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Can you ever know the truth about what’s coming next?


When Lawyer Dismas Hardy’s wife fails to pick up their children from school one Thursday afternoon, he’s convinced something terrible has happened.


It has.


His wife has been keeping a secret from him – for which she is prepared to go to jail. It’s a secret that threatens their marriage . . . and their lives. For Dismas Hardy a harrowing journey has begun, a search that exposes one stunning revelation after another, about the secrets men and women hide from the law, from each other – and from themselves . . .

   



      
      

      
John Lescroart is the New York Times bestselling author of twenty-three novels, including Damage, Treasure Hunt and A Plague of Secrets. His books have been printed in 16 languages and published in more than 75 countries. He lives in northern California with his wife and two children.
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No mask like open truth to cover lies,
As to go naked is the best disguise.

      William Congreve
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      At the tail end of a dog of a morning, Dismas Hardy was beginning to fear that he would also be spending the whole stiflingly
         dull afternoon in municipal court on the second floor of the Hall of Justice in San Francisco.
      

      
      He was waiting – interminably since nine a.m. – for his client to be admitted into the courtroom. This would not have been
         his first choice for how to celebrate his forty-eighth birthday.
      

      
      Now again the clerk called out someone not his client – this time a young man who looked as though he’d been drinking since
         he’d turned twenty-one and possibly for two or three years before that. Maybe he was still drunk – certainly he looked wasted.
      

      
      The judge was Peter Li, a former assistant district attorney with whom Hardy was reasonably friendly. The prosecuting attorney
         was Randy Huang, who sat at his table inside the bar rail as the defendant went shuffling past. The public defender was a
         ten-year veteran named Donna Wong.
      

      
      Judge Li’s long-time clerk, another Asian named Manny See, read the charge against the young man as he stood, swaying, eyes
         opening and closing, at the center podium. The judge addressed him. ‘Mr Reynolds, you’ve been in custody now for two full
         days, trying to get to sober, and your attorney tells me you’ve gotten there. Is that true?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, your honor,’ Donna Wong declared quickly.

      
      Judge Li nodded patiently, but spoke in a firm tone. ‘I’d like to hear it from Mr Reynolds himself, counsellor. Sir?’

      
      Reynolds looked up, swayed for a beat, let out a long breath, and shook his head.

      
      
      ‘Mr Reynolds,’ Judge Li raised his voice. ‘Look at me, please. Do you know where you are?’

      
      Donna Wong prodded him with her elbow. Reynolds looked down at her, up to the judge and his clerk, across to Huang sitting
         at the prosecution table. His expression took on a look of stunned surprise as he became aware of his surroundings, of the
         Asian faces everywhere he turned. ‘I don’t know.’ A pause. ‘China?’
      

      
      But the courtroom humor, such as it was, mingled uneasily with tragedy and the sometimes cruel impersonality of the law. Twenty-five
         very long minutes after the drunken Mr Reynolds had been removed from the courtroom, another case had been called, another
         defendant – not Hardy’s – brought in. He was beginning to think that his own client wouldn’t get his hearing and that another
         entire day would have been wasted. This was not all that unusual an occurrence. Everyone bitched about it, but no one seemed
         to be able to make things better.
      

      
      The new defendant was Joshua Bonder, and from the Penal Code Section read out by the clerk, Hardy knew the charge was dealing
         amphetamines. But before things got started, Judge Li wanted to make sure that the three material witnesses in the case were
         in the building and ready to testify.
      

      
      Hardy was half nodding off, half aware of the jockeying between Judge Li and the attorneys, when suddenly the back door by
         the judge’s bench opened. At the sound of rattling chains – shades of the Middle Ages – Hardy looked up as a couple of armed
         bailiffs escorted three children into the courtroom.
      

      
      The two boys and a girl seemed to range in age from about ten to fourteen. All of them rail-thin, poorly dressed, obviously
         terrified. But what sent an almost electric buzz through the courtroom was the fact that they were all shackled together in
         handcuffs and leg chains.
      

      
      Joshua Bonder, whose own handcuffs had been removed for the hearing, screamed out, ‘You sons of bitches!’ and nearly knocked over the defense table, jumping up, trying to get to the kids. ‘What have you done to my children?’
      

      
      Hardy had seen many murderers walk into the courtroom on their own, without any hardware. He thought he’d seen most of everything
         here, but this shocked him to his roots.
      

      
      And he wasn’t alone. Both of the courtroom bailiffs had leapt to restrain Mr Bonder, and now held him by the defense table.
         But Judge Li himself was up behind the bench, his normal calm demeanor thrown to the winds at this outrage.
      

      
      ‘What the hell is this?’ he boomed at the guards. ‘Uncuff those children at once!’ His eyes raked the room, stopping at the
         prosecution table. ‘Mr Vela’ – the assistant DA who’d drawn Joshua Bonder – ‘what is the meaning of this?’
      

      
      Vela, too, was on his feet, stammering. ‘Your honor, you yourself issued the body attachments for these children as witnesses.
         We were afraid they would flee. They wouldn’t testify against their father – he’s their only guardian. So we have been holding
         them in youth guidance.’
      

      
      ‘For how long?’

      
      Vela clearly wished the floor would open up and swallow him. ‘Two weeks, your honor. You must remember . . .’

      
      Li listened, then went back to shouting. ‘I remember the case, but I didn’t order them shackled, for God’s sake!’

      
      Vela the bureaucrat had an answer for that, too. ‘That’s the mandated procedure, your honor. When we transfer inmates from
         juvenile hall and we think there’s a flight risk, we shackle them.’
      

      
      Judge Li was almost stammering in his rage. ‘But look at these people, Mr Vela. They’re children, not even teenage—’
      

      
      The father’s attorney, a woman named Gina Roake, decided to put in her two cents worth. ‘Your honor, am I to understand that
         these children have been at the YGC for two weeks?’
      

      
      Vela mumbled something about how Ms Roake shouldn’t get on her high horse; it was standard procedure. But Roake was by now
         truly exercised, her voice hoarse with disgust. ‘You locked up these innocent children in the company of serious juvenile offenders? Is that what you’re telling me, Mr Vela?’
      

      
      ‘They are not innocent—’

      
      ‘No? What was their crime? Reluctance to testify against their father? That’s all? And for this they’re shackled?’

      
      Vela tried again. ‘The judge ordered—’

      
      But Li wasn’t having any part of that. Exploding, he pointed his whole hand at the prosecutor, now booming at the top of his
         voice. ‘I ordered the least restrictive setting that would ensure the children’s return to court. Least restrictive, Mr Vela. You know what that means?’
      

      
      The smallest of the three kids had started crying, and the girl had moved over, putting her arm around him. As the bailiff
         moved in to separate them, Gina Roake cried out, ‘Don’t you dare touch them. Your honor?’ A plea.
      

      
      Which Li accepted. ‘Let them alone.’

      
      A moment of relative quiet ensued. Into it, Gina Roake inserted a heartfelt reproach. ‘Your honor, this is the inevitable
         outcome when children are drawn into the criminal justice system. There has to be a better way. This is a travesty.’
      

      
      At long last, it was Hardy’s turn.

      
      His client, a 32-year-old recent Dallas transplant named Jason Trent, made his living laying carpet and was now in custody
         charged with three counts of mayhem and inflicting grievous bodily injury pursuant to a fight in the 3Com Stadium parking
         lot after a Forty-Niner game.
      

      
      Trent’s story, and Hardy believed it, was that a trio of local boys had taken exception to his Dallas Cowboys attire and,
         after the ’Niners had been soundly thrashed, thought they would work out some of their frustrations by ganging up on the lone
         cowboy. This, in common with most of the other ’Niner decisions on the field during the game, turned out to be a bad idea for
         the home team.
      

      
      Jason Trent had black belts in both karate and aikido and had also been a Golden Gloves champion in his teens back in Fort Worth. After being sprayed with beer and pushed from two directions at once, and all the while warning his assailants
         about his various defense skills, Jason had finally lost his temper. In a very short fight, he put all three boys on the ground.
         Then – his real mistake – he’d gone around with a few more rage-driven punches, in the process breaking two arms, one collarbone,
         and one nose.
      

      
      ‘You should have stopped when they were down,’ Hardy had told him.

      
      To which Jason had shrugged. ‘They started it.’

      
      Even so, the story probably would have ended there had not one of the three ‘victims’ been the son of Richard Raintree, a
         San Francisco supervisor and political ally of District Attorney Sharron Pratt. Raintree contended that Jason Trent had overreacted
         to what amounted only to good-natured hazing and was himself drunk on beer. Sharron Pratt agreed – she’d ordered Jason arrested
         and charged. Now Hardy addressed Judge Li. ‘Your honor,’ he said, ‘this is my client’s first alleged offense. He has no criminal
         record, not even a parking ticket. He holds a steady job. He’s married and has three young children. He shouldn’t even be
         here in this courtroom. His alleged victims started this fight and he was forced to defend himself.’
      

      
      Li allowed a crack in his stern visage, glancing over at the bandaged and splinted victims at the prosecution table. ‘And
         did a good job of it, didn’t he?’
      

      
      Hardy kept at it. ‘The point, your honor, is that Mr Trent was pushed to this extreme by three punks who were ganging up on
         him. For all he knew, they were planning to kill him.’
      

      
      This woke up the prosecutor, Frank Fischer, who objected to the use of the word punk. ‘And further, your honor, the victims
         were on the ground at the time of the attack. They posed no threat to Mr Trent at that time.’
      

      
      ‘They are the reason anything happened at all, your honor.’ The odds were that he was whistling in the wind, but Hardy felt
         he had to go ahead. This was San Francisco in the Nineties. The ultimate responsibility for any action only rarely got all the way back to a prime mover – there were always too many
         victims in the path who could claim stress or that their rights had somehow been violated.
      

      
      The law said that Jason Trent had gone beyond simple self-defense. Trent himself admitted that he’d been driven to loss of
         control. He wouldn’t pretend he didn’t do it. He’d hurt these slimeballs on purpose because they’d hurt and threatened him
         first. Whose fault was that? he wanted to know.
      

      
      So, law or no law, Hardy felt that for his client’s sake he had to make the point. ‘Mr Trent didn’t do anything wrong here,
         your honor. The law recognizes self-defense as a perfect defense. These young men scared and outnumbered him. He felt he had
         no option but to immobilize them until he could get away.’
      

      
      ‘Even after they were down on the ground?’ Li asked.

      
      Hardy nodded. ‘He wanted to make sure they wouldn’t get up until he could remove himself from any further danger. He didn’t
         use anything like deadly force, which he very well could have, your honor. He used appropriate force to stop a vicious and
         unprovoked attack.’
      

      
      Hardy noted vibration at his belt, his silent beeper going off. He glanced down at it – a message from his office. Well, he
         was almost done here. Finally. The judge had heard his little speech, and now would set bail and assign a trial date, and
         then . . .
      

      
      But Li, no doubt still simmering in his earlier fury with the DA’s cavalier style, suddenly had a different idea. After he
         listened to Hardy’s argument, he allowed a short silence to reign in his courtroom. Then he looked over at the prosecutor.
         ‘Mr Fischer,’ he said, ‘do the People concede that Messrs Raintree et al. assaulted the defendant here, Mr Trent, without provocation of any kind, other than his choice of clothing?’
      

      
      Fischer was a nondescript functionary in his mid-thirties. By his reaction, this might have been the very first time that
         a judge had surprised him, or even spoken to him in the course of a proceeding. Now he stood up slowly, looked down at his notebook, and brought his eyes back up to the judge. ‘Your honor,
         there was an exchange of words and insults. We have witnesses who . . .’
      

      
      Li interrupted. ‘Who hit who first?’

      
      Fischer scratched at the table before him. ‘Regardless of whatever instigated the fight that resulted in . . .’

      
      Li’s face remained placid but his voice hardened. ‘Excuse me, Mr Fischer, I asked you a simple question. Would you like me
         to repeat it?’
      

      
      ‘No, your honor. That isn’t necessary.’

      
      ‘Then would you do me the kindness to answer it?’ Li repeated it anyway. ‘Did Mr Raintree and the others start this fight?’

      
      Fischer looked over at Hardy. Finally, he had to give it up. ‘Yes, your honor.’

      
      Hardy thought he saw a momentary glint in the judge’s eye, and was suddenly certain he knew what the judge was going to do
         next. He wasn’t supposed to do it, but Li obviously had had enough and didn’t care. A couple more seconds of thought, then
         he tapped his gavel and stunned the courtroom with the words, ‘Case dismissed.’
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      Hardy had no time to savor the triumph. He thought he’d just quickly call his office, pick up his message, and then go have
         a celebratory birthday/freedom lunch with Jason Trent. Enjoy a rare midday Martini. Maybe two.
      

      
      But the phone message ended all thought of that. It was the call all parents fear. His receptionist, Phyllis, told him that
         Theresa Wilson from Merryvale needed him to get in touch with her as soon as possible. Merryvale was where his children –
         Rebecca and Vincent – went to school, and Theresa Wilson was the principal there. It was one thirty, a Thursday afternoon
         in the middle of October.
      

      
      ‘Are the kids all right?’ He blurted it out. Hardy had lost a son, Michael, twenty-five years before and that wound still
         hadn’t completely healed – it never would. Now any threat to his children blanked his mind and brought his stomach to his
         throat.
      

      
      ‘They’re fine.’

      
      He closed his eyes and let out a breath of relief.

      
      ‘But no one’s come to pick them up.’

      
      ‘Frannie hasn’t called?’ No, of course she hadn’t. That’s why Mrs Wilson was on the phone with him. He flicked a glance down
         at his watch. ‘How late is she?’
      

      
      He knew it sounded lame. He wasn’t in charge of taking care of the kids – that was Frannie’s job – so he wasn’t certain what
         time school got out. Somewhere in the back of his mind he recalled that they had one early dismissal day every week. It must
         be Thursday.
      

      
      ‘About an hour.’

      
      An hour without even a call? Frannie liked to say that if a punctual person was a lonely one, then she was one of the loneliest people on earth. ‘Have you heard from Erin? I mean Mrs
         Cochran? She’s on the call list.’ This was Rebecca’s grandmother, who often picked up the kids at school when Frannie had
         other errands.
      

      
      ‘That was my first call, Mr Hardy, to Erin. But I just got an answering machine. I thought I’d wait a few more minutes before
         calling you at work – maybe somebody got caught in traffic.’ She hesitated. ‘Your son’s pretty upset. He wants to talk to
         you.’
      

      
      Hardy heard his third grader, Vincent, trying to be brave, but his voice was cracking, frayed. He responded with a hearty
         confidence. ‘It’s OK, bud, I’ll be down to pick you up in no time. Tell Rebecca it’s all right, too. Everything’s fine.’
      

      
      ‘But where’s Mom?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, Vin, but don’t worry. I’m sure it’s just a communication mix-up. That or she’s running late from something.’
         He was selling himself as well as his son. Maybe Frannie had arranged for another parent to pick up the kids and that person
         had forgotten. ‘She’ll probably show up before I get there.’
      

      
      Although he didn’t really believe that. Frannie would have told the children if someone else other than Erin were going to
         pick them up. They had strict rules about not going home with anybody other than Mom, Dad or Grandma unless the arrangements
         had been approved in advance. ‘You be a big guy,’ he said. ‘Everything’s OK, I promise.’
      

      
      Hardy made a quick call back to his reception desk and questioned Phyllis – was she sure Frannie hadn’t left a message earlier?
         But Phyllis was an efficiency machine. If his wife had called, she told him icily, she would have told Hardy. As she always
         did.
      

      
      He checked his watch again. It had been less than five minutes since he’d talked to Mrs Wilson.

      
      Undoubtedly there was a simple explanation. Even in this day of ubiquitous communication, there were places that didn’t have phones, or access to them. Frannie might be at one of them, stuck, trying to reach him.
      

      
      He got the answering machine when he tried at his home. Where could she be? If she were not picking up the children, something
         was wrong.
      

      
      Perhaps she’d been in an accident? Hardy’s fertile brain played with the possibilities of what might have happened, might
         be happening, to his wife. He didn’t like any of them.
      

      
      A few minutes later he was in his car, negotiating the downtown traffic. He tried to remember something about Frannie’s day,
         her plans. For the life of him, he couldn’t retrieve anything, if in fact she’d told him.
      

      
      Truth was, lately she probably wouldn’t have mentioned anything about her daily schedule and even if she had, it might not
         have registered with him. More and more, the two of them were leading separate lives. Both of them knew it and admitted that
         it was a problem, but it was the toll of day-to-dayness, and neither of them seemed able to break the cycle. Hardy knew about
         as much of his wife’s routines as he did of his children’s school day, which was precious little.
      

      
      Though it was cold comfort, he told himself that it was just the way things had evolved. The family dynamic had changed, gotten
         more traditional. He was overwhelmed with the simple mechanics of making a living. Frannie volunteered for everything, never
         said no, and was always there to support the other moms, her circle of friends. All of it – Frannie’s very existence, it seemed
         – revolved around their children. As he supposed it should – that was the job she’d wanted. He made the money and helped with
         discipline. That was the deal.
      

      
      Finally, beyond Van Ness the traffic started to move along out toward the Avenues. With luck now he’d be to Merryvale in ten
         minutes.
      

      
      By the time he got home with the children and searched the house for some kind of a note, he was really worried. His wife
         didn’t simply disappear with no explanation.
      

      
      
      He sent the kids to the backyard and got on the phone. His first call was to Erin Cochran but he got another answering machine.
         Next – a flash of insight – he called Moses McGuire, Frannie’s brother, bartending at the Little Shamrock.
      

      
      ‘She probably left you. I would have long ago.’

      
      ‘She wouldn’t have left the kids, Mose.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s probably true, you’re right.’

      
      ‘I don’t know where she is.’

      
      Moses took a minute. ‘I wouldn’t worry about it, Diz. She’ll turn up.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s heartening. Thanks for the input.’

      
      He hung up. Big help from the brother front. While he sat at the kitchen table contemplating his next call, the phone rang
         and he snatched at it.
      

      
      ‘Are you really worried?’

      
      ‘Some.’

      
      ‘You really don’t know where she is?’

      
      ‘No. I’m kidding you. Actually, she’s right here next to me. We just thought it would be fun to call you and say she was gone
         – see how you react.’
      

      
      Moses got serious. ‘When did you last talk to her?’

      
      ‘This morning.’

      
      ‘You guys fight or anything?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      The line hummed with silence. Then, ‘I’d try Erin.’

      
      ‘I already did. She isn’t home.’

      
      ‘Maybe they went somewhere together and got hung up.’

      
      ‘Maybe,’ Hardy agreed. He didn’t want to alarm her brother any more than he already had. Moses had raised Frannie. He often
         said that of the ten things he cared most about, Frannie was the first eight. ‘Either Erin or one of her other friends.’
      

      
      ‘But she didn’t call you?’

      
      This, of course, was the nub of it, but Hardy played it down. ‘Phyllis might have lost the message. Happens all the time,’
         he lied.
      

      
      
      ‘I’ll call Susan,’ Moses said, referring to his wife. ‘Maybe she’s heard something.’

      
      ‘OK.’ Hardy looked at his watch. Two fifty. ‘I’m sure she’ll be home anytime. I’ll call.’

      
      Forty-five minutes later, the phone had rung twice more, but neither one was Frannie.

      
      First had been Susan, checking to make sure that Moses had not misinterpreted what Hardy was saying. Was Frannie really missing?
         Hardy didn’t want to say that, not yet. She just wasn’t home yet. He’d call Susan back when he heard from her.
      

      
      The second call was Erin Cochran, home from a long weekend that she and her husband Ed had spent in the Napa vineyards. No,
         she hadn’t talked to Frannie in a week. Mrs Wilson’s call on her machine had told her that Frannie hadn’t gone to pick up
         the children, then she’d gotten Hardy’s message. What was going on? Was Frannie back yet?
      

      
      She tried to hide it, but the worry in her voice was unmistakable. It was now nearly three hours since Frannie should have
         picked the kids up at school and Hardy still hadn’t even heard from her? Did he need help at home? Erin could be right over.
      

      
      Hardy admitted that maybe that wouldn’t be a bad idea.

      
      He’d put off making the next call for as long as he could, but now – nearly four thirty, with two red-eyed children at the
         table listlessly pushing around some Graham crackers and milk – he punched in a number he knew by heart.
      

      
      ‘Glitsky. Homicide.’

      
      Lieutenant Abe Glitsky, the chief of San Francisco’s homicide department, was his best friend. Being in the criminal justice
         system, Glitsky could circumvent a lot of bureaucracy.
      

      
      ‘Abe, it’s Diz.’

      
      This was so different from their usual obscene or ironic greeting that it raised Glitsky’s red flag. ‘What the matter?’
      

      
      Hardy told Abe to hold a minute, then stood up with the portable phone, and told Rebecca and Vincent he was talking to Uncle
         Abe – adult stuff – he was just going into the living room for a little privacy. He’d be right back. They should keep eating
         their snacks.
      

      
      ‘Frannie’s running about three hours late,’ he whispered from the front of the house. He cast his eyes up and down the street
         out front. No Frannie.
      

      
      ‘Three hours?’
      

      
      ‘I thought you might check around.’

      
      Hardy’s casual tone didn’t camouflage much for Glitsky. He knew what his friend meant by check around – accidents, hospital
         admissions, or the worst, recently dead Jane Does – unidentified women.
      

      
      ‘Three hours?’ Glitsky repeated.

      
      Hardy looked at his watch, hating to say it. ‘Maybe a little more.’

      
      Glitsky got the message. ‘I’m on it,’ he said. Hardy hung up just as Vincent let out a cry in the kitchen.

      
      The Cochrans – Big Ed and Erin – were the parents of Frannie’s first husband, Ed, who was the biological father of Rebecca.
         Their son had been gone a long time now, but Ed and Erin still doted on their granddaughter and her brother Vincent. They
         loved Frannie and her husband. Hardy and his wife, with no living parents between them, considered them part of the family.
      

      
      Now, after getting the word about Frannie’s absence, they had come to Hardy’s house. Erin was shepherding the kids through
         their homework at the kitchen table, trying to keep their minds engaged. Hardy and Ed were making small talk, casting glances
         at the telephone, waiting.
      

      
      Hardy was on the phone before the ring ended. It was Abe Glitsky with his professional voice on. ‘She back yet?’

      
      Hardy told him no, and endured a short pause. ‘OK, well. The good news is nobody’s dead, not anywhere. I checked Alameda, Marin, Santa Clara’ – the counties surrounding San Francisco
         – ‘and it’s a slow day on the prairie. Barely a fender-bender. No reports of anything serious. Nothing in the city at all.’
      

      
      Hardy let out a long sigh. ‘So what now?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. We hang. She’ll . . .’ He stopped. Glitsky, who’d lost his own wife to cancer a few years before, wasn’t one
         for stoking false hopes. ‘She driving the Subaru?’
      

      
      ‘I’d guess so. If she’s driving.’

      
      ‘Give me the license and I’ll put it out over the dispatch – broaden the net.’

      
      ‘All right.’ Hardy hated the sound of that – broaden the net. It was getting official now. Objective. Harder to deny, even
         to himself.
      

      
      Where was his wife?
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      Earlier that morning, Scott Randall was hosting an informal bull session with some law clerks in his tiny cubicle of an office
         on the third floor of the Hall of Justice. Even his most ardent admirers among these clerks would admit that Scott was the
         near embodiment of well-dressed, post-Gen-X arrogant disdain. But none of them viewed this as a negative. Indeed, the trait
         had allowed Scott, though only thirty-three, to rise to homicide prosecutor in the DA’s office, an eminence to which they
         all aspired.
      

      
      This morning, Scott had a theme and he was rolling. ‘Listen up,’ he told the acolytes. ‘You are looking at someone who has
         gotten convictions on his first three murder cases – and I don’t need to tell you how difficult that is in our compassion-driven
         little burg.’ No false modesty for Scott Randall.
      

      
      ‘But do you know what those three convictions have done for my career? Or what the same kind of cases will do for yours?’
         The question was rhetorical and he breezed ahead. ‘Zero, zilch, nada. You know why? Because no one cares about the people
         in them. Look.’ He held up a finger. ‘One, a motorcycle gang brawl over one of their common-law women; two,’ – another finger
         – ‘a drug dealer killed by an addict he’d tried to cheat; three, a bum stabbed after he’d stolen another bum’s grocery cart.
         This is not stuff over which newspaper readers salivate, believe me.’
      

      
      One of the young men spoke up. ‘So what do you do?’

      
      ‘I’ll answer by way of an example. I think you’ll all have heard something about the murder of Bree Beaumont.’ He reached
         for a manila file that sat atop his desk and from it extracted a couple of eight by ten glossy photographs, holding them up.
      

      
      
      ‘Exhibit A, on the left,’ he began – Scott spoke a precise legalese even in private – ‘is a picture of the deceased. Bree
         Beaumont, very pretty, a player in the big-money oil business. Also married, two kids, and,’ he paused for effect, ‘rumored
         to be dating Damon Kerry.’
      

      
      This was a trump that had been kept from the media and Scott enjoyed the reaction. ‘Perhaps our next governor, that’s right.’

      
      Scott raised the picture in his right hand. ‘Exhibit B is Bree Beaumont’s body lying in the enclosed patio area underneath
         her penthouse apartment, where she landed after a long fall. As you’ve read in the papers, there were shards of glass in Bree’s
         hairline. They didn’t find glass where she landed, none in her apartment. So someone conked her on the head and threw her
         over. She was six weeks pregnant, too.’
      

      
      Scott cocked an eyebrow. He had their interest. ‘This is high profile, career-making stuff. You can’t let these cases get
         away and if they start to slide, you’ve got to go pro-active.’
      

      
      The first male clerk spoke again. ‘How is it getting away?’

      
      ‘It’s been three weeks, and our friends in the police department don’t have a suspect. After that amount of time, the odds
         say they never will. That’s how.’
      

      
      One of the female clerks checked in. ‘But they must be looking? Isn’t it just a matter of time?’

      
      Scott conceded that sometimes it was. ‘But in this case, the original inspector, Carl Griffin, was working solo and got himself
         shot to death – apparently unrelated – just a few days after Bree was killed. The new guys – Batavia and Coleman – haven’t
         found anything and it doesn’t seem like it’s bothering them. And until they bring us a suspect, we’ve got no job.’
      

      
      Scott let them absorb the facts for a moment. ‘So if you’re me and you want this case, I mean you really want this case, what do you do?’
      

      
      This was the kind of information the clerks came here to lap up. They were rapt as he continued. ‘I’ll tell you what I did do. I went to Ms Pratt’ – San Francisco’s District Attorney, Sharron Pratt – ‘and told her, promised her, that if she gave me my own investigator, I would bring the case before the grand jury to get an indictment.’
      

      
      The second young woman spoke up. ‘How?’

      
      Scott flashed a grin. ‘I’m glad you asked that question, Kimberly. And here’s the answer: the grand jury is your friend. You
         know how it works – no defense lawyers allowed, no judge in the room. You present your case to twenty average citizens, and
         do it without worrying too much about legalities. If you’re not brain dead, you get your indictment.’
      

      
      ‘But if the police don’t have a suspect, who do you call as witnesses?’ Kimberly asked.

      
      ‘Everybody I can think of, including Kerry, his campaign manager Al Valens; Jim Pierce, this Caloco oil vice president who
         was Bree’s old mentor. Then I go after the personal connections – and remember that no matter what else might be involved,
         murder is usually personal.
      

      
      ‘So I subpoena Bree’s husband Ron, Ron’s friends and friends of friends, her professors, colleagues, lab partners. Somewhere
         I’m betting I’m going to pull a break.’
      

      
      ‘So it’s a fishing expedition,’ the first clerk commented. ‘But we’ve always been told not to—’

      
      Scott was brusque. ‘Forget the garbage they taught you in law school. Here’s Real Life One-A. There’s lawyers who win in front
         of juries, they’ve got careers. All the others wind up pushing paper or crunching numbers. Your choice. So I’m going to take
         this murder of Bree Beaumont and get my name on the marquee. The grand jury’s my vehicle. I’m riding it and taking no prisoners.’
      

      
      Scott’s eyes were bright. ‘This time next week, mark my words, this case is front burner. And it’s mine.’

      
      Scott had served his witness, a Mrs Frannie Hardy, at her home on the previous Friday. The subpoena had instructed her to
         call if her time on the witness stand presented a conflict or hardship. If that had been the case, Scott would have rescheduled – he’d done so with several other witnesses. If Mrs Hardy had called, he would have told her how long he expected
         her to be on the stand and what kinds of questions he was likely to ask.
      

      
      Scott had no indication that the witness had ever met Bree Beaumont. He got her name from Ron, Bree’s husband, who’d said
         that he and Mrs Hardy had been having coffee together on the morning of Bree’s death. So she was Ron’s primary alibi and as
         such Scott wanted to talk to her. But it wasn’t going to be the Inquisition. Frannie Hardy was not a suspect. If she’d called
         to discuss anything, Scott would have reassured her.
      

      
      But no call.

      
      So this morning, when Mrs Hardy had arrived late at the grand jury room, ten minutes after it had gone into session at nine
         thirty, Scott had already begun talking to James Pierce, a senior vice president and Caloco’s community relations officer.
         He had worked closely with Bree before she’d left the company and had known her since she’d been recruited from Cal. If there
         were any bones in her closet, Scott thought Pierce would know where they were hidden.
      

      
      Ironically, Scott’s initial plan had been to take Mrs Hardy before Pierce, thinking that hers was probably going to be a much
         shorter questioning – Scott hadn’t wanted to hang her up for the whole day. But when she hadn’t been there on time and Pierce
         had, that was too bad for her – she’d brought it on herself.
      

      
      So now Scott was going to let Mrs Hardy sweat it out. No, he’d told her during a break in Pierce’s testimony. He didn’t know
         how long it would be until he got to her. No, she couldn’t come back another day. He trotted out his favorite phrase. This
         was not a parlor game. This was a murder investigation.
      

      
      ‘I know all about murder investigations,’ she told him. ‘My husband’s an attorney, too.’

      
      ‘Then you know how serious this is.’

      
      Mrs Hardy did not seem convinced. ‘I know how important you all think it is,’ she said mildly. ‘Look, Mr Randall, I’m just trying to find out how long this will be. I’ve got to pick
         up my children at school. If I’m not going to be out of here by one o’clock, I’m going to have to make some phone calls.’
      

      
      ‘I think that’s a good possibility,’ he said with conscious ambiguity.

      
      She didn’t think it was too important, did she? Well, she’d find out.

      
      As it developed, he began with her just before noon. She had just decided to make her phone calls when Scott called her to
         testify. She thought it couldn’t be too long. She’d have plenty of time. There was no need to call.
      

      
      After he administered the oath that she tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, Scott had her identify
         herself, and then started right in. ‘Mrs Hardy, were you acquainted with the deceased, Bree Beaumont?’
      

      
      ‘No. I never met her.’

      
      ‘But you did know her husband Ron?’

      
      ‘That’s correct.’ Mrs Hardy was sitting at a table in the front of the room, facing the twenty jurors. Now she looked up at
         them and explained. ‘Ron is the full-time parent in their family, so we saw each other mostly at school and other child-related
         events.’
      

      
      ‘And how long have you known him?’

      
      ‘I don’t know exactly. A couple or three years.’ Another explanation to the jury. ‘He’s kind of an honorary mom. We tease
         him about it.’
      

      
      ‘We?’

      
      ‘You know, the other moms at school.’

      
      Scott was just fishing, talking about whatever came up. Here before the grand jury, strict relevancy wasn’t much of an issue.
         ‘Did he seem to resent this role?’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘I mean, being Mr Mom? Did he ever talk about resenting that his wife worked and he didn’t?’

      
      
      Mrs Hardy gave that a minute’s thought. ‘No. I don’t think it bothered him.’

      
      ‘Did you find that strange?’

      
      ‘What? That he took care of the kids or that he didn’t resent taking care of them?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. Both. Either.’

      
      Another beat while she reflected. ‘Not any more than anybody else.’ Mrs Hardy broke a smile to the jurors. ‘I think sometimes
         our little darlings get hard for anybody.’ Then, back to Scott, more seriously. ‘But with Ron, he seemed fine with it. His
         wife did her job, he did his. He’s a good father.’
      

      
      ‘She made the money and he didn’t?’

      
      ‘That’s right, Mr Randall. It happens here in the Nineties.’

      
      ‘And that didn’t bother him? Being the man and not making any money.’

      
      ‘I just said that. It didn’t seem to.’ Her voice took on a sharp edge. ‘I don’t know what you’re trying to get at.’

      
      ‘I’m trying to find out who killed Mrs Beaumont.’

      
      ‘Well, it wasn’t Ron. He was with me when she died. We were having coffee at the Starbucks on 28th and Geary, near Merryvale
         School.’ This seemed to remind of her something and she glanced up at the wall clock, pursed her lips.
      

      
      Scott Randall pushed ahead. ‘And how did that come about?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Having coffee.’

      
      ‘I don’t even understand that question. We just decided to go get a cup of coffee. There wasn’t anything sinister about it.’

      
      ‘I didn’t say there was.’

      
      ‘Well, it seems to me you implied it. We met at school dropping off the kids, and Ron said he felt like a cup of coffee and
         I said I thought that sounded good. So we both went.’
      

      
      Again, she glanced at the wall clock. ‘Look, I’m sorry, but are we almost done here? I’ve got to go pick up my kids pretty
         soon.’
      

      
      ‘When we’re done,’ Scott replied. ‘After we’re done.’

      
      
      Scott did not view himself as a cruel person, but a woman’s tears on a witness stand were as unimportant as the temperature
         in the room, or the lighting. Sometimes you had to deal with them, that was all. But you had no feelings about them one way
         or the other.
      

      
      Frannie Hardy, on the stand before him now, crying, did not make his heart go all soft. True enough, she was quite lovely,
         well dressed, with striking green eyes and bright red hair, and if he’d been anywhere but in a courtroom with her, he might
         have had other thoughts. But not now. She’d brought her troubles upon herself and now she was paying the price.
      

      
      She wasn’t sobbing. Scott was sure these were tears of anger. He didn’t care.

      
      ‘You have to let me make my phone call.’

      
      ‘No, ma’am, I’m sorry. You’re staying here.’

      
      ‘You told me we’d be finished by now.’

      
      Scott shrugged. ‘I said we might be. It was possible. I thought we would be, but you’re not answering my questions. That’s
         slowing things down.’
      

      
      It was already half an hour past when she was supposed to have left to pick up her children. She’d been on the stand for two
         hours.
      

      
      ‘Let’s go over this one more time, all right?’

      
      ‘I’m not saying anything until you let me use the phone.’

      
      It had devolved into a pitched battle of wills, and Scott held the high ground. He made the rules in this room, and Mrs Hardy
         was going to play by them.
      

      
      Scott had long since abandoned the casual approach. He was standing at one end of the front table so he could look now at
         Mrs Hardy and now at his jurors.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Hardy, you’re putting me in an awkward position. As it stands now, if you don’t answer my questions you’re going to force
         me to go to a judge in the Superior Court and get a contempt citation issued against you. You might very well get thrown in
         jail. Do you understand that? If that happens, if it gets to there, then you’ll get your phone call to your attorney. But I’m not letting you off this stand in the middle of your
         testimony. We can be finished here in ten minutes if you cooperate, but if you don’t, it’s going to be a long afternoon.
      

      
      ‘Now,’ Scott pressed her. ‘Let’s try again one more time. You have testified that you knew – Ron Beaumont had confided in
         you – that his relationship with his wife was in a difficult stage. Isn’t that true?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, he told me that.’

      
      ‘And did he tell you the nature of these difficulties?’

      
      ‘A little bit.’

      
      ‘Did Mr Beaumont tell you anything that suggested he was unhappy or angry with Mrs Beaumont?’

      
      Frannie shook her head. ‘No, I wouldn’t say so. But really I have no idea how he felt. We didn’t talk about them.’

      
      ‘But he did tell you he was having difficulties?’

      
      ‘I would say so.’

      
      Scott Randall turned over a few pages on his yellow legal pad. He looked at the jury, then back to the witness. ‘Mrs Hardy,
         do you find Mr Beaumont attractive?’
      

      
      Her lips went tight. ‘I have never thought about it.’

      
      Scott conveyed his disbelief clearly to the jury. ‘Never thought about it? You obviously had a relationship with him, a close
         relationship – isn’t that true? And you didn’t notice if he was attractive or not?’
      

      
      ‘I may have noticed, but I didn’t think about it. We were friends, that’s all.’

      
      ‘And yet he chose you, and you alone, to confide in about his marital problems.’

      
      ‘I don’t know that. He might have confided in other people. I don’t know if it was only me.’

      
      ‘Were you two having an affair, Mrs Hardy? Is that it?’

      
      Frannie Hardy was biting down hard on her lower lip. She clipped out the words. ‘I’ve already told you, we were friends.’

      
      Scott Randall remained matter-of-fact. ‘That’s right, that’s what you told me. But friends have affairs all the time. Did
         his wife find out about you – was that it? Was she going to make problems for the two of you?’
      

      
      ‘I’m not going to dignify that with an answer.’

      
      ‘Well, you’d better dignify something with an answer, and pretty soon. You’re digging yourself into quite a hole here – don’t you realize that?’
      

      
      Frannie was shaking her head back and forth wearily. How had it all come to this so quickly? She closed her eyes and forced
         her voice to remain calm, rational. ‘Look, Mr Randall, what do you want me to say? I’m late picking up my children, that’s
         what I’m thinking about. I’m not having any affair with Ron Beaumont, and never did. I never met his wife. I don’t think Ron’s
         problems with his relationship led to his wife’s death.’
      

      
      ‘Let us decide that, Mrs Hardy. You’ve admitted that the problems existed. Just tell us what they were.’

      
      Frannie didn’t know it, but Scott Randall and the grand jury had already heard Ron Beaumont say that Bree and he were getting
         along fine and there were no problems between them. Scott thought it might be a good time to mention this to Frannie. She
         sat still, her face a blank now.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Hardy?’

      
      ‘I promised him it would remain between us and I wouldn’t tell anybody. I gave him my word.’

      
      Scott sensed an opening. ‘Mrs Hardy, let’s be realistic. No one believes that promises are that sacred anymore. This could
         be a crucial element in a murder investigation. Are you sure you haven’t mentioned what Mr Beaumont told you to your husband
         or one of your girlfriends?’
      

      
      She was staring at him, trying to keep her anger in check. More tears threatened. A drop escaped from her right eye. ‘I promised,’
         she repeated. ‘I gave my word.’
      

      
      Scott looked back out to the jurors. He took a beat and sighed. ‘All right, Mrs Hardy,’ he said, ‘You don’t leave me any choice.’

      
      
      By four thirty, Superior Court Judge Marian Braun had already had a long day on the bench presiding over an unusually depressing
         murder trial. Members of a gypsy clan had convinced several wealthy old people that they were their friends. They had persuaded
         them to sign over their assets, and then poisoned them with ‘magic salt’ – digitalis. The magic salt was a big yuk – the defendants
         had giggled as they sprinkled it on. Marian Braun was used to bad people committing heinous crimes, but this one got under
         her skin.
      

      
      Today had been particularly dispiriting because a dozen or more very tough-looking relatives of the defendants had put on
         a show of force by appearing in her courtroom just in time to intimidate the state’s main witness, another of the clan who
         hadn’t been able to live with her conscience and who’d been promised immunity from prosecution in return for her testimony.
         But the thugs in the courtroom got their message across – the woman suddenly couldn’t remember witnessing any of the defendants
         sprinkling salt on anything. Now it seemed possible that these heartless killers were going to go free.
      

      
      When Judge Braun’s bailiff came to her chambers and told her that Scott Randall had a contempt citation for her at the end
         of her already lousy day, she grabbed her robes, breathing fire, and strode impatiently through the hallways to the grand
         jury room.
      

      
      ‘No, ma’am. As Mr Randall has explained to you, you don’t have a choice unless you’re claiming a Fifth Amendment right. But
         you’ve told me that your testimony will not incriminate yourself, which rules out that option. You’ve got to tell him what
         you know.’
      

      
      Frannie Hardy shook her head. This had been going on for so long that all her patience was used up. ‘I can’t believe this
         is the United States.’ She scanned the faces of the jurors, went to Scott Randall and finally rested on Marian Braun. ‘What’s
         the matter with all you people? You all ought to be ashamed of yourselves. Don’t you have any real lives? I haven’t done anything wrong.’
      

      
      This line of discourse turned out to be a tactical error. Judge Braun wasn’t about to have the validity of her life and work
         called into question by some nobody witness. She snapped out her reply. ‘First, in this room you address me as “your honor”.
         Next, as to doing something wrong, you are refusing to cooperate in the investigation of a murder case. Like it or not, that’s
         a crime. Now for the last time, young lady, you answer the question or you go to jail.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not your young lady.’ A pause. ‘Ma’am.’

      
      Braun slapped at the table. ‘All right, then, I’m ordering you held in the county jail until you decide to answer Mr Randall’s
         questions.’ Judge Braun half turned. ‘Bailiff . . .’
      

      
      But Frannie was on her feet now, her voice raised, color high. ‘You want to talk contempt? I hold you in contempt. God help
         the system if you cretins are running it.’
      

      
      Braun’s steely gaze came back to her. ‘You just got yourself four days before this grand jury citation even starts to run.
         You want more, young lady, just keep talking. Bailiff.’
      

      
      The guard came forward.
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      Hardy got Frannie’s call at six twenty and made the half-hour drive downtown to the Hall of Justice in seventeen minutes.
         On the way, he stopped fuming long enough to think to call Abe Glitsky on his car phone, to see if he could work some magic.
         The county jail and the Hall of Justice were on the same lot. Maybe Glitsky could get the ball rolling.
      

      
      But the lieutenant was waiting for him by the back door of the Hall, at the entrance to the jail. He wasn’t wearing his happy
         face.
      

      
      Hardy came up at a jog, slacks and shirtsleeves, no coat, knowing before he asked. ‘She still in there? She’s really in there?’ Though he never doubted she was. This wasn’t the kind of funny birthday prank Frannie was likely to pull on him.
      

      
      ‘Yep.’

      
      Barely slowing, Hardy swore and turned in toward the jail’s entrance. Glitsky reached and caught his sleeve, stopping him.
         ‘Hey!’
      

      
      ‘Let me go, Abe. I’m getting her out of there.’

      
      ‘Not without a judge you’re not. I couldn’t.’

      
      When Glitsky let go of his arm he stayed put, glaring in the dusk. The night had turned windy and cold. The lawyer in him
         knew that his friend was right – it wasn’t a matter of summoning some patience. They had to find a judge, the night magistrate,
         somebody. To facilitate night-time warrants and other late business, the judges rotated magistrate duty so that there would
         be one judge on call every evening.
      

      
      Even as Hardy said ‘Where’s Braun?’ he was moving again, toward the Hall, Glitsky on his heels.

      
      
      But though they had no trouble getting by the night guard and into the building, after they took the stairs to the second
         floor they couldn’t get into the area of the judge’s chambers, which were behind the courtrooms. Hardy banged on doors all
         the way down the hallway. No answer.
      

      
      A clerk, working late in one of the rooms, opened her door and poked a head out. ‘It’s closed up back there. Everybody’s gone
         home.’
      

      
      Hardy kicked the door and the sound echoed off the walls. Then, suddenly, just as they turned to head back downstairs, the
         door opened. ‘What’s all this goddam racket?’
      

      
      Leo Chomorro wasn’t Hardy’s favorite judge, although he was glad enough to see him now. It didn’t appear to be mutual – Chomorro
         was scowling. Then, noticing Glitsky, he nodded more genially. ‘Evening, lieutenant. What’s going on here?’
      

      
      Glitsky laid it out in a few words. They needed a judge to vacate a contempt citation and get Hardy’s wife out of jail.

      
      ‘Your wife?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, your honor. There’s been some kind of screw-up.’

      
      Chomorro’s scowl deepened. ‘What was she doing down here? She’s not an attorney, too, is she?’

      
      ‘No. She got called before the grand jury and the next thing she knew she was in jail.’

      
      Chomorro looked like he wanted to ask some more questions, but he’d heard the magic word – grand jury – and knew nobody was
         allowed to discuss anything about its proceedings. They’d already told him the charge was contempt, though – he might pursue
         that. ‘Who issued the citation?’ he asked warily.
      

      
      ‘Marian Braun,’ Glitsky said.

      
      Making a face and no promises, Chomorro got a few more details, then finally said he’d put in a call to Braun and get some
         answers if he could. But he told them they shouldn’t expect much – any communication about grand jury proceedings was prohibited.
         If they wanted to wait . . .
      

      
      
      Glitsky stayed with the judge, but Hardy decided he had to see Frannie.

      
      He’d been to the jail dozens of times and knew the routine, so within minutes he was in the attorneys’ visiting room, waiting
         for his wife.
      

      
      He hadn’t really prepared himself. With other clients, he made it a point to pre-visualize their entrance into this room.
         It was often the first time he would see them in the jail’s orange jumpsuit, and the reality of someone he’d known in civilian
         life dressed for the slammer was always something of a shock.
      

      
      In this case, the first sight was more in the order of a physical assault. Frannie, always petite, looked positively gaunt.
         In the room’s institutional glare, his wife’s cheeks were ghostly – the washed-out, faded yellow-gray of ancient paste. Her
         beautiful red hair had already lost its luster and now hung flat and drab.
      

      
      A glance reconnected them and they crossed to each other, nearly falling into an embrace. Frannie clung to him, her face buried
         in her chest, repeating, ‘Thank God, thank God,’ over and over.
      

      
      He held her.

      
      Finally, their hands enfolded on the table, they began to get to it, Frannie trying to explain away the subpoena, and the
         fact that she hadn’t told him about it. ‘I didn’t think it was anything, that’s why.’
      

      
      Hardy shook his head. This wasn’t tracking right. ‘No,’ he said, ‘you thought it was something, Frannie. If you thought it was nothing, you would have told me about it. You would have said, “I got this subpoena today to go testify in front of the grand jury. I wonder
         what it’s all about.” Instead, you kept it to yourself.’ She was silent, biting at her lower lip. After a minute, Hardy prompted
         her. ‘Frannie?’
      

      
      ‘All right,’ she admitted.

      
      ‘All right, what?’

      
      
      Pulling her hands away from his, she crossed her arms over her chest. ‘Now you’re cross-examining me. I think I’ve had enough
         of that for today.’
      

      
      Hardy kept his voice in tight control. ‘I’m not doing that.’ He brought it down to a whisper. ‘I don’t know why you’re here.
         I’m confused. I don’t know what’s going on. You want to help me out with this? I’m on your side.’
      

      
      Closing her eyes, she let out a breath. ‘OK,’ she said. She reached again for his hand. ‘I know I should have told you. I
         mean, I know that now. It’s just we’ve had such different lives lately. I didn’t want you to misunderstand, I guess – to have
         to deal with it at all.’
      

      
      ‘Deal with what?’

      
      She met his eyes, taking a long moment before answering. ‘Ron.’

      
      ‘Ron,’ Hardy repeated, his voice hardening in spite of himself. ‘I don’t believe we know a Ron.’

      
      ‘Ron Beaumont,’ she said. ‘Max and Cassandra’s dad.’

      
      Hardy knew the children a bit from their visits with his kids, from sleepovers. The older one, Cassandra, had become one of
         Rebecca’s good friends, maybe even her best friend, although he wasn’t sure of that. Hardy had some vague sense, a dim memory,
         of a charming, vivacious child, although the ‘kid thing,’ as he called it, had been pushed off – banished from? – the front
         burner of his life. But he had never met the father. ‘Max and Cassandra’s dad,’ he repeated, his voice flat. ‘Ron.’

      Frannie looked at him and he saw desperation, even despair, in her expression. And, behind that, maybe a disturbing hint of
         defiance. ‘He’s a friend of mine. Like you with the women in your life.’
      

      
      This was a sore point. Hardy often went to lunch, or sometimes even dinner, with other women, colleagues who he worked with,
         got along with. Even his ex-wife Jane, too, once in a while. He and Frannie finally had to put a moratorium on questions about
         who they all were, the various personal and professional relationships. They were all just friends. They’d leave it at that.
      

      
      But on the other foot, Hardy discovered, the shoe cramped him up.

      
      He suddenly had to get away from what he thought he might be hearing. Walking across the room to its doorway, he stood looking
         out through the wired glass opening into the hallway of the jail. Finally, he turned. ‘OK, we’ll leave it where you want.
         But I’ve got to remind you that you brought all this up. I never heard of Ron Beaumont until two minutes ago and you’re in
         jail because of some subpoena involving you and him. I don’t think a little curiosity is out of the question.’
      

      
      ‘His wife was murdered. He’s a suspect.’

      
      By the door, Hardy stood stock still. ‘And the grand jury decided it had to talk to you about him?’

      
      She shrugged. ‘I was with him – drinking coffee,’ she added quickly, ‘on the morning she died. In public.’

      
      He waited.

      
      ‘So they wanted to see if my alibi matched his.’

      
      Hardy was still trying to figure out the logistics. ‘Did you ever talk to the police about this, before today?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      This wasn’t making sense. If Frannie was the alibi of one of the main suspects in a murder case, the police would have interrogated
         her as a matter of course, if for no other reason than to have her words on the record. He’d have to remember to ask Abe why
         they hadn’t, if Abe knew. And if it were true.
      

      
      But first, he was here. ‘OK, so you got the subpoena you didn’t tell me about . . .’

      
      ‘I thought it would be a quick hour in the middle of the morning, Dismas. There was no need to bother you with it.’

      
      Hardy didn’t want to start down that road again. There were lots of facts he wanted to know. When they got home and out of
         this environment, things would seem different. They’d be able to talk until they got somewhere. Here in the jail, time pressed on them. ‘All right, so I assume you verified Ron’s alibi.’
      

      
      ‘I did.’

      
      ‘And after that?’

      
      ‘Well, this lawyer, the prosecutor – do you know a Scott Randall?’

      
      Hardy shook his head. ‘I’ve heard the name. He’s the guy who put you here?’

      
      She nodded. ‘He asked if Ron had told me about any problems between him and his wife that might have something to do with
         what happened to her.’
      

      
      ‘Why would he have told you that? Why did this Scott Randall think to ask that?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, but he did.’

      
      Their eyes met across the room again, and this time Hardy left the doorway and came back to the table, sitting on a corner
         of it. ‘So what did you say?’
      

      
      ‘I said he had.’ She shrugged. ‘So Mr Randall asked me what it was, to tell the grand jury what Ron had told me.’

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘And I couldn’t do that.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Because I’d promised Ron I wouldn’t.’

      
      ‘OK, so what was it, this big secret?’

      
      She looked up at him imploringly. ‘Dismas, come on.’

      
      At this moment, before Hardy could respond, there was a knock at the door and the guard admitted Abe Glitsky, who was a study
         in controlled rage of his own. Stealing a quick look at Frannie, his eyes narrowed for a millisecond and the scar between
         his lips went white. Then he focused on Hardy. ‘It’s not happening,’ he said. ‘Braun’s not budging.’
      

      
      Instinctively, forgetting their disagreements, Hardy reached a hand out on the table and Frannie took it. He looked down at
         her and her eyes were brimming. He didn’t blame her.
      

      
      ‘I can’t stay here, Dismas. Abe?’

      
      Miserable, the two men looked at each other. They didn’t have to say anything. Jail was a reality in both of their lives. When a judge ordered it, people wound up staying all the
         time. Finally, Hardy let out a breath. ‘So what’s left, Abe? What are our options?’
      

      
      The lieutenant was shaking his head. ‘I don’t know. I could talk to the desk – maybe get her in AdSeg.’

      
      ‘What’s that?’ Frannie asked. ‘I’m right here, guys. Don’t third person me.’

      
      ‘Administrative segregation,’ Glitsky explained to her. ‘Basically it’s isolation, a nicer cell. Keep you away from the general
         population, which you want – trust me on this.’
      

      
      ‘This can’t be happening,’ Hardy said.

      
      ‘Evidently,’ Abe went on, looking at Frannie, ‘you broke the first rule of the courtroom – you don’t insult the judge.’

      
      ‘She’s a pompous ass,’ Frannie retorted. ‘She insulted me first.’

      
      ‘She’s allowed to insult you. It’s in her job description. What did you say to her?’

      
      ‘I told her I held her in contempt, that this whole thing was contemptible . . .’
      

      
      Hardy was shaking his head, believing it all now. When Frannie got her dander up, watch out.

      
      ‘It got her four days,’ Glitsky said.

      
      ‘Four days?’ Hardy gathered himself for a beat. ‘This isn’t about some secret?’
      

      
      ‘What secret? Not that I heard from Chomorro. It’s about Braun.’ Glitsky changed to a hopeful tone. ‘Maybe she’ll talk to
         you tomorrow, Diz.’
      

      
      ‘No maybe about it,’ Hardy said. ‘I’ll tackle her in the hallway if I have to.’

      
      Frannie reached across the table. ‘Dismas, you can’t let them keep me here. The kids need me. This is some horrible mistake.
         It just started with this stupid promise. That’s all they wanted.’
      

      
      ‘So what is it? Tell me – I promise, I won’t tell anybody. You can hire me as your attorney and it’ll be privileged. Nobody will ever know and maybe we can use it as a chip. I’ll go wake up the judge at her house, explain the situation . . .’
      

      
      Glitsky butted in. ‘I wouldn’t do that. What secret?’

      
      Frannie ignored Abe. ‘They could just ask Ron. You, Dismas, could ask Ron. Go to his house and wake him up. Call him from
         here even. If he knew I was in jail, he’d tell them what they want to know. He wouldn’t let this happen to me.’
      

      
      ‘What is this secret?’ Glitsky asked again.

      
      Frannie finally raised her voice. ‘The secret isn’t the issue!’ Her eyes pleaded with her husband, trying to tell him something,
         but what it was remained shrouded in mystery.
      

      
      Then she shifted her glance quickly to Abe. ‘I promised Ron. I gave him my word. It’s his secret. Dismas, maybe if you could call him or go to his apartment and tell him what’s going on . . . I’m sure he’ll tell
         you. Then you come back and get me out of here.’
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      Abe was sifting through an armful of files he’d brought in from one of the desks in the homicide detail. He found the file
         he wanted and pitched it across his desk to Hardy. ‘As you recall from your days as a prosecutor, the address is there on
         the top right. Broadway.’
      

      
      Hardy glanced down, then looked up. ‘No phone number? A phone number would be nice.’

      
      ‘A lot would be nice in that file, Diz. There’s next to nothing there.’ He sighed. ‘My first inspector got himself killed
         about a week into the case. You might remember him – Carl Griffin?’
      

      
      Hardy nodded. ‘Yeah. He got killed how?’ He didn’t want to talk about any dead policemen, especially to his best friend the
         live one, but this might bear on Frannie and he had to know.
      

      
      ‘Some witness meeting went bad, we think.’

      
      Sergeant Inspector Carl Griffin didn’t know it, but when he got up from his desk in the homicide detail on the fourth floor
            of San Francisco’s Hall of Justice on Monday morning, 5 October, it was for the last time.
      

      
      He was the lone inspector working the murder of Bree Beaumont, a 36-year-old environmental and, recently, political consultant.
            He’d been on the case for six days. Griffin had been a homicide inspector for fourteen years and knew the hard truths by now
            – if you didn’t have a murderer in your sights within four days of the crime, it was likely you never would.
      

      
      Carl was a plodder with a D in personality. Everybody in homicide, including his lieutenant, Abe Glitsky, considered him the dullest tack in the unit. Loyal and hardworking, true, but also slow, culturally ignorant and hygienically
            suspect.
      

      
      Still, on occasion Carl did have his successes. He would often go a week, sometimes ten days, conducting interviews with witnesses
            and their acquaintances, gathering materials to be fingerprinted and other physical evidence, throwing everything into unlabeled
            freezer bags in the trunk of his city-issued car. When he was ready, he’d gather all his junk into some semblance of coherence,
            and sometimes wind up with a convictable suspect.
      

      
      Not that he often got assigned to cases that needed brains to solve. In San Francisco, nine out of ten homicides were open
            books. A woman kills a man who’s beating her. A jealous guy kills a wandering girlfriend. Dope deals go bad. Gang bangs. Drunken
            mistakes.
      

      
      Low-lifes purifying the gene pool.
      

      
      In these cases, homicide inspectors collected the evidence that a jury would need to convict the completely obvious suspect
            and their job was done. Carl was useful here, connecting the dots.
      

      
      Once in a while, since homicides came in over the transom and got assigned to whoever was on call, Griffin would draw a case
            that had to be worked. This hadn’t happened in over two years when the call came in about a politically connected white woman
            on Broadway, so Glitsky really had no choice. It wasn’t apparent at the outset that the case was high profile and if the lieutenant
            had suspected that it would go ballistic, he would have assigned other inspectors and Carl’s feelings be damned.
      

      
      But as it was, Griffin got the Beaumont case, and he was in his sixth day, and he hadn’t made an arrest.
      

      
      After receiving her doctorate from UC Berkeley in the early eighties, Bree had run that institution’s environmental toxicology
            lab for a couple of years before leaving academia to consult for the Western States Petroleum Association, and later to work for Caloco Oil.
      

      
      Only a few months before her death, though, she’d abandoned the oil company and changed sides in the volatile wars over the
            multi-billion-dollar gasoline additive industry. Going public with her opposition to what she had come to believe were cancer-causing
            additives in California gasoline, Bree had aligned herself with the state assemblyman from San Francisco, Damon Kerry, now
            running for governor.
      

      
      The central plank of Kerry’s platform played on the public’s fears that these petroleum-based gasoline additives, particularly
            a substance called MTBE – methyl tertiary butyl ether – was seeping into California’s groundwater in alarming amounts. It
            was dangerous and had to be outlawed, but the government wouldn’t move on it.
      

      
      When Bree, the oil industry’s very photogenic baby, had agreed to join his campaign, it had given Kerry a terrific boost.
            And now, after her death, radio talk shows hummed with theories that the oil companies had killed Bree Beaumont, either in
            revenge for her defection or to keep her from giving Kerry more and better ammunition to use against them.
      

      
      With the election four weeks from tomorrow, Kerry trailed his opponent by half-a-dozen points. Bree’s death had become big
            news. And every time someone mentioned her name, Damon Kerry came up as well.
      

      
      But Carl Griffin wasn’t troubled. He had a plate full of active homicides and knew the suspects in three of them. He was simply
            assembling the packages.
      

      
      On Bree Beaumont, he was confident he was close to asking for a warrant. There was just one piece of information he had to
            verify and he’d have it tied up. And wouldn’t that just show Glitsky and the rest of them who thought he couldn’t get anything
            done on this kind of case?

      
      That’s why he never told anybody about his progress or lack of it. He wasn’t good with criticism. It rankled when other inspectors second-guessed him about what they’d do differently, where they’d look, why they wouldn’t talk to the people
            Carl was talking to.
      

      
      Carl didn’t take this as good-natured ribbing, and maybe it wasn’t. He considered that he was an old-fashioned cop, a dog
            sniffing where his nose led, discarding anything that didn’t smell, following what did. His nose told him he was about a step
            away on Beaumont.
      

      
      He stood in Glitsky’s doorway on his way out of the office. He wore his black Raider’s windbreaker over an orange and blue
            Hawaiian shirt that he tucked into a shiny pair of ancient black slacks. The shirt billowed over his belt. He looked about
            halfway to term.
      

      
      Griffin was telling his lieutenant that he was going to be seeing a snitch on a gang-related in the Western Addition first
            thing this morning. He was late for it now, which didn’t matter because the snitch would be late, too. Then, depending on
            how things broke with the snitch, if he got time, he planned to try to find the knife in the Sanchez case – the crime scene
            investigators hadn’t been able to locate it in the house, but he’d bet it was somewhere on the block, so Griffin was going
            to poke around the shrubs and see what he came up with. His guess was she got out of the house and threw it somewhere and
            then came back before she dialed 911. Anyway, then . . .
      

      
      Glitsky interrupted him. ‘How we doin’ on Beaumont?’
      

      
      ‘Pretty good.’
      

      
      Glitsky waited.
      

      
      ‘Couple more days.’
      

      
      ‘You writing it all up?’
      

      
      Griffin lifted his windbreaker to show Glitsky the notebook tucked into his belt. He patted it. ‘Every word.’
      

      
      There was no point in pushing. Griffin would tell him when he had something and he’d write it up when he got to it. Meanwhile,
            it sounded like he was moving steadily on at least two of his other cases. It would have to do for now.
      

      
      But if Beaumont didn’t close in a couple of days, Glitsky knew he would have to pressure Carl to share his discoveries – he was starting to take heat about it.
      

      
      ‘All right.’ Griffin started to turn and for some reason, Glitsky said, ‘Watch your back, Carl.’
      

      
      A nod. ‘Always.’
      

      
      ‘Griffin wasn’t the brightest light in the detail,’ Abe said. ‘You ever meet him?’

      
      ‘Couple of times, yeah.’

      
      ‘So you know. Anyhow, we figure he arranged some kind of sting, putting the heat on one of his witnesses. Guy might have been
         on something and didn’t like the way it was going. Anyway, he didn’t respond well under pressure, felt he was getting double-crossed,
         and shot Carl, something like that.’ Glitsky made a face. ‘We may never know for sure.’
      

      
      Hardy clucked in commiseration, then gestured down at the file he was holding. ‘So who’s got the case now?’

      
      Glitsky nodded at the stack of folders he’d just gone through. ‘I got these off Tyler Coleman’s desk. That one doesn’t look
         much like it’s been worked.’
      

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      Glitsky shrugged. ‘It’s their sixth active. Time they got it – the thing’s already over a week old. Priorities.’

      
      Hardy knew. Homicide inspectors didn’t want to waste their time – when the kill was no longer fresh, the scent disappeared.
         Suddenly, Hardy pulled the telephone around and punched for information. A minute later he hung up. ‘Unlisted, of course.
         If it were listed, I could just call and save myself an hour, but I wouldn’t want to do that now, would I?’ He was on his
         feet. ‘I’ve got to go. Are you going to be around?’
      

      
      Glitsky checked his watch – nine o’clock. ‘I was thinking about seeing Orel.’ Glitsky was a widower with a fourteen-year-old
         son at home. He tried to make some time for him every day. Some. Now he looked across the desk into the worried face of his
         friend. ‘You get something, call me at home. Fair?’
      

      
      
      Hardy pointed a finger – they had a deal – and hit the door running.

      
      As Hardy drove out to the site of Bree Beaumont’s death, he realized that it was going to take some kind of miracle to get
         Frannie out of jail tonight. Even if he convinced this guy Ron, Frannie’s friend Ron, to divulge his secret, then what?
      

      
      Glitsky had counseled him against calling on Judge Braun at her home, and he was right. It would only make matters worse,
         and perhaps get Hardy his own contempt citation. He had to put it out of his mind and take things one step at a time.
      

      
      But he kept getting distracted. He couldn’t understand it. How could Frannie have let this happen, degree by degree? Now the
         family truly had a problem that was going to impact both him and their children in a major way. And all because Frannie had
         simply gotten her back up. At any point, she could have done something differently and avoided this mess.
      

      
      But she hadn’t and that had something to do with Ron, something personal.

      
      He didn’t want to follow that train of thought, which of course made it irresistible. What about if Frannie was simply a novice
         at covering her tracks, at making excuses? She’d never had to learn those tricks before because she’d never cheated before.
         They’d always told each other everything. But now, suddenly, with Ron (whoever the hell he was), with his dead – no, his murdered wife – things had changed.
      

      
      Frannie hadn’t even mentioned the subpoena?
      

      
      Hardy couldn’t imagine getting a subpoena to appear before the dogcatcher, to say nothing of the grand jury, and not discussing
         every detail of it with his wife. What had he done? How was he connected? How should he act? What did it mean?
      

      
      And yet Frannie had been summoned, days ago, to be a witness in a murder investigation and hadn’t mentioned it to him even in passing?
      

      
      
      Didn’t want to bother him with it? He didn’t think so. He didn’t think that was it at all.

      
      Something else was in play here.

      
      He missed his left turn on to Broadway, immediately swerved – not in time – and, swearing, slammed his hand on the wheel so
         hard that he thought he might have broken it. Finally, his insides curdled, he made the next left that presented itself five
         blocks later.
      

      
      Why had he left Frannie at the jail? Allowed himself to be conned out to ask Ron Beaumont about his damned secret? He and Frannie had each other’s trust or they had nothing. Something was very, very wrong with the picture, with Frannie’s actions as well as her explanations for them. How could she have done this to all of them?

      
      And, perhaps more fundamentally, what exactly had she done?

      
      He opened his window to breathe in some of the cold, seascented air. It wasn’t just anger after all. He brought his hand to
         his chest and pressed. His heart was beating strongly all right, but he felt as if a piece of it had been nicked away.
      

      
      When it gets down to North Beach, Broadway is famous for its strip shows and tawdry tourism. But after it moves out of the
         old Italian neighborhood, through the city’s longest tunnel, then across Van Ness Avenue, it begins to define the ridge of
         the escarpment that falls steeply down to Cow Hollow and the Marina. At this point, the avenue boasts some of the most impressive
         residential structures in San Francisco.
      

      
      The palazzos of power brokers share the street with consulates and private mansions and estates. The mayor lives on Broadway;
         so do one of the state’s US senators, the bestselling author west of Mississippi, the head of the country’s most profitable
         fashion house, and the managing partner of the city’s largest law firm. Broadway is the legal address and occasional residence
         of the heads of three of the ten most wealthy families in California. Overlooking, from a great height, the spectacular panoramic view of the Bay and both of its famous bridges, Broadway – particularly its north side –
         seems as far removed from the mundane cares of working people as it is possible to get. And yet, Hardy reflected, this is
         where Bree Beaumont had been murdered.
      

      
      He had gotten his emotions back in check and was in the grip of what he knew to be a dangerous calm – he was sure it was his
         body’s natural defense to his tendency to feel things too deeply, to fall prey to his emotions.
      

      
      He would sometimes get this way at trial, his concentration focused down to a single point. He was going to do what he had
         to do and do it right. Later he’d reflect on it, curse himself, drink too much, laugh, get sick, whatever. But not now.
      

      
      Now he’d act.

      
      Double-checking the address, he pulled up and parked at the curb. Aided by his glance at the police report in Glitsky’s office,
         he was recalling the story he’d followed in the newspaper after it had broken. He’d known that the woman, Bree, had been Max
         and Cassandra’s mom, so it had been more than ordinarily compelling. But Frannie had – even then – never mentioned Ron.
      

      
      What Hardy remembered was that the mother of some of his kids’ classmates had been killed. Talk of politics. Big oil. Which
         meant big money. A beautiful young victim.
      

      
      And somehow his wife was now in the mix.

      
      The Beaumonts lived on the top floor of this monster, the penthouse – twelve floors up. The brass surrounding the glass double-door
         entry was polished to a shine. Inside, the expansive marble foyer which opened on to the elevator banks seemed to shimmer
         under a couple of enormous chandeliers.
      

      
      But there was no getting in – the doors were locked, as Hardy realized he should have expected at this time of night. There
         was a night bell to one side of the door, which he pressed, but nothing happened.
      

      
      He suddenly noticed a light flickering over one of the elevators. Somebody was coming down. Turning away, he walked about halfway back toward his car, then did an about face and waited until the couple came out of the elevator. He
         got to the door at the same time as they opened it going out and thanked them as he passed inside.
      

      
      He rang another bell, this one from a bank next to the elevators, marked ‘Beaumont,’ and waited. And waited. It was a school
         night at half past ten. The family should be home, if this were in fact home anymore after Bree’s death.
      

      
      The elevator stood open before him and he stepped in, pressing the penthouse button. He didn’t really believe anything would
         happen – in luxury residences such as this one, the elevator doors on the upper floors would often open directly into a living
         area. You needed a card or a key to go with the button. Much to his surprise, though, the doors closed and he started up.
      

      
      He stepped out into a dimly lit lobby, ten feet on a side, with a hardwood floor covered by a Persian throw rug. Through a
         west-facing window, he could recognize the blinking lights on a tower of the Golden Gate Bridge. There was only one door in
         the lobby, and he was standing in front of it. But no one answered his ring, his knock. In a last gesture of futility, he
         grabbed at the handle.
      

      
      And the door opened. ‘All right,’ he whispered. ‘The kid gets a break.’

      
      Behind him he heard the elevator door close, but he couldn’t force himself forward immediately. He wasn’t fooling himself.
         This wasn’t a deserted residence. Aside from being a recent crime scene (although there wasn’t any police tape), it was somebody’s
         home, and entering it without invitation was trespassing. If he went in, he was putting himself at great risk. He might get
         himself confused for a burglar – always bad luck. If he got caught, he could be disciplined by the state bar, and perhaps
         lose his license to practice law. Unlawful entry was a very serious matter.
      

      
      But there were times that called for risk and this, he told himself, was one of them. His wife had never been in jail before either. If Ron Beaumont came home – or a building superintendent or security guard for that matter – while Hardy was
         inside, he would explain the situation. Technically, he wasn’t there to steal, so it wasn’t a burglary. Hardy would say he
         was worried there might have been another crime. But really, he didn’t care – he needed to find out where Ron might be, and
         the sooner the better.
      

      
      In any event, fortified by his rationalizations – it was always good to have some story – he pushed the door all the way open, stepped over the lintel, and switched on the lights.
      

      
      His first sight of the place stopped him cold. He thought he remembered from the newspapers that Bree Beaumont had been a
         professor at UC Berkeley who’d gone into industry. That may have once been true, but if the first glimpse of their abode were
         any indication, the Beaumonts had left academic privation far behind.
      

      
      He closed the door behind him and was standing in an enormous sunken living room out of Architectural Digest. Wealth seemed to infuse the air around him. Framed modern original art graced the walls, each piece tastefully illuminated
         by recessed lighting. There were two seating areas – couches in leather and wing chairs in brocaded silk. Elegant end tables,
         coffee tables, a writing desk, a pair of matching marble pieces on pedestals. Along his right side, floor-to-ceiling windows
         displayed the glittering city below.
      

      
      Following his eyes, he stepped up into a formal dining area – a granite table and six tubular chairs under an ultra-modern
         lighting device. A spacious gourmet kitchen was to his left across a bar of a dark space-age material.
      

      
      Beyond the table – the wine racks, the little seating area off the formal dining room – Hardy got to the drapes covering the
         back wall. He pulled them back a foot or two, the dim light from the living room now all but lost behind him.
      

      
      French doors gave on to a balcony. He opened them and stepped out, noticing the red Spanish tiles, a small, round outdoor
         dining table and chairs, and several plants. The balcony was neither large nor small, but the view made it magnificent. Facing due north, it was unimpeded for a hundred miles,
         especially on a night like tonight when a brisk breeze scoured the sky free of fog and haze.
      

      
      It suddenly hit him – this was where Bree Beaumont had gone down. Walking to the edge of the balcony, he leaned out over the
         substantial cast-iron railing and looked down into what from this height appeared to be a square of light – the enclosed garden
         where she had lain undiscovered, apparently, for several hours. Stepping back, he sensed rather than felt a gust of wind out
         in front of him – it didn’t even rustle the plants on the ledge, though it did raise the hairs on his neck.
      

      
      But he was wasting time out here, taking in the sights. He had to get something to lead him to Ron and then get out if he
         was to do Frannie any good, if tonight wasn’t already a wash.
      

      
      He came back through the drapes into the sitting area off the dining room. In a moment, he’d passed through the kitchen into
         a hallway he’d ignored on his first pass. It led off the sunken living room to another wing, and on the first step in, he
         turned on the lights.
      

      
      The room on his left had a blinking light that caught his attention. On a desk sat the telephone answering machine. It was
         an office, and as such, it might have what he needed. Crossing the room, planning to check first the messages, then the rolodex,
         then the computer, he heard a creak.
      

      
      Frozen, he stood listening. A step back toward the hall. An unmistakable sound now, the front door opening. There was a shift
         in the light coming out of the living room into the hallway.
      

      
      He had company.
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