I was getting arthritis at the age of thirty-three. Further, I hadn’t seen my sometime lover in months.


  And if you think that’s bad, let me tell you what happened next.


  First of all, my name is Jesse (Jessica) James. Unlike my namesake, I’m not an outlaw, though I’ve been compared to one—the first time by a probation officer, at fourteen, when I got arrested for lifting a classic Sterling with my pals, the Boyz in Rochester’s Hood. I cleaned up my act later, at least from my point of view, and became a reporter. There are some who would say I’m living an illusion and haven’t cleaned up at all.


  I say, screw it—we do the best we can with what we’ve got to work with on any given day.


  My guru/shrink, Samved, is the one who taught me that. Samved’s an old fraud, and the only reason I stick with him is because he tells me what I like to hear, and he’s got a quote for everything. Plus, he keeps me sober. A while back I struck a bargain with Samved: if he’d come back to being New Age (which I’d formerly scorned—until he turned Fundamentalist, proving yet again that things can always get worse), I would at least consider not falling off the wagon into a sweet, sweet vat of Genesee Screws.


  “I don’t know why you care what I do,” Samved had said, stroking his flimsy white beard. You don’t like religion in any shape or form.”


  “I’m just getting bored with your answer machine. All that ‘Praise the Lord!’ stuff—and that 800 number for donations? It’s so trite. Also, I liked it better when you trilled on and on about meditating in your garden in the light of the full moon, and all the while you were sitting on your prayer rug watching Jeopardy. It’s a better visual image.”


  “Only an author would think of a person’s Life Purpose as a visual image.”


  “I’m not an author. I’m a hack freelance reporter.”


  “Nonsense. You had that short story printed in Cosmo last month.”


  “A love story.” I made a face. “Can you believe they actually let me write a love story? Me, the loser-at-love of all time?”


  “You didn’t lose it, you threw it away.”


  “If you’re referring to those two marriage proposals last spring, I couldn’t just go and say yes. It wouldn’t be in character.” I ran fingers through my tangled brown hair.


  “Why are you talking this way lately? Visual images … character … hack? And the other day you said something about hoping for a deal—as in capital DEAL.”


  “It’s Hollywood lingo, Sammy-o. I’m working on a screenplay.”


  “A screenplay?” Samved raised his bushy white eyebrows. “You don’t say! About what?”


  “About a woman who throws love away, what else? By the way, do you think I look just the least bit like Debra Winger?”


  (Now, look, I know what you’re saying. You’re saying that all this has nothing to do with a mystery. But just hang in, okay? It’s what they call a “setup” in the movies. You set the story up in the first ten minutes, then hit the audience with a shockeroo. My ten minutes is almost up, and the shockeroo’s right around the bend.)


  So my guru says to me, “You look more like Barbara Hershey. But do you really think you could survive in Hollywood?”


  “Better than in Rochester, New York, in the middle of a blizzard, sleeping on a bare floor without heat, and Mrs. Binty suddenly deciding to remodel my apartment.” I frowned. “If that woman were twenty years younger, I’d wonder if her hormones were off. And those contractors? They’re vile. Every morning, seven a.m., a-boomin’ and a-bangin’ away. They’ve got the whole place torn up—including my nerves.”


  “Well, the pipes burst, you said. There was nothing else to do. And your landlady did offer you a room downstairs with her. Why didn’t you take her up on it?”


  “Are you kidding? Mrs. B’s got cats now. I hate cats.”


  “Cats, and dogs, and children? I don’t believe it for a minute, Jesse. You are nothing but blabber and hot air. By the way, how is Bastard taking all this remodeling?”


  “Bastard the Dastardly Dog? He blew the joint. Dogs are like men, you know. When things go sour they slink off in the night.”


  Actually, the Flynns had taken Bastard to Arizona for the winter. And it’s a damn good thing my neighbors like my dog, since I can’t stand him at all. First off, the mutt used to be called Footloose, and I put up with him and a cageful of finches until the owner of them both—a man I loved and lost—conveniently left them behind. The finches chattered all day, so I got rid of them fast. It was that or wring their fine-feathered necks.


  As for Footloose, I renamed him Bastard, and he’s been with me ever since. Too bad that’s not true of certain men in my life.


  Too bad it’s not true of Marcus Andrelli.


  That dash of cold water brought my attention back to the present—to my apartment, and the blizzard outside. I burrowed down into my sleeping bag, wishing the sweats and Arctic jacket I wore were bearskin. My toes, even in Mrs. Binty’s electric socks, felt numb. The cord to the socks snaked up my left leg and out the top of the sleeping bag. It was plugged into a socket in the living-room wall, one of the few still working in the shambles of my once cozy apartment.


  A male voice split the silence of my unhallowed halls. “Joey, yo! You, there! Get dat ladder ouda my way!”


  “It ain’t in your way, asshole. Walk around it.”


  I sighed. My morning wake-up call: Denny and Joey, Contractors from Hell, arguing all the way up my stairs. My front door opened with a clatter and the two of them barreled in, sabers rattling in the form of saws, drills, nails, wires and pipes.


  “Yo, Jesse! You up? Ya got any coffee?”


  “Go away.” I dug in deeper.


  “Aw, come on,” Joey Martino said. “Don’t be a grump.”


  “May your hemorrhoids flourish and multiply.”


  “I don’t have hemorrhoids.”


  “All Italian men have hemorrhoids. It’s in the genes.”


  “Huh. Real funny. Keep that up, you won’t get any doughnuts.”


  I peeked out cautiously. “You’ve got doughnuts?”


  “Bavarian cream, from the Genesee Bakery. They got chocolate frosting.” My stomach growled as he squatted beside me and waved one under my nose.


  I sat up and rubbed my eyes.


  “Gotcha,” Martino said, grinning.


  The coffee was dark, hot, and sweet, just the way I like it.


  “You make a mean pot of Java, Joe.” I held my cup in both hands, shivering in the kitchen despite all three sweaters, the Arctic jacket, and double layer of jeans.


  “Thanks, pretty lady. You look real glamorous in that get-up.” He spoke from a position at my feet.


  “You think you could get that floor fixed any faster? I fell into it twice last night.”


  He squinted up at me, his eyes a light tan and concerned. “You drinkin’ again?” An array of nails stuck out of his mouth, making the words a bit mushy.


  “No, I am not drinking again. Jeesh. It’s just a little hard to walk straight when it’s twelve degrees below zero outside and twenty below zero in here. Your knees have a tendency to knock.”


  “Be glad you’re not in the park like some’a them poor suckers,” Joey said. He stopped hammering long enough to spit out the nails and stare at the little four-inch TV he’d brought with him and stuck on my counter. “You been listenin’ to the news?”


  Some sleepy-eyed anchor was droning on about the night’s events.


  “How could I possibly? I don’t even have a television anymore.” I’d stored all my furniture in Mrs. Binty’s garage and shed, so it wouldn’t get demolished along with walls, floor, ceiling.…


  According to the latest progress report from good old Joey, this insanity would last at least another three weeks.


  “Thought you might’a heard.” He stuffed another bite of glazed doughnut into his mouth, licking sugar from his lips. “Some old guy took on a mugger last night in Dwight Square. See, they’re tellin’ about it now.” He pointed with a sugary finger. “Thought he might be a relative, seein’ as how he’s got the same last name as you.”


  “Yeah? Well, I don’t have any male relatives. They all went and died on me.”


  Men will do anything to leave, and just as well, too. My female relatives, Mom and Aunt Edna, were all I could handle. Not to mention Mom’s mysterious newish husband, Charlie Browne.


  I turned my attention to the news. The anchor, who looked damp and polished, as if he’d just stepped out of his morning shower, continued to drone. “The would-be attacker chased the homeless woman three blocks before he was caught and subdued by a man police have identified only by his last name, James. Mr. James has apparently been living in the park.…”


  I warmed up my coffee and picked through the doughnuts, looking for another Bavarian cream.


  “Saw it on WOKR last night,” Joey said. “This James guy, he’s no more’n five foot two, he takes out after this mugger. Chases him down the street, jumps on his back, and hauls him to the ground. Big guy, the mugger, like a truck—but this little guy, it didn’t stop him. He just hung right on till the cops got there and took over.” Joey chuckled. “Tough little runt. Reminded me of you.”


  “Gee, thanks.” I settled for raspberry jelly and watched my breath billow in the air as I bit into it.


  “Guy’s a hero, now. Guess it pays to fight back.”


  That had certainly always been my motto. Fight back—with everything, and everyone.


  “Yeah,” Joey said, sinking in another nail, “take no shit from nobody, never.”


  “A beautiful sentiment, Martino. Real poetic. You ever gonna get some linoleum laid?”


  He looked pained. “Ya mean vinyl. Nobody calls it linoleum anymore.”


  “I do.” So, call me a relic.


  “You’re a relic, Jesse James.”


  “I knew I could count on you, Joey.”


  I worked for a while in the living room, sitting in the sleeping bag with eighty pages of screenplay and a red pen. It was a wonder the ink hadn’t frozen into cubes. But the screenplay looked good. I hadn’t even known if I could do one until last month, when I decided to take a few weeks off from freelancing articles and try it out, see what I came up with. Now I was getting excited. I might even take it out to Hollywood, I thought, when it’s done. Sit in the sun! Find an agent! Do lunch!


  Important matters first, however. More coffee. I was going for it when there was a knock on the door.


  “Get that, will you?” Martino yelled.


  “My own door? Sure, massa, anything you say.”


  “I’m expecting a delivery of pipes,” he hollered. “I’d get it myself, but I got my hands full.”


  “Right.”


  I stumbled from the sleeping bag, script in hand, and crossed the bare living room to my door. As I flung it open, a gust of frigid air blew up my gray wool-carpeted stairs.


  “Jesse?” A short, grizzly-looking old bum grinned up at me. He had an upper tooth missing in front, clothes that reeked of booze, a duffle bag over one shoulder, and at least a five-day growth of beard. His matted gray hair looked like it contained an entire family of three-toed sloths. “Could you—” he began.


  “No, I could not,” I said firmly, “I do not have any money.” I might be known around Rochester for helping out at the soup kitchens but none of the bums had ever shown up at my door before.


  I planted myself squarely across the doorway and leveled a cold green gaze at the bum. “I am a writer. Writers do not give handouts, they take them. Look—” I waved an arm at my empty living room. “I haven’t even got a decent place to live. No bathroom, no heat, almost no food—”


  “Uh, Jesse—”


  “So do yourself a favor, check in at the mission. Here, I’ll write down the address.” I scribbled the Fourth Street Mission’s address on the corner of a script page.


  “See, I was hopin’ mebbe I could just come in.”


  “Absolutely not.”


  “I thought mebbe we could talk.”


  “Talk? I don’t have time to talk.” I tore off the corner of the script page, and handed it to the bum. Clutching the script to my breast, I started to shut the door.


  “For old times’ sake,” the bum said.


  This scene was bizarre, even for me. “We don’t have any old times. Look, I’m working. Who the hell are you, anyway?”


  “Whew! I thought you’d never ask.” The bum pulled a wallet from his back pocket, opening it up. He showed me a driver’s license. Then he drew out a photograph, and following that a slip of paper, yellowed, with crabbed writing on it.


  “I need you to hide me,” he said, leaning wearily against the doorjamb. He raised a frail, shaky hand and passed it over his eyes. I’m real tired, Jesse girl.”


  I stared at the license, the faded letter, and the photograph for a long time before comprehending. Then it finally came together.


  Holy God.


  “Gramps?” I said.


  Chapter Two


  “Call me a dreamer, livin’ on dreams … a diet of memories…”


  —“Relic,” D. R. Lunsford


  “Why didn’t you tell me I had a living grandfather?” I bellowed into the phone. “And why didn’t you warn me he was a bum?”


  “I didn’t know,” Aunt Edna protested from Mill Valley, California. “But if he’s your father’s father, it figures he’d be a bum.”


  “Not only a bum, but a con. And he’s on the run, for heaven’s sake. It’s déjà vu, like when Mom and Charlie showed up with that damned painting last year.”


  I need you to hide me, Gramps had said. Mom’s almost exact words, back then. “How did I get this family?” I groaned.


  Aunt Edna’s voice turned sharp. “Why is he on the run?”


  “It’s complicated. But he no sooner arrived in town than he got in trouble in the park. Says he was just hanging out there, waiting for morning so he could come here. But then somebody mugs a bag lady, and good old Gramps runs to the rescue and ends up on the local news.”


  “And you don’t know what he’s running from?”


  “Claims there have been two attempts on his life. Something about a sting down in Miami that went bad.”


  “Hmmm.” Aunt Edna was smoking and drinking coffee as we talked. I could hear her swallows, and then the puff, puff. You could almost see the stray ashes in her frizzy, carrot-colored hair.


  “What are you going to do, Jesse?”


  “First, I’m having Tark run a computer check. By noon I’ll know more about that old man than he knows himself.”


  “Where’s the old coot right now?”


  “Down at Mrs. Binty’s taking a shower. He’s been sleeping in parked cars all the way up from Miami, and I couldn’t stand being near him.”


  “I thought you people didn’t have any running water.”


  “Mrs. Binty’s bathroom is on, now, and so’s my kitchen. These idiots can’t seem to get one entire apartment working all at once.”


  Joey Martino made an offended sound of protest from the kitchen.


  “Yeah, well, you know I’m right!” I yelled back.


  “What does your landlady think of good old Johnny James?” Aunt Edna asked.


  “Mrs. Binty is thrilled. You know her. She loves the excitement when I’ve got trouble.”


  “It’s the reason she keeps you around,” Aunt Edna agreed.


  “So anyway, what the hell am I going to do with this jerk? He’s a con man, a grifter. He’s spent his whole life being run out of one town or another.”


  “By men? Or women?”


  “Ha.” I gave a snort. “What woman would want him? You should see him “


  “That ugly, huh?”


  “Just about. He claims to be a master of disguise, and says he just dressed like a bum to throw off anyone who might be looking for him. But he’s got that cocky, short man’s attitude. You know how some men hate being short, so they overcompensate by acting tough?”


  “You should talk.” Puff, puff.


  “Listen, at five four I’m still a head taller than him.”


  “But you do have an attitude.”


  “I’m a reporter, I need an attitude to hang out with mobsters and hardened criminals. Besides, it’ll come in handy when I get to L.A. They say attitude is everything out there.”


  “You’re still coming to California? What about Johnny James?”


  “What about him?”


  “Jesse, if he really is your grandfather.…”


  “Look, he’s been running all these years, and he can just keep running for all I care.”


  “That’s cold, Jesse—real cold.”


  “Yeah, well, tough.”


  I shivered as “Gramps” came through my front door, bringing another burst of ice-laden air. Mrs. Binty must have snagged his grubby old clothes and stuck them in the wash. He wore her fluffy chenille robe, the one with the fancy lace collar and pink petunias splattered all over it. His shifty gray eyes looked embarrassed, but the cocky strut was still there.


  “Aunt Edna, I’ll call you back.” I hung up and returned the phone to the floor, then stood with my hands on my hips.


  “Okay,” I said to good old Gramps. “You’ve had coffee and a shower. I’ve heard your story—all about this guy, Barney Noonan, in Miami, and how you bamboozled him out of five thousand bucks. How he’s a real nutcase and he’s after your hide. Frankly, I don’t blame him. And I don’t want you here. I’m getting ready to go to L.A. In fact, I’m practically out the door.” Which reminded me. “How’d you know where I lived?”


  “I saw an article you wrote in Newsweek,” Gramps said, grinning. He hopped up and down on one foot, then the other, hugging the chenille petunias to keep warm. “I conned your editor into giving me your phone number.”


  “Impossible.”


  The grin widened. The gap from the missing tooth made him look downright innocent, like an eighty-year-old Dave Letterman. “Not for me. I told her I was a reporter with the Miami Sun, and wanted to talk to you about the subject.”


  “What subject? What article?”


  “The one about real estate scams.”


  I curled my upper lip. “Of course. Why didn’t I know that?”


  “Jesse, your father, my son, would be proud. You’ve come up real good.” The old man’s shoulders trembled and a callused thumb wiped away a tear. “Tell me about him, girl,” he said. “I want to know all about my son, all the things I missed. Do you have any pictures?”


  Johnny James looked, suddenly, all of his eighty-odd years. If his story was true, he was a man who’d left his wife and son when the son was only three, then had drifted across the country making it this way and that, sleeping in alleys, bumming food and cigarettes, never staying in one place long enough to make friends. Searching for something and never finding it. Never even knowing, for that matter, what it was.


  Tears stung my own eyes. I thought of the wife and child, but also of what life on the road must be like. “It must have been tough,” I said. “That kind of life.”


  He nodded, brushing moisture from his lashes with the back of his hand, the same way Pop used to do when he was in his cups. “There wasn’t a day went by I didn’t think of Mae,” he said, “and little Johnny.”


  “Little Johnny. Yes. And now you’re here, after all this time, in my living room. Gramps.”


  “I can’t tell you how good it feels to see you, Jesse.”


  “My only remaining male relative. Family.”


  “That’s it exactly. I knew you’d see it my way.”


  I grabbed Mrs. Binty’s fancy lace collar with both hands and stuck my nose in Johnny James’ face. “Listen, you old goat! You apparently missed one real important lesson in all those years of grifting.”


  “Uh, Jesse—”


  “Never shit on your last remaining hope. And never, ever, ever con a con!”


  Chapter Three


  “Call me a schemer, working on schemes … I only scheme what I see.”


  —“Relic,” D. R. Lunsford


  “Boy, oh, boy! Girl, you are good! I thought I had you there for a minute!”


  I folded up my sleeping bag, giving it a wrench. “Dammit all, my father was never called Johnny. He was Pat. Patrick Joseph John James. Don’t you even remember your own son’s name? If, of course, he was your son—”


  “Now, gal, you can’t blame an old man for forgettin’ things. ’Course I knew he was Pat, I just forgot—”


  “And as for that letter and photograph—”


  The snapshot “Gramps” had handed me at the door wasn’t conclusive. It was of a man and woman who could be him and my grandmother, both of them twentyish but indistinct, the way candid snaps were then. The baby in the woman’s arms could be my father, but there was no proving it. The yellowed letter was something else. It began:


  Everything’s fine here, Johnny. The boy is well. Please don’t worry about us. We miss you, though. I can’t wait until you get work and send for us. It’s been hard, tending the farm alone.


  It went on in that vein: a neighbor had had a heart attack … an uncle of my grandmother’s had died … it didn’t look good for the crops this year. An Americana farm wife’s letter, it was signed “Love, Harriet Mae.” My grandmother’s name. And it was written on familiar paper, a blue and rose-marbled parchment that I recognized as my grandmother’s. Pop had kept letters from his mother in a box under his and Mom’s bed, and they were on that paper. My grandmother’s initials were embossed in silver in the upper left-hand corner: HMJ.


  According to family history, my grandmother had come from a wealthy family in Chicago. She’d given it all up to marry a charmer named Johnny James and move to a farm outside Warsaw, just south of here in Wyoming County. Times had been tough. The country was in a depression, and in the third year of their marriage an historic blizzard in upstate New York ruined all the crops. When the sun finally peeked over the hills that spring, Johnny James was gone.


  Not a particularly original story. It happened that way all over the country, back in the thirties. But in this case, it struck a personal chord of anger with me. I’d watched Pop on a downhill slide from the time I was able to talk, and no one could tell me that didn’t have something to do with having a father who didn’t care enough to at least stick around.


  “If in fact you are my grandfather, Pop ended up a drunk because of you,” I said angrily. I thumped the sleeping bag into the hall closet and turned to find him right behind me.


  “Is that what happened to you, too?” The gray eyes looked uncertain, but his sharp little chin was up. Gray stubble dotted it, like splinters of driftwood. “You end up a drinker, too?” he persisted, squinting sympathetically at me. “Because your pop wasn’t around?”


  My hands tightened into fists at my sides. “He was. He never ran off like some I could name.”


  “Bottom of the world, bottom of a bottle … it’s all the same, Jesse girl.”


  “Don’t call me that!”


  “Is that what be called you?”


  I folded my arms. “Get out of here.”


  Something came and went in the old gray eyes. He opened his mouth to argue, and then backed off. “Sure … sure thing, kid. I’ll wait out in the living room.”


  “No. Get out of my apartment, out of my life. I don’t want you around.”


  I slammed the bedroom door in his face and stood against it, shaking. Then I slumped to the cold bare floor, in my cold empty bedroom, my head in my hands. The old man had triggered something I didn’t fully understand.


  Outside, wind whistled in icicle-studded eaves. From my kitchen came the ear-busting explosion of hammers and electric saws.


  Marcus—where are you when I need you?


  I had never felt more alone and afraid.


  And why is it, I wondered, that you can be there for a man when he needs you, over and over … but when it’s the other way around, he’s nowhere to be found?


  Life could not get much worse.


  Chapter Four


  I often think dumb things like that—Life could not get much worse—only to be proven incredibly wrong.


  I sat across from Tark in Marcus Andrelli’s apartment, on the round hearth by the fire, drinking coffee. Tark, who lives in an apartment across the way, had set up a small Christmas tree at one end of Marcus’s desk.


  “I spend a lot of time over here these days,” he’d explained when I commented on the tree. A slight tinge of color had crept up his worked-over face. “I guess I miss the great Christmases at home when I was a kid.”


  My boots were soaked from trudging through six-foot-high drifts between the street and the Rochester Towers. I stuck them closer to the fire.


  The penthouse of the Towers doubles as national headquarters for Andrelli Enterprises, Inc. Marcus has gradually been easing out of his position as head of the mob in western New York—the New Mob, you understand, the coterie of Harvard Business-type grads who make up so much of the Mafia these days. They deal in real estate and corporate ventures, forgoing the old-type violence, including street crime, drugs, and Tommy guns.


  Well, for the most part, they forgo violence. Sometimes things don’t work out as planned.


  I was reminded of the first time I sat here, three years ago. I was on the trail of Daphne Malcross, and that was when it began with Marcus and me. Our relationship had seemed, then, like a great and wonderful adventure. Marcus was dangerous, exciting. But more than that, he offered me something I’d never had before, a subtle security that went with being close to a seat of power.


  Then, last summer, it all fell apart.


  “Let me know when you’re ready to grow up,” Marcus had said with that cold, proud lift of chin I’d come to know so well. “Let me know when you’re ready to grow up with me.”


  I had never seen him so angry. He’d left town right after that, and ever since I’d been alone.


  “Where is he, Tark?” I said now. “Can you reach him?”


  “I can. But do you really want me to?”


  I sighed and inched closer to the fire. “I don’t really know.”


  “Still afraid?” he guessed.


  Tark had known me for three years too, and we’d hit it off right away—the bodyguard who quoted Kierkegaard, and me, the street kid who covered a lifetime of hurts with a boyish swagger and the mouth of a marine.


  I’m not proud of who I am and what I have, or haven’t, become. But little by little I try to better things. I’ve been sober, for instance, more than a year this time.


  Some days it’s easy. Some it’s not.


  “I could call him right now,” Tark said, tenting his fingers. He gave me a look of steady appraisal. “Marcus would come home if I told him you needed him.”


  “You really think so?”


  “I do.”


  “But that would mean.…”


  “You’d have to make a commitment?” Tark laughed softly. “What would happen, Jesse? You’d be happier than you are now? What’s so damned scary about that?”


  “About being happy? I don’t know. I guess I never thought of it that way.”


  “Religion,” Tark said positively, swinging to his feet.


  “Religion?”


  “All that guilt it instills when we’re kids. We’re not allowed to be happy. It’s a sin.”


  Tark had come close to being happy with someone a while back, and it had ended abruptly. It seemed to me there was more silver in his short black hair these days, and a few more lines around the gray eyes.


  “You think that’s what it is? I’m afraid to be happy?”


  He pushed up the sleeves of his expensive black sweats. “That, and guilt over the past, and your father. Isn’t that the real reason you feel uncomfortable with your grandfather around? He’s too much of a reminder?”


  I frowned and shifted my butt away from the fire; it was getting too hot. “I just want to be rid of the old goat.”


  Tark laughed. “No, you don’t, not really, and he knows it. Didn’t you say he’s a con? The guy can read people, he knows human nature.”


  “Meaning?”


  He propped a foot on the hearth and stretched one long, powerful leg, then the other, the way a runner does to warm up. “Meaning he senses one thing. That you’ll help him, if only because you think you’ve got to make up for what you perceive as past faults.”


  “But that’s crazy. He can’t possibly know—”


  “What?”


  I couldn’t bring myself to say the words: that I’d as much as killed my father—his son, if the old man was who he said he was.


  But Tark wouldn’t let it go. “May I remind you that you’d just been nearly raped, Jesse. Your father came after you, to help. It wasn’t your fault he was driving drunk.”


  Agitated, I ran my fingers through my hair. “Sure it was. He was drunk damn near every night, and I knew that when I asked him to pick me up on that miserable mountain road. Anyway, we’ve been over this before. Give it a rest.”


  “I would if you would. Your father went off that road years ago. Isn’t it time you put it in the past, where it belongs?”


  I didn’t answer.


  “Meanwhile,” Tark said, “Johnny James may not know the details, but you can bet he’s picked up on the fact that, right or wrong, you believe you’ve got some sort of family guilt to make up for. Hell, if you didn’t, you’d have sent him packing when he arrived at your door.”


  “It was cold out there,” I argued. “He didn’t have any warm clothes. I may be a grump, but I’m not a monster.”


  Tark smiled. “Nor will you hesitate to pull out all the stops to help him, unless and until you find out he’s not your father’s kin. Hell, he could be Jack the Ripper, and you wouldn’t pass up a chance to beat your breast and do a mea culpa, on him—just in case.”


  I narrowed my eyes to green slits. “You think you know so much. Well, fine. I certainly wouldn’t want to prove you wrong.” I stood. “Let’s see what Big Brother’s got to offer so far.”


  We crossed to Marcus’s long glass desk, to his mega-computer, the best in the state. Next to it, real estate contracts and other legal papers spewed from a fax into a two-foot-deep wire basket—a state of affairs that went on twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.


  I sat in Marcus’s swivel chair and began scanning the computer screen. There was a file open that Tark had already labeled JAMES.DOC.


  I began reading. “Holy shit.”


  He stood next to me, arms folded. “You said it. Your grandfather sure can pick ’em.”


  The name BARNEY NOONAN was at the top of the screen, in caps and bold. Beneath it was a summarized report from Dave Laker, a Miami crime reporter I knew, with connections. I’d asked Tark to call him while I was on the way over.


  “Barney Noonan,” I read aloud, “retired cop, Miami PD? Gramps actually flim-flammed a cop?”


  “Got five thousand bucks out of him, according to Laker. There’s more in here. I didn’t finish plugging it all in.” He took a folder from the desk, setting it by my right hand.


  “This Barney Noonan is one angry mother, Laker says. He’s got all his old cronies on the force looking for Johnny James.”


  I paged down. “It’s worse than I thought, then. Have you got a macro for the Miami PD?”


  “Control, shift, p-l, I believe—palm latitude.”


  “Cute.” I punched it in. “And amazing.” Marcus’s computer could access arrest records anywhere in the world. “Dade County Criminal Court,” I read.


  “Several John James arrests,” Tark said. “It’s a common name.”


  “But none of them eighty years old.”


  “Right.”


  “Noonan hasn’t made a formal complaint, then.”


  “Not yet. Laker says he heard it’s a personal thing with Noonan, a matter of pride. He doesn’t want it on public record that he got taken this way.”


  “Is this old guy really my grandfather? Did you find out about that?”


  “Not yet. There’s no birth certificate on record in Warsaw County. You’re sure that’s where he was born?”


  “That’s what he said, and Aunt Edna seems to remember hearing that, too.”


  “Well, a lot can happen to county records in eighty years. If you can dig up the names of old neighbors or friends—”


  “Dig up’ might be about right. They’re probably all six feet under.”


  “And you’d have to find someone who could still recognize him after all this time.”


  “No police record anywhere?”


  I told the computer to search through all the states, and it started to grind them out. But I already knew the answer. Thousands of John James had been arrested over the years. I could sit here six weeks waiting to find out if anyone of them was my John James.


  I paged back up to Dave Laker’s info on Barney Noonan. “Wait a minute. This says Noonan was married, but recently separated.”


  Tark consulted his written notes. “Married thirty years to one Betty Lou Fallon. Old Miami family, loved by all who knew her. Rumors of another man involved.”


  “Hmmm. Laker didn’t give you a name?”


  “No. But apparently this hasn’t helped Noonan’s disposition.”


  I sighed and swiveled the chair away. “My ‘grandfather’ claims he was shot at last week, and when that didn’t work they tried to run him down.”


  “Sounds like he was lucky. A couple of years ago Noonan beat up a teenage hooker. Turned out her father was the sheriff of one of those small towns up in Broward County. The kid ran home, did the prodigal daughter thing, and the dad went after Noonan. Brought him up on charges of police brutality. Noonan didn’t go to jail, but he did have to resign from the force. And he’s apparently meaner than ever now.”


  “Mean enough to shoot at Gramps? To hit and run?”


  “Again according to Laker, there’s a story floating around Miami about a guy, a tourist, in town overnight. He was a high school basketball coach, a married man with kids, not looking for any trouble. Noonan picked a fight with him in a bar, and the guy was found the next day, nailed to a tree in the Everglades. His legs had been eaten to the knee by crocs.”


  “My God.” My stomach turned sour.


  “The way they put it together later, the nails in the hands wouldn’t have killed him, but he probably blacked out. By the time he came to, the crocs were busy at his feet. Some locals heard the screaming. They said it was horrible. But sound carries strangely in the Everglades, and it took them a while to find him. By that time he’d bitten his tongue clear off. Probably from the pain. And fear.”


  I stood and crossed over to the oak sideboard, shaking the blue Thermos pot to see if there was any coffee left. Just a bit. I poured it into my cup and downed it, and the rotten taste in my mouth slowly went away. Setting the cup down, I walked to the window, staring out its broad expanse at the winter sky. A thousand
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