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Kate is happily married to Ron with two children and a beautiful home in San Francisco.
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KATE JAMESON AND BETH TULLY WALKED WEST AT THE BAYSIDE EDGE OF Crissy Field.


The lines of the Golden Gate Bridge materialized in haphazard fashion through the fog in front of them, but neither paid much attention. This was a view they encountered nearly every time they walked together, and they usually tried to do that once a week, so none of it really registered—not the choppy gray-green bay sloshing to their right, the bridge looming ahead, the kite-boarders, the sailboats, the joggers passing by—all of it swathed in the ubiquitous, wispy fog.


They’d been roommates twenty years before at the University of San Francisco and though their lives had taken different turns, they were still close friends who rarely ran out of things to talk about. The walk, from Ghirardelli Square to the bridge and back, took them about an hour, and usually the first half of that got devoted to discussing their offspring—Kate’s two and Beth’s one, all teenagers.


There was never a dearth of material.


When they finally arrived at the bridge and turned around, they’d usually chitchatted enough about les enfants.


They had several mutual acquaintances, mostly from the old days, and also some recurring personalities from the greater worlds of the kids’ schools or sports teams or their domestic lives, and the normal walk back to where they’d begun was all gossip—laughter, agreement, connection.


But today, not even halfway to the bridge, Beth said, “And so finally there was Ginny”—her seventeen-year-old—“sitting inside the refrigerator with a pork chop on her knee.” Getting no response, she kept walking for a few more steps and then stopped mid-stride. “Earth to Kate. Come in, please.”


“What? I’m sorry. What were you saying?”


“Well, the last minute or so I was just making stuff up, wondering if you’d notice. Which I have to say you didn’t. Are you all right?”


“Sure.” She hesitated. “I think so.”


“But something . . .”


“No. It’s nothing.”


“That old elusive nothing.”


“Maybe. Should we keep walking?”


“Unless you want to head back.”


“No. I’m good. I’m sorry. Let’s keep going.”


Falling in step together, they covered a couple of hundred yards in silence before Beth reached over and touched the sleeve of Kate’s workout jacket. “You can tell me, you know,” she said. “Whatever it is.”


“I know. But that’s what I’m saying, or not saying. It really isn’t anything. At least not yet.” She shook her head, once, emphatically. “It shouldn’t ever be anything.”


“That sounds ominous enough.” Beth paused, then said, “Tell me, please, it’s not Ron.”


Kate reacted almost as if she’d been stung. “No! No no no. Ron’s great. He’s always great. It’s not him.”


“But it’s somebody? Something?”


A nod. “It’s something.” They had come up beside a bench that bordered the path, and Kate stopped, hands deep in her pockets. “Maybe we could sit a minute.”


“Sure.”


They both sat and Beth waited.


Kate finally started. “I don’t know what happened, exactly. We went over to Ron’s partner’s house for dinner on Saturday. Do you know Geoff and Bina Cooke? No? Well, it doesn’t matter. It wasn’t them. But there was another couple there we didn’t know. Nice people. Kind of normal. Like us, really, I mean like me and Ron. Lawyer husband and sweet wife, two kids, house payments, all of the above.”


“Okay. And?”


“And so we had this nice dinner and sat around talking afterwards, finishing our wine the way people do, you know. Nothing groundbreaking, just relaxed and easy. Then we all said good night and went home.”


A rogue gust of wind swept by them, trailing a small cloud of dust and debris. When it had passed, Beth turned to her friend. “Did I miss something?”


“I know. Right? I told you nothing happened.”


“Except whatever it was seems to have your attention in a major way.”


Kate pushed her hands more deeply into her jacket pockets. “Ron and I came home and went to bed, and an hour later I was in the living room, wrapped up in a comforter, wide awake. I couldn’t get the idea out of my head that I was going to have to have sex with this guy. I mean, it was right there, large, like this massive . . . I don’t know, need. I couldn’t get rid of it, and I’ve been living with it ever since. It’s like the idea is totally consuming me. I can’t think of anything else. It’s making me a crazy person.”


“Maybe you’re just horny, girlfriend.”


Kate shook her head. “It’s nothing to do with horny. Ron and I have been . . . well, three times in the past week. I promise you that’s not the problem.”


“Did something happen between the two of you—you and this guy—at the dinner?”


“No. Nothing. That’s the thing. We barely talked to each other. There wasn’t really even any reason that I would have noticed him, or him me. He’s no better looking than Ron, and his wife is kind of cute.”


“Well, you’re a little more than kind of cute, Kate. I’m sure he noticed you.”


“Okay, maybe. But basically he’s just another guy. A really normal, average guy who I’ve just gotten fixated on.” She turned on the bench, put her hand out on Beth’s arm. “And don’t think I don’t realize how ridiculous this is.”


“You haven’t done anything, have you? With him?”


“No. God no. I couldn’t . . . I mean, not that I ever would. It would kill Ron and mess up the kids’ lives. I know that, of course. I couldn’t let that happen. I probably shouldn’t even have told you, but I don’t know what to do here. I’ve never had anything like this happen before, not since I’ve been married anyway. I love Ron. I really do. And I don’t know anything about this guy. I wasn’t really even consciously aware of him. But then, somehow, after we got home, the idea was just there and it was . . .” She brought her hands up to her forehead, then brought them back through her hair. “I don’t know what it was. Or is.”


“Well, I do, Kate, truly. It’s dumb and dangerous.”


“I know. That’s probably why I’m telling you. Because I want to hear you say that.”


“Okay. I’ve told you,” Beth said. “And do you hear me?”


“I do.”


“Good. Because I’m dead serious here, Kate. This is nothing to play around with. A little fantasy, maybe, okay. But take it out on Ron if you’ve got to do something about it.”


“That’s good advice.”


“Damn straight it is. We’re not in high school anymore. Acting on this is the kind of thing that ruins lives.”


“I got it. Really. You’ve convinced me. I’m not going to do anything about it. Which will be easy, since I don’t even know the guy’s last name or how to get in touch with him.”


“Good. Keep it that way.”


“I will.”


“Promise?”


“Swear to God.” Kate made a sign over her chest. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”


Two days later, Thursday, Kate went out grocery shopping in the morning while Carmen was cleaning the house. On the way back, she found a parking spot in front of a coffee shop on Fillmore around the corner from her home on Washington Street. Killing time, anything to keep her brain away from its ongoing preoccupation with Peter, she ordered an espresso and a croissant, and then came back outside. The sun had broken through the clouds and it was warm for a jacket, so she shrugged out of it and hung it over the back of her chair, then sat at one of the sidewalk tables.


Catching a quick glimpse of herself in the coffee shop’s window, she felt a small jolt of satisfaction. The reaction surprised her, since she did not usually think of herself as beautiful.


She was wearing her favorite old jeans, hiking boots, and a high-necked, ribbed white sweater that flattered both her ample bosom and her thin waist. Her glistening dark hair was just short of shoulder length and around her neck gleamed a gold chain necklace that held a kachina charm from Santa Fe that Ron had given her two months ago for her forty-fifth birthday.


Now she cast another glance at the window, looking for some sign of the low-voltage electricity that had been her constant companion since the weekend, since that moment she’d been putting away the dishes at Geoff and Bina’s and a pair of hands—Peter’s hands—had gently but firmly settled on her shoulders from behind and most politely moved her to one side.


“Excuse me. Just need a dish towel. Sorry.”


Carmen had finished up with the cleaning and gone home.


No one else was around.


After sitting at her kitchen counter as ten minutes slowly ticked by on the wall clock, Kate took out her cell phone, pushed her Contacts button, and brought up the Cookes. But seeing their name printed out on her screen seemed somehow irreversible, and she returned the cell phone to her purse.


“Come on,” she said aloud, to no one. “Really?”


With an air of impatience, brushing her hair back off her forehead, she abruptly stood up and crossed to where they had their landline telephone at the end of the hallway. Picking up the receiver, she listened to the dial tone for a few seconds, then—before she could change her mind again—she quickly punched in the numbers.


Bina picked up on the first ring. “Hello.”


“Hola, amiga. It’s your space case friend Kate.”


“Hola yourself. What makes you a space case?”


“I just looked in my purse and realized that I’d forgotten to give back your keys for Incline and the boat, which I had specifically brought over on Saturday and then promptly forgot.”


“Oh, they don’t matter. We’re glad you get to use the cabin, since Geoff and I so rarely get to. And the boat for that matter. There it is, just down in the marina and it might as well be in Scotland for all that we use it. And you may as well just keep the keys, rather than having to borrow them again. We’ve got our own set, after all. Consider them yours.”


“You’re the best. Thanks.” Kate knew that she could stop now, no harm done, but somehow she could not. “But returning to the space case theme,” she said, “I also just now realized that I hadn’t called you to thank you for the wonderful evening the other night. Fantastic food, stimulating conversation. We always have such a great time with you guys.”


“You’re welcome, and we did, too.”


“I think it’s kind of magic, don’t you, that our men get along so well? Especially after Ron and Geoff spend their whole week slogging out their work together, but then we show up for dinner and there they are, pals.”


“I know. They’re lucky. Partners and friends both. Doesn’t come around every day. But I guess that’s what happens when you’re forged in war, Kate. I marvel at it still, after all these years. These Desert Storm boys. Eighteen months over there together. Can you imagine how heavy that bond is? I’d say we’re pretty lucky, you and I, to have both of them.”


“We are. We do manage to have a lot of fun, don’t we?”


“Every time.”


“Well, next dinner date, it’s our turn. Not negotiable.”


“Well, if you’re going to play hardball. You pick the day and we’ll be there.”


“I’ll just check our calendars and get back to you. Oh, and I also wanted to tell you, we really liked that other couple, too. Peter and . . .?”


“Jill.”


“Jill. Of course. Jill. I am so the worst at names. Jill Jill Jill. Got it now, though. Do they have a last name?”


“Ash. It’s Peter Ash, anyway. I think she’s hyphenated—Corbin-Ash? Something like that. Though she doesn’t use it all the time. Probably Ash would work fine.”


“Well, in any event, I was thinking we might ask them to join us again if you’d be okay with that.”


“Of course. That’d be nice. They’re really starting to be friends. You might have noticed that Peter and Geoff have a little mutual interest on the wine front.”


“I think I do have some faint memory of that.”


“Plus the Giants. Plus fly-fishing. Golf. It’s like ten years since Geoff’s met somebody like Ron where they’ve got stuff in common and then, all of the sudden—wham!—he’s got a new friend. It’s kind of neat to see.”


“How’d you meet him?”


“Up in Napa a few months ago. They were tasting at the same place we were—have you been to Handwritten in St. Helena? It’s awesome. Anyway, they were there and we just clicked. Really what we need,” she added, laughing, “another excuse to drink wine.”


“So if we invited them over next time with you, you’d be good with that?”


“Totally. Although we love you guys by yourselves, too.”


“Of course. That goes without saying. So you’ve got a number for them?”


“I do. You ready for it?”


“Hit me.”


Of course Peter Ash was on Google. Kate knew that Ron had never even looked at her laptop and in all likelihood never would. Still, she didn’t leave Peter on the screen for long, just long enough to get his work phone number to go with the number Bina had given her. And to see that he was a partner in the downtown law firm Meyer Eldridge & Kline. For deniability’s sake—if Ron ever did glance at her iPad history and notice, Kate could claim that she just had a burst of curiosity that had led to some innocent computer stalking—she also checked on his wife, Jill, and discovered that she worked as a Realtor.


But now that she’d discovered some of these details, what was she going to do about them? She had the laptop open. Her screen saver was a picture of Half Dome in Yosemite. She could close it up and never think about her searches again.


Up until this point, she knew that she had done nothing even remotely wrong or irrevocable. Possibly she should have resisted the impulse to share her thoughts with Beth on their walk the other day, but the two of them had long ago proven that they could keep each other’s secrets.


Was she moving toward doing something? Acting out around this fantasy?


Stupid, and yet it felt inexorable. She was going to have to do something.


Why, she wondered, had this come up? She knew that what she’d told Beth had been the absolute truth. She did love Ron. He was a great man, a rock-solid provider, a more than adequate lover, and about the best father she could imagine—to say nothing of being her best friend, much closer to her than Beth or any of her other girlfriends. What was she thinking?


She opened the laptop again, stared at Half Dome, closed.


She had taken this far enough. It was ridiculous. She wasn’t going any further down this path and that was all there was to it.
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AT A FEW MINUTES AFTER TWO O’CLOCK, PETER ASH PICKED UP THE PHONE at his desk. His secretary had told him that the caller had given her name and said it was a personal matter, that she and Peter were friends. But he was deep in the transcript of a deposition he’d conducted in the middle of the previous week, and he couldn’t place the name Kate Jameson, although it sounded vaguely familiar.


“I’m sorry,” he replied after the woman had come on and said hello. “Theresa said it was a personal matter, but I’m afraid I’m blanking on where we know each other.”


“Last weekend, at the Cookes’? Geoff and Bina’s. Me and my husband Ron?”


“Oh yes, of course, I remember now. How can I help you?”


“Well, this is a little awkward, I admit, since we barely know each other. But I’d like to talk to you privately, about a legal matter, if you could spare me an hour or two.”


Peter hesitated. “Not to jump to conclusions,” he said, “but I don’t do much private legal stuff. My work is pretty much all corporate. I don’t do divorce, although if that’s the issue, I could suggest you get in touch with one of my partners.”


“It’s not divorce,” she said. “Ron and I are fine. I don’t mean to be mysterious, but I don’t want to go to Ron or even Geoff or anyone else in their firm. It’s more in the line of a secret that I’d like some advice with from a legal perspective.”


Another silence. Then, finally. “Mrs. Jameson . . .”


“Kate, please.”


“Kate, then. I must say that this is one of the rather more intriguing phone calls I’ve ever received in all my years in the law. How much of my time are you talking about?”


“What I said earlier. Not much more than a couple of hours, I shouldn’t think.”


“More mysterious all the time.”


“I don’t mean to sound like that. I’m just trying to keep something more or less private, and all the other lawyers I know, and I know lots of them . . . well, they all know each other, too. So I thought I’d reach out to you as someone a bit out of our personal loop, that is, if you can spare the time. If it’s not too much of an imposition.”


“There’s no question of that. I’m flattered you thought to call me. I’m sure I could block out an hour or two. When would you like to come in?”


“That’s the other thing.”


“What’s that?”


“I’d just as soon avoid coming down to your office, if you wouldn’t mind. You’re at Embarcadero Two, aren’t you?”


“Home, sweet home,” he said.


“Well, if I came by there, there’s a fairly decent chance I’ll run across somebody I know, and I’d rather avoid that.”


“This is starting to sound really cloak and dagger. So where would you like to meet?”


She drew a breath. “I’ve got a room at the Meridien.” On Battery Street, the hotel was less than two hundred yards from Peter’s office. “Eight twelve.”


“You mean right now? This minute?”


“I hope so. I thought I’d take the chance. It’s really quite important. If you could please just come by.” After about ten seconds of silence, she spoke up. “Peter?”


“You’re scaring me a little, I must say.”


“There’s no danger. I promise you. I just don’t want to be seen.”


“Okay. Give me a few minutes to wind things up here. Room eight twelve, you say?”


“Yes.”


“All right.” A last hesitation. “I’ll see you in ten.”


Whatever this was all about, it was fascinating, Peter was thinking. And even if it were a total waste of his time, it had to be better than the deposition work in which he’d been immersed. Better than all the other work he did, too. Something out of the boring ordinary at last, saving the remnants of his day. If for no other reason than that, he thought, it was worth walking over and finding out what was going on.


Closing the folder on his transcript, he pushed himself back from his desk and stood up.


Kate Jameson had promised him that there was no danger associated with her unorthodox request, but he spent a minute or two considering whether in fact there might be the possibility that he was walking into some kind of trap, some desperate situation.


Try as he might, he simply couldn’t imagine it.


He had no trouble remembering Kate Jameson from Saturday night, but his memory of her, his sense of her, did not include anything sinister. Although it did include beauty. He remembered that well enough. She was a fucking doll, the absolute complete package. But as a person, she came across as what she was—a happily married, well-adjusted mother of two.


She was, he told himself, not a CIA spy or an FBI agent. And he had no secrets and no hidden agenda with a foreign power or terrorist organization. Kate Jameson was not going to have henchmen in the Meridien with her who would drug him or hold him for ransom.


But still, even though he was smiling at these absurd scenarios, he stopped at his office door, telling himself that no matter how intriguing this whole situation was, if he were smart he would stop right here and go back to his regular work.


What was he thinking? He couldn’t just get up and leave the office for a hotel assignation in the middle of the day with a woman he barely knew.


The idea was preposterous.


He should call her back, and if she wanted, he would tell her that there was still time for her to walk over to his office and have a regular business interview with him, or she could find herself another lawyer. Of which, she admitted, she knew several.


He asked himself again: was he only going over to Le Méridien because she was so attractive? No, he told himself. That had nothing to do with it. She was a damsel in some kind of distress and for whatever reason, she’d come to him to help her out. She was probably—in fact, obviously—a bit frightened herself.


Of something.


He’d just swing over to the Meridien, hold her hand, give her whatever legal advice she needed, send her on her way.


There was certainly nothing for him to worry about.


Theresa looked up from her desk expectantly as he came out of his office.


“I’m just going out to get some sunshine and clear my head,” he told her. “I ought to be back in an hour, maybe two.”


His secretary’s face clouded with concern. “You’re going out? Are you all right? You never go out.”


“Today I am,” he said. “I’ve got the deposition transcript blues. If I don’t take a break, I’m going to kill somebody and that would be bad luck, wouldn’t it?”


Only on the way down in the elevator did he realize that he’d lied to Theresa.


Why had he done that?


By the time he got to the door to room 812, his heart was a jackhammer in his ears. He felt so dizzy with the rush of adrenaline that he found he needed to hold himself up, his hand against the door jamb.


What he was doing was not just unusual, he was thinking. It was—somehow—wrong. He shouldn’t be here. It made no sense.


Taking a deep breath, for another moment he considered simply walking away, but then, almost as though he were watching himself from some distance above, he saw his hand come off the jamb and rap twice sharply on the door.


“One second.”


He heard her steps approaching, then her voice through the door. “Peter?”


“Yes. It’s me.”


She pulled the door open, inward toward her. “Thank you so much for coming over. Sorry for all the secrecy.” Standing in the short, dark hall that led back into the suite and backlit by the room’s windows along the far wall behind her, she wasn’t much more than a very shapely silhouette. Her face was mostly hidden in shadow, even as she backed away, holding the door. “Come in. Please.”


He closed the door behind him.


The unlit hallway passed a similarly dark bathroom to his right as he followed her further into the suite, past the king bed and the large bureau that held the television set that separated the bedroom from the seating area—on the right, a small desk with two chrome and leather chairs, and on the left, a glass table with two more chairs.


On the table sat an unopened bottle with a corkscrew and a couple of wineglasses. At a glance Peter recognized it as a Napa Valley Silver Oak, perhaps half a step below cult status but by any standard a superb bottle of wine, although what it was doing here at this meeting was another mystery.


Though perhaps it had become less so.


Peter couldn’t seem to stop himself, putting one foot down after the other, following a couple of steps behind her.


With the floor-to-ceiling shades open, the bright sunshine out the windows lit up this back half of the suite. He could not fail to notice how sensational she looked from behind. At the Cookes’ on Saturday, she’d worn jeans and flat shoes and a bulky, nearly formless sweater, looking good because of her natural attractiveness, but not so good that she’d stop traffic. Today, her two-inch heels accented a pair of very shapely legs that disappeared into a black leather miniskirt, above which she had tucked an emerald-green silk blouse.


But the view from behind her as she walked through the suite, seductive as it was, did not adequately prepare him for when she turned around just beyond the table. She wore no bra and the outline of her breasts pushed at the fabric of the blouse. She’d undone the top two buttons.


Mesmerized by the look of her, he couldn’t move.


She now had turned all the way to face him, and she broke a smile, her green eyes sparkling and playful. “Before we get down to what I’ve asked you here for, I thought we might start with some wine, if you’d do the honors. Is the oh seven a good year?”


“Silver Oak,” he said. “They’re all good years.”


“That’s what I thought, too.” She held the corkscrew out for him. “Do you mind?”


And suddenly he was holding the corkscrew, reaching for the bottle. “I’m afraid this is a little out of the ordinary for me. I don’t usually drink in the afternoon. It puts me to sleep.”


“I’ll cut you off at a half glass.” Her smile urged him on. “Though I might have a whole one. Or even two. Really.” She touched his hand. “It’s all right. Promise.”


For Peter, it did not feel all right. It felt at this one moment like the end of something, of the constant awareness of the existence of Jill and the twin boys in his life—the life he’d chosen and committed to—while at the same moment he was plunging the sharp end of the corkscrew into the cork and beginning to twist it down.


“Oh, while you’re getting that,” she said, brushing by him—touching his shoulder, the lightest of contacts—heading back past the king bed, down the short hallway to the door. “Excuse me one minute.”


He heard the room’s door open, then close. Then she was coming back toward him.


He popped the cork.


“That sounded perfect,” she said.


He held the cork to his nose. “Smells right,” he said. He held it out to her.


She took it and gave it a sniff. “That’ll do,” she said.


“Where did you just go?” he asked.


“I put the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on the door,” she said. “You can take off your jacket, you know. Get comfortable. Here.”


She helped him out of it, draped it over the chair in front of him, then turned and put her right palm flat against his chest.


“Your heart is going crazy,” she said.


Then, “Mine is, too.” She lifted his hand up and held it against her breast. “See?”
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THE ACTUAL EXPERIENCE MATCHED KATE’S FANTASY IN ALL RESPECTS.


After the first kiss, Peter had pulled away, fighting her persistence as well as his own conscience, but in the end he couldn’t summon the strength to resist her.


Once she put her hands on him, the sex became its own thing and carried them each to two climaxes in the next ninety minutes.


It was by far the most satisfied she’d been in her memory, maybe in her whole life. She hadn’t even been aware that she was so desperate.


And she was sure it had been the same for him.


Now sated, still warm under the covers, Kate listened to the shower running in the bathroom, heard it stop. After another minute, he came out with a towel around his waist. With a kind of rueful half smile, he said, “I’m afraid I’m not too clear on the etiquette right now.”


She scooched back against a pillow, against the headboard, pulling the sheets up to cover her breasts. “I think you get dressed and probably go back to work.”


“And what about us?”


“What about us?”


A moment of hesitation. “Well, for example, are we going to do this again?”


“I don’t know. I never have before, you know.”


“No. I didn’t know that. How would I?”


She waved that off. “The point is, it’s all new to me, too.”


After a couple of hesitant breaths, he sat down on the edge of the bed. “I’m not sure I even know what happened.”


This brought a small smile. “Oh. I’m pretty clear about that.”


“That’s not how I meant it.”


“No.” More seriously now. “No, I understand.”


“I don’t know what to do with any of this. I mean, how does it fit in our lives?”


“I’m not sure it does. I really don’t know that.”


“So we leave it where it is?”


“I think so.” She reached over and gently touched his leg. “I don’t want to complicate your life. Our lives.”


He broke a little laugh. “I’m thinking you’re a couple of hours late on that. But let’s agree at least that we don’t tell our spouses. How’s that sound?”


“Of course not.”


“And you’re good? We just forget this?”


“If we can. Consenting adults. One afternoon. It doesn’t have to be any more than that.”


“All right then.” He reached out his hand. “We’ve got ourselves a deal.”


She took his hand and shook it. “Deal,” she said.


She took an Uber car back from the hotel to her house.


She had her own Uber account, paid through her American Express, with which she’d also paid for the hotel room. Since she had gone paperless, the record of her expenditures was only available online with her password.


She handled the household bills, essentially aware of every cent either she or Ron spent, except for the cash expenditures from his fifteen hundred dollar monthly “allowance.” By contrast, Ron had very little contact with their expenditures. Kate had set up an elaborate system that automatically paid most of their household expenses from their checking account—mortgage, car payments, gas, electricity, various insurances, telephone, television, tuition for the children, and so on. What remained—credit cards, groceries, house cleaning, yard maintenance, clothing expenses—had over time evolved into Kate’s province as well.


Kate held a degree in business from Stanford. After graduating, she’d put in two years at Deloitte, then another three with a local venture capital firm, after which Ron—five years her senior—was doing well enough in the law to allow her to quit working to start their family and to be a full-time mother.


Most days, both of her kids were at their respective schools until after 5:00 and didn’t make it home until at least 6:00. So she didn’t have to worry about them running into her by mistake. By the time the Uber car dropped her off in front of the house, the last chance that one of her neighbors could possibly see her, she’d put on the plain tan overcoat that covered the miniskirt and the green silk blouse and light leather jacket. The heels were in her purse, replaced by ballet-style slippers.


In any event, she didn’t see anyone and she doubted that anyone saw her. Though still clear and sunny, the evening had gotten cold and the wind out of the west had scoured Washington Street of pedestrians.


Upstairs, she changed into her jeans, her hiking boots, and a Stanford sweatshirt. After Peter had left her at Le Méridien, she too had taken advantage of the hotel’s shower, and now she spent a few minutes in her bathroom with her hair dryer, making sure no dampness remained. She hung up the miniskirt and jacket in her closet, dropped the blouse into the hamper, then ran a small load of laundry that included the underwear she’d worn to the hotel.


In the kitchen, she opened a bottle of Francis Coppola claret and splashed it into a glass, which she then dumped into the sink to wash it away. Pouring another inch or so into the glass, she put the open bottle back down on the counter and took the glass with her into the living room, where she sat in her favorite reading chair and put her feet up on the ottoman.


Finally, closing her eyes, she allowed herself a breath of relief.


She was home, safe, undiscovered.


Let them all come now—Ron, Aidan, Janey. She was ready for them. Ready to go back to normal life, to real life.


Jill Ash checked the kitchen clock when she heard the garage door open. 8:45. She dried her hands, having just finished the last of the dinner dishes for herself and the kids.


When Peter came in, she walked over, went up on tiptoe, and planted a kiss on his cheek. He looked exhausted, his eyes bagging, his shoulders slumped. “How do you work thirteen hours and still smell so good?” she asked. “Or is that a trace of wine I detect?”


He put his heavy lawyer’s briefcase down on the floor next to him. “Jerry opened a bottle to celebrate something, and I had a half glass going out the door. Silver Oak.”


“My, my. Must’ve been a big one.”


“Must have. But I didn’t even ask. I’d been downtown long enough.” He looked up at the corners of the room, then met his wife’s eyes. “Some nights it is just so good to be home.”


“It is. I know. And good to have you home. I hate it when you’re this late. Even when you call, I worry.”


“That’s why I call. So you won’t.”


“I know. But I still do. Have you eaten?”


“I’m afraid I didn’t get around to it.”


“You know what we tell the kids, about the body being a machine and it needs fuel?”


“I know. If I would have thought of it, I would have.”


“That’s what they say, too. But luckily we’ve got about half a lasagna left, still warm.”


“You are my savior,” he said. “Come back over here a minute.”


She took a step into his embrace and felt his arms tighten around her. He kissed the top of her head. “I love you.”


“As well you should.” She gave him a squeeze and another quick kiss, this time brushing his lips. “Okay, now sit. A little more wine?”


He pulled out his chair. “I don’t see how it could hurt.”


At the kitchen table, Jill sat across from Peter with her own glass of wine.


The boys, Eric and Tyler, were off hanging out with some friends—it was all suitably vague. They were both seniors at Lowell and had already been accepted into the fabled “college of their choice”—Eric to UC Berkeley and Tyler to Chico State—so their full-time commitment to academic excellence was in the waning stage. Peter and Jill both understood that they were probably not out studying.


“I just don’t want to see them flunk something in this last semester,” Jill was saying, “and get their acceptances rescinded.”


“That’s not going to happen,” Peter said. “They’d have to kill one of their teachers to get less than a B, or burn down the school. Something along those lines, anyway. The general understanding is that standards for seniors relax a bit, like if they show up and hand in their work, they pass.”


“Yeah, but that whole showing up thing . . .”


“I haven’t heard about them missing classes. Is that going on?”


“No.”


“Well, then. They’re good kids, Jill. They’ve made it this far. They’re not going to blow it now with a month to go.”


“Let’s hope not.” She let out a sigh. “I just wish they weren’t out every single night. Maybe we should tell them they need to come home earlier.”


“Sweetie, they’re eighteen. In six months they’ll both be living on their own, out of our house. They’re going to run loose a little, or even a lot. We might look on this as good training for us as well as for them.”


“Well, I don’t like it. I don’t know why they can’t have their friends all come over here, even just to hang out, instead of them going out who knows where every night.”


“You really want a half dozen teenagers over here every night? Or more? Be careful what you wish for.”


She nodded, picking up her wineglass. “I know. You’re right. Okay, enough.” She indicated his plate. “Not hungry?”


“I guess not.” He glanced down at his plate and carefully put down his fork. “You know,” he said, “now that I think about it, I think I might be coming down with something. I don’t feel good at all.”


“You’re working too hard. Getting home at almost nine o’clock. That’s too long a day, even for an associate, and you’re a partner, if I recall.”


“I am.” He shrugged. “And I even agree with you, but we all know that’s the job sometimes. In fact, not to be a party pooper, but would you mind if I just went up now? I’m about done in.”


With a frown of concern, Jill stood up and came around beside him, putting her hand to his forehead. “No fever.”


“No. Just general wear and tear.”


“Sure. Go on up. Do you want me to come up and tuck you in?”


“Thanks, but I think I can manage. I should be fine in the morning.”


“Well, if you’re not, you’re staying home.”


“I might, but let’s wait ’til we get there. Meanwhile . . .”


“Go,” she said. “Get some sleep.”


By the time Jill slid into bed next to him, the digital clock read 10:45, and he hadn’t even dozed. Nevertheless, he rolled over to face her and, pretending he was just surfacing from deep sleep, reached an arm around her, held her a moment, then let his arm fall slack.


When the boys got home together at 12:43, he swung out of bed in his t-shirt and gym shorts, went back down, and met them in the kitchen, where they were raiding the refrigerator.


“Hey, guys.”


“Hey, Dad.” In unison.


“Isn’t school starting at the normal time tomorrow?”


The twins, busted, looked at each other.


“Just sayin’. A little late for a school night, huh? I know you think your mother and I don’t worry, but when it gets close to one, guess what?”


Eric took the lead in their defense. “Now you’re going to say that nothing good happens after midnight. I think we’ve heard that before once or twice.”


“You know why? Because it’s true.”


“Come on, Dad, we’re home now. And we’ll be fine tomorrow,” Tyler said.


“I’m sure you will,” Peter said. “But really, maybe we can shoot for midnight on school nights, as I believe we’ve discussed a few times before. For your mother’s and my sake, if nothing else. Do you think that would be doable?”


“Probably,” Tyler said.


“Probably’s a start,” Peter said. “Eric? How about you?”


“Your house, your rules,” Eric said with an elaborate shrug.


Peter yearned to shock his surly bastard of a son one time by popping a hard jab off his arm, but instead he simply nodded, his face set. “That’s an acceptable answer,” he said. “See you guys in the morning.”


It must have been sometime after 3:00. Peter hadn’t even flirted with sleep. Now he lay under an afghan on the leather couch in the dark television room behind the kitchen.


Since he’d first come upstairs, he had relived the afternoon continually. He still could not believe that it had actually happened, that he had been part of, and a willing participant in, the whole thing. He traced the steps that had led them there one by one: the bizarre telephone conversation that he should have ended in the first seconds; the lie to Theresa; the walk over to the hotel; knocking at the door. Waiting for her to open it.


So many opportunities for him to have bailed out, and none taken.


And why not? What had he been thinking?


Okay, when he’d been younger, just out of Desert Storm, he’d gone wild for a time. After what he’d been through over there, he figured the world owed him. So he messed around when he could—which was often—and even kept that behavior up for a while after marrying Jill, especially after the twins arrived, when she was always either too tired or flatly uninterested. He hadn’t thought it was that big a deal, but when she’d caught him at it and threatened to take the house and half his money, he’d cut it out, reached a tolerable, even good, sexual accommodation with her, forced himself to live with it, convinced himself that it was enough. This was adulthood. He was a father, played the role model to keep things smooth at his home.


That other stuff, he had to shut it down.


If he didn’t, there was no doubt that Jill would wipe him out—financially, professionally, any way she could.


And today, Kate Jameson.


How, he wondered, how could he have been so stupid to allow this threat to enter his world?


Or maybe it hadn’t been stupid, after all. He had put in the time, supported his wife, raised his difficult sons. Maybe the world still owed him.


He had given his all, his energy and his passion, and for what?


He had met Kate less than a week before, and now, suddenly, she was by default among the most important people in his life. He had no control or leverage over who she was, what she wanted, or what she did. He had given her the power to wreck everything he’d ever worked for and cared about. Actually, even worse, she’d made him realize that he didn’t care about it, the life he was living. Maybe he’d simply outgrown it.


That could never be undone. But could it stay buried and unmentioned forever? He couldn’t imagine it, not least because he could not seem to control one recurring thought: regardless of what she had said, he knew he had to see her again. The graphic scenes after that first kiss, playing and replaying in his mind, trumped all of his qualms.


He turned on the couch and an unconscious moan escaped.


“Peter?” Jill, standing in the doorway, a silhouette. “Are you all right?”


“Just not sleeping,” he said. “I didn’t want to wake you up.”


She came around the couch and sat. “First you can’t eat and now you can’t sleep.”


“I know. Not a good night.”


“Can I do anything, get you something? Maybe some tea?”


He let out a heavy breath. “I don’t think so. I’ve just got to slow my brain down.”


“You think it’s work?”


“Probably. Mostly.”


“These people, whoever they are, they’re your clients, not your life. You know?”


“I know that. I’m trying.”


“I’m sure you are.” She touched his face in the dark. “I’m not criticizing you, babe. I’m just saying.” After a minute, she said, “If you want to come upstairs, I could rub your back.”


A deep sigh. “That might be good.”


“At least better than tossing down here all night.”


He sighed again. “At least that.”


“All right.” Reaching for his hand, she pulled him up. “Come on, then,” she said. “And no discussion. I’m turning off the alarm.”
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SERGEANT BETH TULLY KNEW THAT GUNS DIDN’T KILL PEOPLE; PEOPLE killed people. First as a patrol cop, and now and for the past eight years as an inspector, she had always been a gun fan. She loved her Glock. She liked going to the range and keeping up on her skills; she enjoyed sitting around with her fellow cops and shooting the shit about different makes and models and bullet payloads and muzzle velocities. Though she had yet to draw her gun in the line of duty, she felt comfortable wearing it every day, wouldn’t know how she’d feel without it, and really didn’t want to find out.


Nevertheless, she had to admit that guns frequently seemed to contribute a little something extra to the volatile mix of variables that often played a role in domestic homicides. A husband and a wife in the middle of a fight might resort to blows, or blunt objects, or plates or other dishware, or even kitchen or butcher knives, but only relatively rarely did these weapons—grabbed at random and used in the heat of anger—produce a fatal result.


On the other hand, if a gun in the house came out during an argument, the odds of somebody getting all the way to killed went up significantly.


She didn’t buy any argument she’d ever heard for gun control. In her opinion, every law-abiding citizen in the country had an absolute right to bear as many arms as they wanted. But sometimes, as for example this morning with the Rinaldis, she was telling her partner Eisenhower “Ike” McCaffrey that she couldn’t help but think that if they hadn’t owned a gun, both of the Rinaldis, instead of neither, would in all probability still be alive.


Ike, a forty-two-year-old skinny redhead with an acne-scarred face and pale blue eyes, didn’t agree. “No. She just would have stabbed him or clubbed him instead. Once she decided she was going to kill him, she would have found a way.”


“Okay, him, maybe. But then done herself?” she asked. “What? Hit herself on her own head with a rolling pin? Stabbed herself in the eye? Come on. All I’m saying is that without the gun, at least she’s still alive. Maybe both of them are still alive.”


“Yeah, okay. As if being alive is a positive in this case. So this way, one quick and painless shot to her own head and she saves everybody the trouble and expense of a trial. Whereas without the gun, we’re talking three squares and a cot for ten years or more, which ain’t cheap. So this way, the fact that they owned a gun and that she used it so effectively . . . hey, she saved the state’s good taxpayers like a million bucks, maybe more if it turned out she got sick in prison and they had to treat her for some slow degenerative disease instead of just let her die of old age. With dignity of course.”


“Of course,” Beth said. “Goes without saying, especially from a sensitive soul like yourself.”


They were standing on the balcony of the Rinaldis’ apartment, four floors above California Street out in the Avenues, not far from Beth’s own home on Lake Street. The Crime Scene investigative team was inside, memorializing the apartment where earlier this Friday morning Shannon had apparently first shot Frank in the bedroom and then herself in the kitchen.


The gun still lay on the kitchen floor, several feet from Shannon’s body.


Ike took a step over to the sliding door, glanced around at the inside scene, and came back to his partner. “So what do you say?” Ike asked. “Philosophy aside, we about done here? No question what happened, right?”


“Damn little,” Beth said. “Gun violence.”


“That, too. But the fight itself?”


Beth thought it was so textbook that it was a cliché. Men who got shot by their women in the bedroom were inevitably unfaithful. “She shoots him in the bed, Ike. We’re dealing with symbolism here. Gotta be he was playing around on her and she found out. He’s probably calling the girlfriend every half hour. We check his cell phone, you watch, we’ll find out the same thing.”


“That obvious, you think?”


“Pretty much.” Beth shrugged. “Not you, of course, but generally,” she said. “Guys are pretty dumb.”


But guys, Beth believed, didn’t have a monopoly on dumbness. Not even close.


And after her somewhat disturbing discussion on her walk with her best friend Kate just last Tuesday, she took the Rinaldi situation as a case study of what could go wrong with a little bit of symbolic overtone. It wouldn’t hurt, and it might actually help, if she passed some of the karma of that case along.


Because sure enough, as she had predicted, Frank Rinaldi’s cell phone when they finally got a look at it had a single recurring telephone number that appeared under his “Recents” list roughly a million times in the past month. When Beth punched in that number on Frank’s phone at 10:30 that morning, the voice of a young woman answered with the words: “Frank? Where have you been? I’ve been so worried about you.”


After which Beth had introduced herself as a cop and given her the bad news.


Now, atypically shaken after the young woman, Laurie Shaw, had broken down and sobbed for five minutes on the phone, Beth sat at her desk in the wide-open bullpen on the fourth floor of San Francisco’s Hall of Justice, holding her phone in her hand. Ike was out picking up Chinese food for lunch, giving her a window of time where she probably wouldn’t be bothered, and she was going to take advantage.


Kate sounded upbeat and happy, but after Beth’s first couple of syllables of reply, her friend obviously picked up something in her voice.


“What’s wrong?” Kate asked. “Something’s wrong. Tell me.”


Beth sighed, relieved not only at Kate’s directness, but—surprisingly—at the opportunity to unburden herself of the load of sadness she’d apparently and all but automatically taken on. “It’s just sometimes the world. Or the world I’m in. Not that I haven’t asked for it. I’m not saying that. But sometimes it’s just so sad.”


“What was it today?”


She gathered herself, let out a breath, and started in. “I called this girl about an hour ago because her number was on the cell phone of a man who’d been killed. It turns out he was her boyfriend, and his death just totally destroyed her. He was the love of her life. They were going to get married just as soon as he could break up with his wife—”


“The shithead.”


“I know. Really. But in any event, she believed him.”


“Of course she did. They always do, don’t they? Any kids?”


“No.”


“Well, thank God for that.”


“Anyway,” Beth said, “did I tell you it was the wife who killed him? Shot him in bed, then shot herself.”


“My God, Beth. And that’s your morning? I don’t know how you can stand it. I mean, you see all this in person, don’t you? It’s not like you hear it on the news.”
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