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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean the account is empty?”

      Nick Thomas had been working at his desk for about an hour when the phone call came from the bank.

      “Would you like to activate the company’s line of credit to cover the incoming checks, Mr. Thomas?”

      “I don’t understand,” Nick said.

      “There isn’t enough in the account to cover the checks.”

      “There must be a mistake. A bank in New York transferred thirty-two million to the account this morning. It should already be there.”

      Nick sifted through the pile of papers on his desk. “I have the account number right here. Let’s double-check.” Nick read the number. He heard typing on the line.

      “Could you please repeat that?” the banker asked.

      Nick repeated the numbers, tapping his pencil on the antique desk as he waited. He heard more keyboard clicks on the line.

      “Mr. Thomas?”

      “Still here.”

      “I entered the information into the database.”

      “So it’s all clear now?”

      “No. Thirty-two million dollars was transferred from New York on Friday evening.”

      “Friday evening? The funds weren’t going to be sent until this morning.”

      “The funds were transferred Friday evening just before five and then, a few minutes later, transferred out to the National Commercial Bank Jamaica Limited of the Cayman Islands.”

      There was silence on the line while Nick took it in.

      “An offshore bank,” Nick said.

      “It looks that way.”

      “How much is left in the company account?”

      “Uh...”

      “The account really is empty, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, well, nearly.”

      “I’ll get back to you.” Nick hung up the phone and slid deep into his high-backed leather chair.

      His wife, Jody, had been in Washington, DC, visiting her sister for the weekend. He had returned late the previous evening from a trip of his own, spending the weekend with college friends, taking snowmobiles on Friday afternoon to a remote cabin in the Sierras, off the grid and out of touch for more than two days.

      He dialed Lance’s mobile phone. Lance, Nick’s best friend and business partner, was supposed to be in New York closing the biggest deal the company had ever secured. The call went straight to voice mail. The last time he had communicated with Lance was the previous Friday. It was a text message:

      
        
        The deal is signed. Monday the $ will be wired to the company acct.

      

      

      Nick dialed Lance’s home number. Lance’s wife answered.

      “Hi, Katherine. Have you heard from Lance?”

      “No. I called him last night, but he didn’t answer his mobile. I tried him at the hotel, and they said he had checked out. I thought that was because he was going to stop in Boston and visit a friend from college. He said he would be back tonight.”

      Nick felt a twinge in the pit of his stomach.

      “That’s what I thought, too.”

      “Do you think something’s wrong?” Katherine asked.

      “I’m not sure. Would you have him call me if you hear from him?”

      “Of course.”

      There could be only one explanation. The money was gone with Lance, no doubt now in the offshore account, or elsewhere. Nick could picture him—tanned to a golden hue, margarita in hand, beautiful woman at his side. Perhaps he was at the tables in Monte Carlo. What did it matter now?

      It was over; Nick knew it. The company had grown, and Nick had leveraged his own assets and securities for working capital. He didn’t feel as though there was much risk. It had never occurred to him to distrust Lance. The thirty-two million was a loan to expand the company’s markets. Twenty million of it was to pay off Nick’s notes coming due at the end of the week. The company was reputable and would have been solvent. Why would Lance throw away what they had worked so hard for?

      Nick’s mind raced at the ramifications of losing the money. He wiped a bead of perspiration from his brow, leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. When he opened his eyes, he let out a laugh. The sound surprised him.

      He lifted his phone and punched the autodial button for his attorney.
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        * * *

      

      It was after three in the morning when Nick fell asleep. He dreamed he had missed the cable car and was late for an important meeting with his bankers. The underground cable pulling the car snapped with a loud bang, and the car careened down a steep San Francisco hill. Then he was pranging his plane into the ground, flames everywhere, the cockpit filed with smoke. He was coughing as he crawled from the wreckage of the plane and onto the deck of his sailboat, where he stood helplessly at the helm, the orange towers of the Golden Gate Bridge looming above him while waves beat the boat to pieces on the rocks.

      The alarm blared and jarred him awake. He was soaked in perspiration, his heart beating palpably. “What the hell was that about?” he asked himself, reaching to turn off the clock.

      Nick usually woke up without an alarm; now all he wanted to do was sleep. He rubbed his eyes and rolled over; the bed beside him was empty. He got up and walked to the bathroom where he stood at the sink and looked in the mirror.

      Jody had returned from her trip the previous evening and moved into the guest room. She had grown distant in the past months, and Nick had no idea why. When he broached the subject, she became angry and ended the conversation by leaving the house. He would have to go it alone.

      Any other day, Nick would go for a morning run, but now nothing was normal in his life. It was all he could do to drag himself out of bed. He showered, dressed, grabbed a banana from the kitchen, and walked the three blocks to the cable car on California Street. Nick waved, and the car braked to a halt. He climbed on next to the gripman.

      “Good morning, Charlie. How’s the foot?” Nick glanced down at the taped ankle. Charlie had sprained it playing Frisbee golf on the Marina Green.

      “Hey, Nick. Getting better, thanks.” He looked Nick up and down. “You don’t look so great, though.”

      “Yes, I had a rough night.”

      Charlie clanged the bell; the cable hummed below them. He pulled back on the grip. The cable car lurched and moved forward as the grip took hold of the cable beneath the street. Nick took a firm grasp on the handhold above him, and recalling the dream that morning, felt a shudder run through him. The car vibrated and the wheels shrieked as they shot along the street.

      The cable car, like most of the city, was awash with diversity. Charlie had dreadlocks and wore a Bob Marley button on his uniform. There were pinstripes in camel-hair overcoats, two nurses in colorful scrubs and a doctor in a lab coat coming from San Francisco Memorial Hospital, a couple of aging 1960s era hippies, and a guy sporting a 1980s spiked Mohawk. The car smelled of patchouli. Nick thought the only common element among them were tattoos. It seemed that all the passengers on the cable car had visible tattoos, even the doctors and nurses. There was a Mickey Mouse, a “Mom” and a portrait of Che Guevara. There were crosses, flames, and naked women—even on the women. Everyone had tattoos but Nick. He felt like a foreigner in his hometown. Nick rode the car to Powell Street and walked the rest of the way to his office.

      He sat at his desk, thinking about his options. He spent the next couple of hours going through the accounts, trying to formulate a plan. By midmorning, he had come up with nothing. Joan, Nick’s assistant, came in and set the mail on his desk.

      “Any word from Lance?”

      “No,” he said, lobbing a dart at the board across the room. He hit Lance between the eyes. It was a photo from the company website, with Nick standing beside Lance, Nick edited out, and Lance taped to the dartboard. That was the one piece of work he had accomplished in the morning.

      “There’s a letter addressed to you. It looks like his writing.” Joan gestured to the envelope on the top of the stack. She looked at the dartboard. “Your aim is getting better. May I?”

      “Be my guest.”

      She picked up a dart and threw it, hitting Lance in the nose. “Huh,” she said, and left the room.

      Nick examined the letter. It was a simple white business-size envelope with a San Francisco postmark, no return address, and a single first class stamp. Nick used his pocket knife to open it.

      
        
        Nick-

        By now you have realized that I am gone and so is the money.

        All of it.

        Your plan for the company was near perfect. There was only one fault.

        When you were doing the risk analysis for the business plan you didn’t consider that your business partner would make off with everything.

        You shouldn’t be so trusting, Nick.

        No hard feelings, eh?

        Someone has to lose.

        L.

      

      

      “Someone has to lose.” It was Lance’s mantra, something he spouted during strategic planning sessions. Nick, being more of a win-win guy, had always been put off by the comment.

      “What an ass,” Nick said aloud. There was a knock on his office door.

      “Nicholas Thomas?”

      “Yes, I’m afraid so,” he answered without looking up.

      “Special Agent John Mitchell, FBI. I’ve been assigned to investigate the case of your missing partner.” He took a notebook from his breast pocket and opened it. “And a missing thirty-two million—and change.”

      Nick glanced up to see a man standing in the doorway, holding out his badge. “Please come in, Agent Mitchell. I’ve been expecting you.” He stood up, shook hands.

      “May I see your identification please?”

      Mitchell held it out across the desk. Nick looked at the badge and the ID card and then at Mitchell.

      “Thank you. I’ve never seen an FBI badge.” Nick motioned to the chair. “If alive, my father and grandfather would be upset if they knew I was talking to an FBI agent without a lawyer present.”

      “Would you like to do this later?”

      “No. I plan to give you my full cooperation.”

      Nick gestured to a chair. They both sat down, and Nick slid Lance’s letter across the table to him. Mitchell leaned forward and read it. He reached into his breast pocket for an evidence bag and put in the letter.

      “An envelope?”

      Nick slid it across to him. “It came in the morning mail—San Francisco postmark, no return address.”

      Mitchell added it to the bag. “Maybe forensics will come up with something interesting.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Did you know him well?” Mitchell asked.

      Nick walked across the office to a credenza and coffee maker and poured two cups of coffee. “Until yesterday, I thought I knew him well. We were best men at our weddings. We were best of friends; he was my top executive and advisor.”

      “Not so much now, I see,” Mitchell nodded at Lance’s skewered picture on the dartboard.

      “No. Not now.” Nick held up a cup. “What do you want to contaminate it with?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “How do you take your coffee?”

      “Cream and two sugars, thanks. Do you have any idea where he could be?” Mitchell again checked his notebook. “You knew him for what, nine years?”

      “Almost ten. Now I don’t think I knew him at all.” He handed a cup to Mitchell. He looked out the window at the shoppers in Union Square. “The south of France, New Zealand? He had guidebooks of those places in his office.”

      “Do you think he would be that obvious?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “You sound sure. Why?”

      “Lance was a master-level chess player. He always thought five moves ahead. It was amazing the way he outmaneuvered our competitors. He’s nowhere near those places, or he left a trail to lead anyone following him off his track.”

      Mitchell took a sip. “Good coffee.”

      Nick could feel Mitchell sizing him up.

      “Before the letter, the last time you heard from Mr. Grabowski was in a text message on Friday?” Mitchell asked, referring to his notebook.

      “Yes. We received a loan from a bank in New York City, formalized the deal, and he was in New York to sign the papers and shake hands.” Nick picked up his mobile phone, scrolled through to the message, and handed the phone to Mitchell.

      “Why didn’t you go?” Mitchell read the message, took a picture of it with his own phone, and made an entry in his notebook. He handed the phone back to Nick.

      “Lance put a great deal of effort into making this deal happen. He found the bank and worked with them. I didn’t want to hog his glory.”

      “He has a three-day head-start. That’s bad. He can be anywhere on the planet by now, but it will be easier to find him if he’s still in the states. If he goes abroad, it gets much harder.”

      “So what’s the plan?”

      “We’re working closely with our New York Office. They have interviewed the staff at the bank. No one has heard from him, and none of their people have disappeared. It appears Grabowski’s in this by himself, but we will continue to monitor the company. They are very unhappy.”

      “Yes, they are. I talked to the manager of the bank yesterday and asked them why they transferred the money on Friday and not as scheduled on Monday. He told me Lance had all the paperwork ready and there was no reason to wait, so they went ahead and funded the loan.”

      “Our New York office has been scrambling since you called the bank yesterday morning. They are connected at high political levels. I’m glad I’m on this side of the country.”

      “Do you have any idea where he is?”

      “No, but we’re tracing Mr. Grabowski’s cell phone, email, and credit cards.”

      “How is that going?”

      “Nothing on his phone or email, but one of his credit cards was used at an electronics store in New York City on Saturday afternoon. The clerk who recognized him said he was nicely dressed, had on a suit and tie. King chess piece lapel pin.”

      “Chess piece. Yes, that sounds like him.”

      “The clerk said he didn’t know much about computers,” Mitchell said, looking at his notes.

      “That does not sound like him. That makes no sense.”

      Mitchell made a note in his book, drew a star next to it.

      “We’re searching the airport departure records and the borders. Nothing has turned up. Yet.”

      Nick looked into his coffee while Mitchell looked around the office.

      “Does he think of himself as clever?” Mitchell asked.

      Nick thought for a moment. “I think he is aware of his capabilities. This was not a spur-of-the-moment thing. He had to have been planning this for months, years even. Yes, he thinks of himself as clever. And he is.”

      “In my experience, the ones that think they are clever are the ones that don’t get away.”

      “I’d be surprised if you found him,” Nick said, balling his fists.

      “It’s hard to hide these days. He’ll make a mistake and we’ll find him. I’m a patient man.”

      “I don’t have the luxury of patience. Unless you find him and the money by the end of the week, there’s no real point.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Twenty million was to pay back a blanket loan on my personal holdings and have twelve million left for the company. I signed over everything I have as collateral. Not only will the company go under, so will I.”
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        * * *

      

      For a month, Nick had been on a slow burn. At first it had appeared his life had taken an absurd, even comical path. It was surreal. His weeks had been filled with lawyers, accountants, bankers, creditors, and more lawyers. Competing companies materialized with low offers to buy the business. Each was analyzed by the creditors, lawyers, and Nick.

      Nick approached it as he did any other project—focused, prepared, professional. He was not willing to let Lance get the better of him and he didn’t consider failure; he stayed focused. Despite his best intentions, below the calm exterior Nick seethed. His assistant could see it was taking a toll on him. The FBI interviewed everyone in the office many times, and the company was in chaos. Joan knew Nick wanted to make things happen, and she knew he was told to stay out of the investigation, to let the authorities do their jobs. She could see it was driving Nick mad, being told to sit on his hands, not go after Lance, just stand at the helm as the ship slowly took on water and sank.

      Seated at his desk after an entire morning in the conference room at his attorney’s office, he looked up at the dartboard. Lance’s face was all but obliterated. Most of the staff had come in at one point and taken a few shots. It seemed to help them, made them part of the process.

      Besides the stress of trying to save the company, Nick had to dismiss most of his staff. He felt a great responsibility to them. To a person they had been supportive, realizing he had been trying his best to save their jobs. They focused their anger at Lance, the common enemy.

      Now only a skeleton staff worked at the office, and the place felt barren. The slightest sound echoed. An accountant was using Lance’s desk. Nick worked sixteen-hour days, taking breaks only for exercise and meals. His home life was in shambles; Jody was growing more distant.

      Joan popped her head around the corner of his office door. She took a long look at him before she spoke softly. “It’s seven-thirty and I’m going home. You should, too,” she said. “You look haggard.”

      He shook his head to clear it, ran his hand through his hair. He stood and put on his jacket. “You’re right. Come on, I’ll walk you out.”

      It had seemed promising for a while. He had been negotiating with one of his company’s competitors to take on his company’s debt for ownership of the company and all of its patents, software, and other assets. After three weeks of intense discussions, it turned out to be a dead end. The other company tried to obtain valuable processes during the talks; they had no intention of paying for anything. The deliberations ended in a whimper.

      By the time Nick returned home, he was exhausted. The first thing he saw was Jody’s matching set of luggage. The second thing he saw was Jody, his wife of twelve years, arms outstretched, hands holding papers and pen. It was a legal document, blue paper on the first and last pages. Nick took it from her and read the title.

      “Whatever happened to ‘for richer, for poorer’?”

      “Get real.”

      “Jody, what’s going on? I don’t understand. I’m doing everything I can to save the company, our home, and our lifestyle. I know you’ve been distant in the last couple of months, but it started before Lance stole our money, killed the company, and put our staff out of work. We can work this out.”

      “No, we can’t.”

      “What did I do to make you want to leave?”

      She stood in front of him, jaw set, arms still outstretched with the papers and pen.

      “You know.”

      Nick was perplexed. “I’ve wracked my brain trying to figure it out, and when I’ve asked you, you walk away. No, I don’t know what I’ve done. Please tell me.”

      “I’m not going to play with you, Nick. I’m leaving. Nothing you say will change that.”

      “You’re not going to tell me?”

      “Look, Nick, you can sign the papers now or we can do it the expensive and hard way in court with lawyers. With the FBI camped in your office, do you really want another legal proceeding?”

      Nick winced. He looked her in the eyes and recognized the expression on her face. It was the one he had seen many times before: the unresolvable Jody. She had made up her mind and she wasn’t going to change it. He took the proffered pen, walked to the table, sat down, and signed the papers.

      “Good luck,” She grabbed her suitcases and walked out the door. “The divorce should be final in six months,” she said, over her shoulder.

      Nick could see things slipping away. He had held out hope. He had lists of possible solutions. Of course, finding Lance and the money would solve his problems, but that wasn’t progressing at the speed he needed. He poured himself a finger of rum and sat down at the piano. His shoulders dropped and a sensation of total defeat came over him.

      “Oh, well,” he said aloud to the empty room.

      He started playing and tried to lose himself in his music.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Six years earlier, Nick and Lance were sitting at Café International in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury district. Nick had been hearing about Lance's mystery girlfriend. He had never seen his friend that happy.

      “So when am I going to meet Katherine? You’ve kept her to yourself for too long.”

      Lance checked his watch. “She should be along any time now.”

      “She’s joining us for lunch?”

      “Here she is now.” Lance jumped up to meet her. Nick rose and turned to see the woman walking toward them. He smiled as the woman approached.

      “Hi, Kathy,” Nick said.

      “You know each other?” Lance said.

      “We spent time together one summer when we were in college,” she said, giving Lance a kiss on the cheek. She turned to Nick, “I go by Katherine now.”

      “You spent time together?” Lance asked.

      Katherine reached for Lance's sleeve. “I’m starving. Have you ordered yet?”

      “She’s a real catch. She’s smart, beautiful, and comes from a good family. And she likes me.” Lance had told Nick earlier. Katherine came from one of the more established San Francisco families. Lance was later to learn she had such a solid trust fund, a prenuptial agreement would have been superfluous and a waste of attorney fees. Katherine’s trust income, home, and investments would allow them to live comfortably, with no income from Lance. Lance's dream of rising above his parents’ station and making it on his own talent would not happen with Katherine. He knew he would never be comfortable living off his wife’s wealth.

      Katherine found Lance to be bright, handsome, funny, and driven. He was trying to rise above his roots, on his own, with nothing handed to him, and he differed from the suitors her parents expected her to choose among.
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        * * *

      

      Nick and Lance had met their senior year in college after Nick had returned from a year abroad in France. They had a few classes together and endured required group assignments. The two of them did most of the work while the other students parked themselves in the campus pub and drank beer. Nick earned a degree in engineering with a minor in business; Lance graduated in business and computer science.

      Lance's introduction to Nick’s world was a shock. Nick had never alluded to his family’s wealth, and he drove an old and used hand- me-down BMW. When Lance entered the tony Pacific Heights neighborhood with foreign consulates and private schools and walked through the carved front doors of Nick’s hundred-year-old family home and into the marble foyer with the sweeping staircase and the crystal chandelier above, he was stunned by the opulence. He knew it was the life he wanted, one he had always wanted. Lance was raised in a working class neighborhood north of San Francisco. He both desired the life Nick had and resented it, although he gave Nick no indication of his feelings.

      Born prematurely, Lance was small in stature throughout high school. Being smaller than the other boys and many of the girls made life difficult for him. He tried to find something that would set him apart from his peers. He worked at a local grocery store, and from an early age he became obsessed with money. Lance would get ahead by finding a loophole, or breaking the law. He felt that if the rules didn’t say he couldn’t do something, it was acceptable to do. Lance didn’t worry about ethics; it was about winning. He felt the rules didn’t apply to him, and he had been clever enough not to get caught. It was the way he was wired. One night he noticed a coworker skimming from the till at the store. He collected the evidence and built a solid case against her. Instead of telling her superior, he blackmailed the woman for months, increasing the money she paid him each week. One day she disappeared, leaving no trace. Lance stepped into her position at the store with an increase in pay.

      After high school, from seventeen to nineteen, he grew seven inches, topping out at six feet tall. He embraced his new height and went to great lengths to get into and stay in peak physical shape. It added up to making Lance a competitive person with a strong work ethic and a flexible moral code. That competitive ethic drove a desire to win at any cost. It cost him friends, girlfriends, mentors, what extended family he had left, and it was taking a toll on his marriage. He was careful to not alienate those he found useful to him—or those with more wealth, fame, or power. Those were the things he admired most. He put Nick into one of those categories.

      Nick was generous with his possessions and included Lance in the use of his cars, vacation home, plane, and boat. But it pained Lance that Nick had them and he didn’t. Nick had even known Katherine before Lance did. Katherine had never talked about her time with Nick, and Nick never mentioned it to Lance. Lance watched them closely when they were all together. Nick and Katherine were comfortable and acted like old friends. As far as Lance could tell, there was no undercurrent one often sees in former lovers. Still, he couldn’t be sure, and to Lance it as another point in Nick’s favor. When Lance quit his job and Nick offered him the CFO position, Lance saw it not as a level of respect for Lance's abilities, but as charity from Nick. His insecurity grew. He obsessed about how to beat Nick. He made plans, mapping out his campaign. It took years and became the focus of his life. He had file after file of encrypted notes on his computer. With his obsession came paranoia. It evolved from winning the game of having more than Nick to needing to destroy Nick and taking him for all he had.

      As CFO, Lance suggested Nick leverage his personal holdings to take the company to the next level. He presented the well thought-out plan. In fact, it was a good plan that would have worked. Nick didn’t even see it as a gamble. Nick’s money was his own. His father wanted Nick to do with it what he wanted, not to be burdened with the complications of a restrictive trust. Nick’s father had no interest in controlling his son’s life from the hereafter. On his deathbed, Nick’s workaholic father told him, “Spend it. Enjoy life. Don’t do what I did. Live.”

      Had the money not disappeared with Lance, Nick would be able to keep his homes, cars, boat, plane, home in Tahoe, and a sizable cushion of cash. The company would have paying customers and would be growing quickly and steadily. But that was not going to happen now. No, Lance set out to destroy Nick and went at it with focused determination.
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        * * *

      

      It was June of his freshman year in college and Nick was staying at his family’s home for the weekend. One evening his parents asked him to join them at a local charity function. Nick knew it meant a lot to them, so he dusted off his dinner jacket and black tie. It was an overpriced event of the sort his parents frequented. There would be dinner at a hotel, a longish speech with bad jokes, and lots of polite chitchat and talk of politics and money. The men would be in evening attire, their wives would be dripping in their finest jewels. Many would buy a new dress for the occasion.

      Nick stood with his parents making conversation near the bar, his father, Peter, with his single-malt scotch and his mother, Helen, with her vodka gimlet. Nick sipped a martini and surveyed the room, checking out the elite crowd. Most of the women were wearing dresses in a shade of peach with their hair unswept. Sheep, thought Nick. His mother was elegant in sapphire blue. She always bucked the trend and dressed as she pleased, a free spirit. Unlike Nick’s father, she didn’t come from wealth; she was an outsider. It was the same with Nick’s grandmother.

      “I see Kathy is back from Switzerland for the summer,” Helen said, gesturing with her glass across the room.

      Nick turned and followed her gaze to a young woman in a long black dress with a single strap, like a toga, but form-fitting, with a slit nearly to the waist. Her long black hair flowed down her back. She wore a single Tahitian pearl around her neck with matching pearl stud earrings.

      “Yum,” Nick said.

      “Yum, indeed. She does have nice lines.”

      “I love it when you talk like a sailor, Mother.”

      “Why don’t you go talk to her?”

      He kissed her on the cheek. “Don’t wait up.”

      “Play nice,” she called as he headed across the room.

      By two in the morning, Nick and Katherine were walking hand-in-hand down the dock to Icarus, the boat that had been in Nick’s family for generations. His black bow tie loosened, his jacket over Katherine’s shoulders.

      That evening was the start of an intense romance for Nick and Katherine. Nick spent the days at his father’s law firm and evenings and weekends with Kathy. They took road trips to Big Sur, Mendocino, and Tahoe, and managed a two-week trip to the Caribbean, where they chartered a sailboat and anchored in deserted turquoise-water coves in the Grenadines. In San Francisco, they spent much of their time on Icarus because they were both staying at their parents’ homes for the summer and the boat afforded them privacy.

      Nick and Katherine’s families had attended the same gatherings and were both in the Social Register, that odd bastion of old money and power. They ran in different crowds within the same group. Katherine had spent much of her education abroad, A Levels in London, and college in Switzerland.
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        * * *

      

      Nick spent the summer at his father’s law firm, as he had many summers before. Peter had never pressured him to do anything in the area of law. He liked Nick’s quick and analytical mind and as he told him, “I’d rather keep the money in the family and pay someone I know I can trust.” He figured if Nick liked the law enough, he would go into it of his own accord.

      For Nick, working for his father meant flexible hours, good pay, and knowledge that would help him later in life. Peter kept a small firm with little turnover in employees. Nick had been going to the office all of his life; it was like another home because the staff treated him as part of their extended family.

      His father did not have an original Monet in the lobby as did his nearby legal competitor, nor did he constantly remodel or feel the need to expand and grow. He had a simple, yet elegant office on Union Street in the Cow Hollow district of San Francisco, left to him by Nick’s grandfather. Peter paid his employees well. He chose his clients carefully, didn’t pad his hours, and gave them a fair price. His clients, in return, were intensely loyal. It was a badge of honor to have Peter as one’s personal attorney.
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        * * *

      

      It was a foggy Wednesday summer afternoon in San Francisco. Peter was at a client meeting and Nick had finished his work by noon. He called Kathy to see if she could get away. Her mother had set her up with a summer job at a local museum.

      “We have an electrical problem at the museum. The power is out and the fire department is here checking on it. I was about to go home.”

      “Want to meet me at Icarus? I can be there in twenty.”

      “Don’t you have to work? Or is this a nepotism thing—boss’s son gets to leave early?”

      “Hey, I worked late last night and I’m done for the day. My father will be at client meetings for the rest of the afternoon.”

      “Oh, goody. I’ll see you aboard in a half an hour.”

      Nick was delayed from leaving by a call from his father. As they finished their business, Nick said he was going to meet Kathy, unless Peter needed him to stick around.

      “Love before business, Nick. Always. See you tomorrow?”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      “Give Kathy my best,” his father said, then rang off.

      It was a reunion of sorts. Nick had been away for a week, making repairs to the family Lake Tahoe home. When he returned to San Francisco, he went straight to work at the law office. He was excited to see Kathy, and happy that she had made Icarus a second home. She had brought in extra pillows and fine sheets and while he was gone had recovered the settee in the main saloon with blue and white striped fabric. It brightened the boat up and made it homey.

      Nick stopped at a local gourmet shop and bought two bottles of champagne, French cheese and bread, fruit, and a bouquet of Gerbera daisies, Kathy’s favorite. He saw a green bottle on the shelf of the shop. It was a 12-year-old Venezuelan rum he had been looking for. He had introduced Kathy to rums, and this was one of the finest. He added a bottle and a bag of ice to his basket.

      “I have to make a point of ordering more of that rum; I sold a bottle only ten minutes ago,” the woman behind the counter said.

      By the time he arrived at Icarus, he could see a warm glow coming from the portholes. He hustled down the dock as a summer squall started to pour. Climbing aboard, he opened the companionway hatch and looked down into Kathy’s smiling face. He reached down and handed her the flowers.

      “Ah, my favorite daisies.”

      He climbed below. Kathy had turned on the heater and had the local classical radio station playing on the stereo. She looked through his shopping bag and made approving noises as she pulled out the cheeses and Bollinger champagne. As she looked into the bottom of the bag, she let out a laugh.

      “What’s funny?”

      “I did some shopping, too. I found this.” She pulled a green bottle of rum out of the cupboard. “And we have enough champagne for a month.”
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        * * *

      

      As the San Francisco summer of fog and sun continued, Nick and Kathy spent many nights on Icarus. The boat hadn’t left the dock in more than a month.

      One day, Peter stopped off at the boat to pick up a wrench he needed for a plumbing job at home. He dropped into the companionway and into the cabin. There were empty champagne and wine bottles, clothes, magazines, and books. Nick’s CD collection had migrated to the boat, stacked by the stereo.

      Back home during dinner that evening with Helen, he said, “I dropped by Icarus today to pick up a tool.”

      “Still afloat, is she?”

      “She’s taken on extra cargo and is riding a little lower in the water.”

      Peter told her about the condition of the cabin.

      “I guess they need the privacy. I had figured Nick was staying at Kathy’s.”

      “They built their own love nest on the boat,” Peter said.

      “That’s nice. I like Kathy.”

      “They do seem happy—and inseparable.”
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        * * *

      

      By late July, both Nick and Kathy’s parents were ecstatic about the couple spending so much time together. By August they were dropping not-so-subtle hints about marriage. At first, Nick and Kathy laughed it off, but it grew to a point that could not be ignored. One sunny August day as they sat on a bench on the edge of Stowe Lake in Golden Gate Park, feeding ducks that wandered by.

      Nick decided it was time for a talk.

      “We should talk about our parents’ plans for us,” Nick said.

      Dinner conversation the previous night with Kathy’s parents was laced with inquiries about their future together. It had made them both squirm.

      “Our union would be more of a merger between established San Francisco families than a marriage. More than that, of course. I really enjoy our time together,” Kathy said.

      “I enjoy being with you, too,” Nick said.

      Nick tossed a piece of bread to a passing emerald green mallard. The drake pecked it to shreds, lifted his head and shook his neck to swallow it. Other ducks made their way to the couple in search of a handout, squawking and fussing to get Nick’s attention.

      “I want something different. Our children would end up going to the same schools, the same colleges, the same cotillions. They would be members of the same clubs as we and our parents. If we’re together, there will be expectations and pressure to do that. I don’t want that. I love San Francisco; I don’t like the crowds we run in,” Kathy confided.

      A couple in a paddle boat shaped like a swan passed in front of them. They, too, were feeding the ducks and had a trail following them. The ducks in front of Nick and Kathy abandoned them for the couple in the boat, leaving them in silence.

      “Well, that makes it easier,” Nick said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It seems we both have the same opinion. I don’t want to be a clone of my parents. Look at us. We’re only halfway through college; we’ve been together two months and our mothers are picking out china and designing wedding invitations. My father has probably already drafted a prenuptial agreement,” Nick said.

      “My father told me last night after dinner that the trust his attorney wrote was so tight I wouldn’t need one. I think he should call it a ‘mistrust’ instead.”

      “I’m sure they mean well. They worked hard and want to make sure we’re taken care of.” Nick tossed a piece of bread to a newcomer.

      “I’m sure they do, but it’s a little early for them to start,” Kathy said.

      “Our parents are pushing us away from each other by pushing us together, like Romeo and Juliet, in reverse. Neither of us likes to be told what to do,” Nick said, turning to her.

      “Maybe we’re too much alike.” Kathy shot him a rueful smile.

      A man in a park uniform who had been eavesdropping came and stood beside them as they looked down at the ducks. He turned to Nick and Kathy and said, “I think you two kids ought to finish school and then decide if you want to be together. A lot can happen in two years.”

      “That’s for sure,” Nick said.

      “It’s a big world out there and life is short. Make your own decisions. Don’t let someone else make them for you.” He walked off, leaving them to ponder his comments.

      Things cooled between Nick and Katherine after that, although they continued to see each other through the summer. At the end of August, Katherine headed back to Switzerland and Nick started a year abroad at a university in France. They were across the world from their home, but less than 400 miles
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