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When the bullet-ridden body of a Silicon Valley billionaire washes up on shore, assistant D.A. Dismas Hardy finds himself the prosecutor in San Francisco’s murder trial of the century. The suspect: a Japanese call girl with a long list of prominent clients.

But when a bizarre series of events blows the case wide open, Hardy finds himself on the other side of the law – as a lawyer for the defence . . .
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Every year if not every day we have to wager our salvation upon some prophecy based on imperfect knowledge.

 – Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.
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Dismas Hardy walked hip-deep in green ice water, his rubber-gloved hands on the fins of a six-foot white shark.

Outside in the world, it was nearly two o’clock of an early summer morning, but here at the Steinhart there was no time. The overhead light reflected off the institutional green walls, clammy with distilled sea sweat. Somewhere, out of the room, a motor throbbed dully.

The only noise in Hardy’s world was the steady slush and suck of the water curling behind him as he walked around and around, alone in the circular pool.

Pico Morales had called around seven to ask if he felt like doing some walking. When Pico called, it meant that some fishing boat had landed a great white shark and had contacted the Aquarium. The sharks bred just off the Farallons, and the Steinhart – or Pico, its curator – wanted a live one badly. The problem was that the beasts became so traumatized, or wounded, or both, after they were caught, that none survived. Too exhausted to move on their own, they had to be walked through the water so that they could breathe.

It was Hardy’s third and last hour-long shift tonight. He’d been spelled by a couple of other volunteers earlier, and Pico was due any minute, so Hardy just walked, unthinking, putting down one foot after another, dragging and pulling the half-dead monster along with him.

On his first break, he’d stripped off his wetsuit, changed and walked over to the Little Shamrock for a Guinness or two. Hardy’s brother-in-law, Frannie’s brother Moses McGuire, had been off. Lynne Leish was working her normal Sunday shift behind the rail, and Hardy had taken his drink to the back and sat, speaking to no one.

On his next break, he’d gone out and climbed a fence into the Japanese Tea Garden. Sitting on a footbridge, he listened to the orchestrated trickle of the artificial stream that flowed between the bonsais and pagodas. The fog had been in, and it hadn’t made the evening any warmer.

Hardy wasn’t paying attention when Pico came in. Suddenly there he was at the side of the pool, his huge bulk straining his wetsuit to its limit. Pico had a large black drooping mustache that got wet every time he brought the steaming cup to his lips. “Hey, Diz.”

Hardy, willing his legs forward, looked up and grunted.

“How’s the baby?”

Hardy kept moving. “Don’t know.”

Pico rested his cup on the edge of the pool and slid in. He shivered as the cold water came under his suit. Next time Hardy came around, Pico grabbed the shark and goosed its belly. “Let it go,” he said.

Hardy walked another two steps, then released the fins. The shark turned ninety degrees and took a nose-dive into the tiles on the bottom of the tank.

Pico sighed. Hardy leaned his elbows up against the rim of the pool. “Lack of family structure,” Pico said. “That’s what does it.”

“What does what?” Hardy was breathing hard.

“I don’t think they have much will to live, these guys. You know, abandoned at birth, left to fend for themselves. Probably turn to drugs, run with a bad crowd, eat junk food. Time we get ’em, they’re just plumb licked.”

Hardy nodded. “Good theory.”

Pico, in the bottoms of his wetsuit, his enormous stomach protruding like a tumor, sat on the lip of the tank, sipping coffee and brandy. Hardy was out of the pool. The shark hung still in the water, its nose on the bottom. Without saying anything, Pico handed his mug to Hardy.

“We’re doing something wrong, Peek.”

Pico nodded. “Follow that reasoning, Diz. You’re onto something.”

“They do keep dying, don’t they?”

“I think this one OD’d. Probably mainlining.” He grabbed the mug back. “Fucking shark drug addicts.”

“Lack of family structure,” Hardy said.

“Yeah.” Pico plopped in and walked over to the shark. “Want to help hoist this sucker out and stroll through his guts? Further the cause of science?”

Hardy emptied Pico’s coffee mug, sighed and brought the gurney over. Pico had tied a rope around the shark’s tail and slung it over a pulley in the ceiling. Suddenly, the tail twitched and Pico jumped back as if stung. “Spasmodic crackhead shark rapists!”

“You sure it’s just a spasm?” Hardy didn’t want to cut the thing up if it wasn’t dead yet.

“It isn’t the cha-cha, Diz. Pull on that thing, will you?”

Hardy pulled and the shark came out of the water, slow and heavy. Hardy guided it onto the gurney. He waited while Pico hauled himself out of the pool.

“I am reminded of a poem,” Hardy said. “Winter and spring, summer and fall, you look like a basketball.”

Pico ignored him and reached for his coffee mug. “Need I take this abuse from someone who steals my coffee?”

“There was coffee in that?”

“And a little brandy. Cuts the aftertaste.”

They flipped the shark on its back. Pico went into his office and came out a minute later with a scalpel. He traced a line up the shark’s belly to its gills, laying open the stomach cavity. Slicing a strip of flesh, he held it up to Hardy. “Want some sushi?”

The tank gurgled. Hardy leaned over the gurney, careful not to block the light, while Pico cut. He reached into the stomach and began pulling things out – two or three small fish, a piece of driftwood, a rubber ball, a tin can.

“Junk food,” Pico muttered.

“Leave out the food part,” Hardy said.

Pico reached back in and brought out something that looked like a starfish. He pulled it up, looking at it quizzically.

“What’s that?” Hardy asked.

“I don’t know. It looks—” Then, as though he’d been bit, Pico screamed, jumping back, throwing the object to the floor.

Hardy walked over to look.

Partially digested and covered with slime, it was still recognizable for what it was – a human hand, severed at the wrist, the first finger missing, and on the pinkie, a sea green jade ring.
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Hardy expected that the guys in blue would be first on the scene. He would likely know them from the Shamrock, where the police dropped in frequently enough to keep the presence alive. Sometimes your Irish bar will get a little rowdy and it helped to have the heat appear casually to remind patrons that a certain minimum standard of decorous behavior would be maintained.

For the better part of nine years, Hardy had been the daytime bartender at the Little Shamrock. He’d only been back in the D.A.’s office for four months now, since Rebecca had been born and he and Frannie had gotten married.

Hardy and his onetime boss, current friend, partner and brother-in-law Moses McGuire were both reasonable hands with the shillelagh of Kentucky ash that hung behind the bar under the cash register. McGuire, Doctor of Philosophy, in his cups himself, had twice thrown people through the front window of the Shamrock. Most other times, the forced exit was, Old West fashion, through the swinging double doors. Neither Hardy nor Moses was quick on the 86 – no good publican was – but both of them had needed assistance from the beat cops from time to time. The Shamrock wasn’t a “cop bar,” but the guys from Park Station had trouble paying for drinks if they stopped in during off hours.

Hardy stood just inside the front entrance to the Aquarium. The black and white pulled up, the searchlight on the car scanning the front of the building. From the street to the entrance was a twenty-yard expanse of open cement at 2:15 of a pitch-dark morning. Hardy didn’t blame them for the caution. He stepped outside.

They walked back behind the tanks in the damp hallway. Bathed in a faint greenish overhead light, the two cops followed Hardy amid the burps and gurglings of the Aquarium. He did know them – Dan Soper and Bobby Varela, a fullback and a sprinter. Hardy thought the three of them made a parade: the give of leather, slap of holster, clomp of heavy shoes, jingle of cuffs and keys – beat cops weren’t dressed for ambush. It reminded Hardy of his days on the force, walking a beat with Abe Glitsky.

He had been a different guy back then. Now he felt older, almost protective of these cops. The beat was the beginning.

They came into what Hardy called the walking room. Pico had changed into a turtleneck and sportcoat, though he still wore his swim trunks. He stared emptily straight ahead, sitting on the edge of the pool next to the gurney that held the shark.

“Find anything else?” Hardy asked.

Pico let himself off the pool’s lip, withering Hardy with a look. After the introductions, Varela walked over to the hand, still lying where Pico had thrown it. “That what it looks like?”

“That’s what it is,” Hardy said.

“Where’d you get this shark?” Soper asked. “Hey, Bobby!” Varela was poking at the hand with a pencil. “Leave it, would you?”

Pico told Soper how the shark had come to the Steinhart. Soper wanted to know the fishing boat’s name, captain, time of capture, all that. Hardy walked over to Varela, who was still hunched over, and stood over him.

“Pretty weird, huh?”

Varela looked back over his shoulder, straightening. “Naw, we get these three, four times a week.”

“I wonder if the guy drowned?”

Varela couldn’t seem to take his eyes off the thing. “You’d hope so, wouldn’t you? How’d you like to have been alive instead?”

Soper had passed them, going into Pico’s office to use the telephone. Pico came over. “He’s getting some crime-lab people down here. No way am I putting my hand in that guy again.”

Varela shivered. “I don’t blame you.” He walked back to the shark and gingerly lifted the incision along its stomach with his pencil. “Can’t see much.”

“There’s more in there,” Pico said. “We’d just started.”

Varela stepped back. “Dan’s right. I think we’ll just wait.”

Hardy stared down at the hand. “I wonder who it was,” he said.

“Oh, we’ll find out soon enough,” Varela said.

Pico leaned back against the pool. “How can you be sure?” he said. “It could be anybody.”

“Yeah, but we’ve got one major clue.”

“What’s that?” Pico asked.

Hardy turned. “Let me guess,” he said. “Fingerprints.”
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Hardy lifted his red-rimmed eyes from the folder he was studying. It was three-thirty in the afternoon, and last night had been a long one, ending around sunrise. He’d driven home from the Steinhart, changed into a new brown suit, looked in at Frannie curled up in their bed, at Rebecca sleeping in the new room he’d built onto the back of his house, and headed downtown where he now worked as an assistant district attorney on the third floor of the Hall of Justice on Seventh and Bryant.

The job wasn’t going very well. The case he was laboring over now, like the others he was currently prosecuting, came from the lower rungs of the criminal ladder. This one involved a prostitute who’d been caught by an undercover cop posing as a tourist wandering around Union Square. The girl – Esme Aiella – was twenty-two, black, two priors. She was out on $500 bail and was, even now as Hardy read, probably out hustling.

Hardy was wondering what purpose this all served. Or the bust of a city employee, Derek Graham, who sold lids of marijuana on the side. Hardy had known guys like Derek in college, and very few of them went on to become ringleaders in, say, the Medellín cartel. Derek had three kids, lived in the Mission and was trying to make ends meet so his wife could stay home with the kids.

Still, this was Hardy’s job now – nailing the petty malefactors, the lowlifes, the unlucky or the foolish. This wasn’t the high drama of the passionate crime, the romance of big deals gone crooked, beautiful people desperately denying their libidos, their greed, their shallowness. No, this was down below the stage lights, where the denizens lived on the slimy border of the law, slipping over the line, not even seeing it, trying to get a little money, a little power, a little edge, maybe even some release, some fun in a life story that wasn’t ever going to make it past the footlights. Mostly, Hardy thought, it was sad.

Hardy had thought, perhaps unrealistically, that coming back to work as an assistant district attorney he wouldn’t have to deal with this level again. He was, after all, nearly forty now, and he’d done his apprenticeship with the D.A. ten years ago. Back when he started, he’d had to work through the issue of whether he could morally prosecute the so-called victimless crimes – hookers, casual dopers. Somewhere in his heart, he believed that these crimes weren’t as real as the ones that hurt people. He tended to believe that if grown-ups wanted to get laid or get high or get dead by jumping off the Golden Gate bridge, society should let them. God knows, it had enough truly bad things to correct. Why waste the time on this pettiness?

But this, he knew, wasn’t a good attitude. His job was to prosecute people who broke the law. Whether they had done anything he considered wrong was moot.

And he was a new hire, only brought on because he’d left with a few friends, like Chief Assistant D.A. Art Drysdale. Also, he suspected, although he didn’t know for certain, that his ex-father-in-law, Superior Court Judge Andy Fowler, had put in a good word for him.

He hadn’t actively practiced law in ten years. He’d been a bartender, was still part owner of the Shamrock, and he really couldn’t expect guys who’d made a linear career of criminal law to step aside while the new guy got the hot cases.

Of course, even if he were doing murders – the fun stuff – the majority of them were NHI cases—“no humans involved.” It was a pretty apt term. Lowlifes killing each other for reasons that would be laughable – they were laughable – if they weren’t so tragic . . .

This morning, Hardy had run into Arnie Tiano and Elizabeth Pullios in the hallway, laughing so hard their sides hurt:

“. . . so this poor son of a bitch, the victim, Leon, he’s trying to get some hubcaps back on this car in the middle of the day. It’s his car. Red, you know, an old Ford. So the perp, Germaine, sees him, comes out and asks what he thinks he’s doing messing with his, Germaine’s, car, which in truth is parked around the corner. Looks a lot like Leon’s car, I guess. Same model, red and all. But Germaine is so loaded he can’t see that well, and Leon says fuck off, it’s my car, which it is. So Germaine goes inside and comes out with a gun, and Leon says, ‘What you gonna do, shoot me?’ and Germaine says, ‘Yeah,’ and pumps four shots into him.”

Pullios howls. “Get out of here!”

“Swear to God, I mean, there’s ten witnesses hanging around the curb and this guy just blows Leon away, walks back inside and takes a nap, which is what he’s doing when we get there.”

Both Arnie and Elizabeth laughing, laughing, laughing. But it beat bartending.

Not that there was anything wrong with bartending. Working behind the rail was an uncomplicated and stress-free life. He’d taken pride in the way he mixed drinks, getting along with everybody, sleepwalking.

Then suddenly it wasn’t enough. Wasn’t nearly enough. After he’d broken his routine, once trying to help the Cochrans, once trying to save his own life, he realized that he’d changed. Survival wasn’t enough. He’d fallen in love. His new wife now had a baby that he’d treat as his own even if it wasn’t.

There was a future again, not a succession of days in half a Guinness haze. It surprised him how good it felt.

The time behind the bar had begun to weigh heavily. The regulars, the pickups at the bar, the stupid Irish fights over darts or whether Jameson was better than that Protestant piss Bushmills. It was all the same ol’ same ol’, the alcohol discussions laden with a profundity that never stood the scrutiny of the next sunrise.

So it was back to the law, to a real job, to something he cared about to go with the new life he was building.

Frannie was pregnant again, too.
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The coroner’s office was in the same building Hardy worked in, on the ground floor. To wheel the gurneys in, there was easy access from the parking lot. The public could enter without being frisked, without going through the detector at the back door to the Hall of Justice.

Hardy was sitting on one of the yellow plastic chairs in the outer office. It was four-thirty and he was meeting Esme’s attorney at five in his office, so he took a break and decided to go check on the hand.

The receptionist was one of those rare marvels of civil service. Sixto was about twenty-five, wore a tie and slacks, combed his hair, spoke English politely and with some grammatical precision. A miracle.

“I don’t think they’ve found anything yet, Mr. Hardy,” he said. “It hasn’t been a good day. Mondays never are.”

“Bad weekend?”

Sixto nodded. “Two homicides. This drive-by stuff. What gets into people?” There wasn’t any answer to that and Sixto didn’t expect one. “So I doubt if they’ve gotten to anything with the hand, but I’ll keep on it, okay? I’ll let you know.”

Hardy thanked him and got up. Outside the door, in the June fog, he stopped to take in the parking lot, the freeway blocking the horizon to his right, which was starting to sound like rush hour. Walking toward him from the back door were Detective Sergeant Abe Glitsky and Chief A.D.A. Art Drysdale.

“Guys,” Hardy said, nodding.

The guys were not in good humor. Coming abreast of him, Drysdale said, “We don’t want to talk about it.”

“The hand?”

Glitsky, as big, black and mean looking as the lanky, white Drysdale seemed benign, snapped, “What hand?” He reached behind Hardy and pulled at the door.

“We’re not talking,” Drysdale said.

They were walking in the door. “That’s what I like,” Hardy said, “the free and easy flow of information, the genial give and take of ideas . . .”

The door had closed on him. Hardy stood a moment, shrugged, and went up to meet Esme’s attorney.

Aaron Jaans crossed spit-shined shoes over his well-creased pants, showing a bit of the red garter that held black socks halfway up his calf. The thought crossed Hardy’s mind that Jaans might be Esme’s pimp as well as her attorney. Hardy didn’t have any moral problems about prosecuting pimps. He hated pimps.

“I guess the basic problem here is the priors,” Hardy said. “Esme doesn’t seem to be getting the message.”

Jaans leaned onto the back legs of the chair across from Hardy’s desk. He pulled the cuff of his pants down over the distracting garter. The lawyer had a broad, elastic, dark black face, high forehead, aquiline nose, straight hair starting to go a little gray. There was still a trace of a rogue British accent from somewhere.

“She’s a working girl, Mr. Hardy, and you and I both know that you can arrest her every other day and she’s still going to go on the street when she’s out.”

“Not if she’s in jail she won’t.”

Jaans rolled his eyes, but quickly, deciding against too much histrionics. “In jail?”

“We’ve got felony grand theft here. Four hundred and sixteen dollars. That’s jail.”

Jaans leaned forward again, elbows on his knees. “Mr. Hardy, you and I know that no judge wants this kind of rap going to trial. Clogs the docket horrible. It also ties up your vice witness for the better part of a day or two, gets him off the street and what good is he doing? You start taking all these people to trial . . . well, you know this as well as I do.”

Hardy was getting a little tired of the civics lesson. He shuffled the folder in front of him, pretended to be reading. “The offer,” he said, “is felony probation, ninety days in jail or a five-thousand-dollar fine.”

“Are you serious?”

Hardy nodded. “Yep.”

“Is there some new policy going down?”

Hardy shook his head.

“Where’s my client going to get five thousand dollars? Do you think she’s going to go out and get a job typing somewhere? Managing a McDonald’s? She won’t do that. She has no skills, Mr. Hardy. You know what she’ll do, don’t you? She’ll have to be on her back for a month to make that kind of money. Do you want that?”

“I’m sure her pimp could get her that money in two and a half seconds. But she’s not talking about her pimp. She say she doesn’t have a pimp. So, I ask myself, how can we get a handle on this pimp, close up his shop?”

Jaans took a breath. “You know, Mr. Hardy, some of these pimps are not nice men, I grant you, but they do provide protection for their girls, abortions if they need them, that kind of thing.”

“They’re keeping their assets productive, that’s all. Simple business.”

“You know how long a lone girl on the street is going to last?”

“You’re telling me that pimps are solid citizens, is that it?”

Jaans turned his palms up. “They provide a service.”

Hardy leaned forward, fingers laced, elbows on his desk. “What they do, Mr. Jaans, what pimps do,” he paused, “as you and I both know, is take these ignorant, poor, sad, really helpless women and keep them degraded, stoned, and on their backs until their looks go at twenty-five. After which their life span, due to needles and disease and just generally getting the shit beaten out of them, is about six months.” Hardy took a breath, calming himself down. “So maybe this five thousand will make Esme decide to give up her pimp, and then maybe I can have a little fun.”

Jaans nodded. He uncrossed his legs, stood up and reached his hand over the desk. Hardy, surprised, got up himself, hesitated, then decided to take it. “I’ll convey your offer to my client,” Jaans said.

He stopped at the door, turned, raised a finger to make a point, then decided against it and disappeared into the hallway.

Lou the Greek’s was a restaurant and watering hole for cops and D.A.’s across the street from the Hall of Justice. Lou was married to a Chinese woman who did the cooking,so the place served an eclectic menu of egg rolls, chow mien, shaslik, rice pilaf, hot and sour soup, baklava and fortune cookies. Occasionally Lou’s special would be something like Kung Pao pita pockets or pot-sticker kabobs.

There were two bars, standing room only, at the front and back walls. Now, at five-thirty, the din was ferocious. An arm-wrestling contest was going on in the center of the room, twenty or thirty cops screaming, trying to get their bets in.

Drysdale and Glitsky huddled over an ancient Pong machine by the back door. Hardy pushed his way through the crowd. Drysdale was ahead, eight to six. Neither of the men looked up.

“Boo,” Hardy said.

Glitsky looked up for an instant, but it was long enough for the blip to get by him. “Damn.”

“Nine six,” Drysdale said. “Gotta pay attention.”

“Just play,” Glitsky growled.

Hardy watched the blip move back and forth. Both of these guys were good, playing at the master level, and the blip really moved. Hardy went to the bar, elbowed his way in and ordered a pint of cranberry juice, lots of ice.

Back at the Pong game, Glitsky glowered in defeat. Drysdale sat back in his chair, legs crossed, savoring a beer. Hardy squatted, checking out the final score of eleven to six. “You owe me five bucks,” Glitsky told him.

Drysdale sipped his beer. “He never beats me anyway. I wouldn’t pay him.”

“Can we talk about the hand?”

Hardy looked at Drysdale. “What hand, he says.”

Drysdale ran it down for Abe, who had spent the day interviewing family members of a murdered old man. The hand wasn’t the most compelling item of the day for him.

“So who is it?” Glitsky asked when he’d finished.

Drysdale shrugged. “Some guy,” he said. Then, to Hardy, “What’s to talk about?”

“How about if he was killed?”

“How about it?”

“You think he was killed?” Glitsky asked.

“I think he’s dead at least. How he got that way I don’t know. I wondered if you’d heard anything.”

“I heard a good new song the other day,” Glitsky said.

Hardy turned to Drysdale. “I thought the coroner might have come up with something.”

Drysdale frowned. “I doubt he’s even looked at it.”

“It sounded like Garth Brooks, but it could have been Merle Haggard. A lot of these country guys sound the same to me.”

Hardy chewed some ice. “Yeah, well, if it does turn out to be a homicide, I wouldn’t mind drawing the case.”

“Homicide’s a pretty long shot,” Drysdale said. “Guy might have drowned, anything.”

“I know. I just wanted to put the word in.”

Drysdale thought about the proposal. “You haven’t had a murder yet, have you, Diz?”

Hardy shook his head. “Not close.”

“It could have been Randy Travis, though,” Glitsky said. “Sometimes when he sings low he sounds a little like the Hag.”

Drysdale appeared to think hard a minute. Glitsky was humming the first few bars of his song. Finally Drysdale looked at the last inch of beer in his glass and finished it off. “Sounds fair,” he said to Hardy. “You found it. If it’s a murder, it’s your case.”

Glitsky stopped humming. “Hardy makes the big time,” he said, reining in his natural enthusiasm.

Hardy fished in his pocket and dropped a couple of quarters into the console in front of him. “Have another game,” he said to Drysdale, “and this time let him win.”

Hardy sat on the Navajo rug on the floor of his living room, way up at the front of the house. His adopted daughter, Rebecca, was in his lap, her tiny hand picking at the buttons of his shirt. In the fireplace, some oak burned. Outside, the cocoon of fog that wrapped the house was darkening by degrees. Up in the kitchen, he heard Frannie humming, doing the dishes from their dinner.

The room, like the rest of the house, had changed with Frannie’s arrival. Previously, Hardy had lived almost exclusively in his back rooms – the kitchen, his bedroom, the office. His house was in the old Victorian “railroad” style, living room up front, a dining room, then a small utility room, all of which opened to the right off a long hallway that ended at the kitchen.

While Hardy had designed and built the back room for Rebecca, Frannie had painted and redecorated the front rooms, brightening them up in white with dusty rose accents. Hardy’s nautical theme pieces, such as they were, were banished to his office. Now, on the mantel in place of the dusty old blowfish, was an exquisite caravan of Venetian blown-glass elephants. A framed da Vinci poster, a study of horses, graced the wall to the left of the fireplace. On the right, Frannie had filled the built-in bookshelves with hardcovers from Hardy’s office – Barbara Tuchman, Hardy’s complete Wambaugh collection, most of Steinbeck, Márquez, Jack London. Four new lamps filled the corners with light.

Hardy took it all in – the plants, the dark sheen of the cherry dining-room furniture, his baby girl. It seemed nearly impossible to him that all of this was so comfortable now, so right. Frannie came through the dining room and stood leaning against the doorpost. Her long red hair glinted in the light from the fire. She wore jeans and a Stanford sweatshirt, white Reeboks.

“You were so quiet,” she said.

Hardy rested a flat palm against Rebecca’s stomach, feeling the heart pumping. “I don’t think I was home once this time of night when I was bartending.”

“You miss it?”

“Bartending?” He shook his head. “No. It’s funny. I used to think I was addicted to it – you know, the noise and the action. Now I’m sitting here, the fire pops and that’s plenty.”

She came over and sat down Indian-style across from him. She ran a finger up her daughter’s leg, left her hand there. “Aren’t you tired? Did you sleep at all last night?”

Hardy shrugged. “As Mr. Zevon says, I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”

Frannie didn’t like hearing that. Rebecca’s biological father, Eddie Cochran – Frannie’s husband – had been killed just about a year ago.

Hardy sensed it. He put his hand over hers. “In truth, I am severely fatigued.”

As Frannie got up to pull the curtains over the bay window, the doorbell rang. “We don’t want any,” Hardy said.

“I know.” Frannie went to the door.

Jeff Elliot knew news when he saw it, and if a human hand turning up in a shark’s belly didn’t deserve more than a graph on the back page, he’d eat his press card.

He knew that a good percentage of all the great stories – Watergate, Lincoln Savings, Pete Rose – had begun as tiny drops in the vast pool of information that came to a paper every day. And what made those drops congeal to a trickle that became a flood had been the reporters who viewed the news as their canvas. News happened, sure, but what made the news a story was what excited him. You couldn’t make things up, but you could manufacture interest, an angle, a hook. That’s what made a good reporter. And Jeff knew he had the gift – his bosses just hadn’t seen it yet.

So things weren’t moving as quickly for him as he’d hoped. In college in Wisconsin, he’d been the editor of the paper, then three years at the Akron Clarion, and finally his big break, the San Francisco Chronicle. But now he’d been on the coast for seven months, and he was amazed that even here in the big city, so little came in via the police incidence reports – the IRs – that was even remotely sexy.

And that’s what he’d been doing – the lowest dog work, checking over the IRs, looking for a lead, a grabber, a story. And then, today, finally, the hand.

He balanced his crutches against the doorway to ring the bell. Almost immediately, the door opened to a very pretty redhaired woman in a Stanford sweatshirt. The house smelled of oak and baking bread. He gave his little waif grin.

“I’m sorry to bother you,” he said, “but is this where Dismas Hardy lives? I’m Jeff Elliot with the Chronicle  and I’d just like to ask him a few questions.”

“It’s interesting you should ask that,” Hardy said. “It came up just today downtown.”

“What came up, the homicide question?”

They’d moved into the dining room, and Frannie had poured a black and tan – Guinness and ale in two layers – for her husband. The reporter, really not much more than a kid with a pair of bad legs, had a cup of coffee. Frannie, pregnant, had a glass of water and sat quietly nursing Rebecca, listening.

“Well, the odds are good that whoever it is, he’s probably recently dead. It could be a straight drowning, but we had to consider the fact that somebody killed this guy and dumped him in the ocean.”

The reporter had his dictaphone on the table between them.

“But,” Hardy said, “we’re still a long way from knowing that. I don’t believe the coroner’s even had a chance to examine the thing yet. At least he hadn’t by the time I left the office.”

“Is that normal?”

“Well, if there was a body to go with it, he’d have done something I’m sure. But we haven’t got anything from Missing Persons, at least not yet. They’re checking other jurisdictions, I’m sure.” Hardy shrugged. “It’s a process, that’s all. They’ll get to it.”

Frannie finished nursing and went to the back of the house to put down the sleeping infant. When she got back, Dismas had finished his beer and she could tell by his look that he was fading. He hadn’t slept, after all, in two days.

They were talking about Pico Morales pulling out the hand, back at the Aquarium. Frannie went around behind Dismas, massaged his shoulders and cleared her throat. “I’m afraid this news conference has come to an end. I’ve got a tired man here who’s too macho to admit it.”

“Oh gosh!” Jeff Elliot looked at his watch, flicked off the tape machine. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to keep you. I’ve got to get this story written and filed, anyway.”

“I’m afraid it’s not much new as a story.”

“I don’t know. I’ve just got a feeling about this one. It’s somebody’s hand, for gosh sake.”

Hardy nodded. “You got a card? I’ll let you know if we find something.”
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D.A. CALLS MYSTERY HAND A HOMICIDE 
by Jeffrey Elliot  
Chronicle Staff Writer

An assistant district attorney conceded last night that the grisly find on Sunday of a human hand wearing a jade ring was a homicide.

The hand was discovered in the stomach of a great white shark – the same animal featured in the movie Jaws – that had been delivered alive to the Steinhart Aquarium over the weekend.

Assistant District Attorney Dismas Hardy, who coincidentally had been present at the aquarium when the hand was discovered, said the D.A.’s office was looking into the matter. “Somebody killed this guy and dumped him in the ocean,” Hardy said.

To date, there are no leads on the victim’s identity. Hardy acknowledged that authorities were checking with other jurisdictions in the area.

Although the coroner has not yet performed any tests on the hand, Hardy appeared confident that the victim would soon be identified and an investigation into the probable murder begun.

“It’s a process,” Hardy said. “They’ll get there.”

Christopher Locke was fifty-two years old and the first African-American ever elected district attorney of the City and County of San Francisco. Locke thought his job essentially took place in the rarefied air of policy. He lobbied hard for the death penalty, for example. He determined whether there would be a crackdown on graffiti prosecutions, on gay bashing in the Mission district; he worked with the police department on coordinating the work of the Gang Task Force. He went to a lot of lunches, spoke both inside the city and around the state on issues involving law enforcement.

Locke’s longtime ally and best friend (to the extent it was possible to have one) was Art Drysdale, with whom he entrusted much of the day-to-day running of the office. Art was fair and firm, too outspoken to be a political rival, a good administrator and even better lawyer. The last thing Locke had time for, or wanted to do, was interact with his junior staff.

But here he was this Tuesday morning awaiting the arrival of Dismas Hardy, four months in the office. Hardy’s file lay next to the Chronicle, open on his desk in front of him.

It didn’t seem to Locke to be much of an article, but it had evidently been enough to prompt a call from some homicide lieutenant to the police chief himself, Dan Rigby, who in turn had deemed it important enough to call Locke at home before he’d had his coffee. Then, fifteen minutes later, he’d gotten another call from John Strout, the coroner, asking what the hell this homicide business was all about.

Drysdale had thought he’d just run down and tell Hardy to button it, but Locke had promised Rigby he’d handle the matter personally, so here he was.

Dorothy buzzed, and a minute later Hardy let himself through the door. Locke remembered him from when he’d welcomed him to the office – a formality about which Locke was punctilious. At the time, Locke had briefly wondered how Drysdale had found an opening on the staff for a male Caucasian.

Hardy wasn’t a kid by any means. This was his second time around with the D.A. He should know better.

“Don’t sit down, Hardy. This won’t take long.” Locke busied himself for a moment with Hardy’s file. Without looking up, he said, “I notice you’ve got seventeen specially assigned prelims” – preliminary hearings—“you’re supposed to be prosecuting.”

“Yes, sir, that’s about right.”

“That’s exactly right, according to your file. Am I missing something?”

“I hadn’t counted them.”

“Perhaps prelim work isn’t worthy of your time.”

Hardy stood in the classic at-ease position. “This is about the article.” It wasn’t a question.

“That’s right. It’s about the article.”

“The quote was out of context.”

“It happens all the time. I’m wondering why you found it proper to be discussing this matter with the press at all.”

“I found the hand. I thought the reporter was going for something a little more human interest.”

“It doesn’t appear he was. It appears you got yourself sandbagged.”

“Yes, sir, it does.”

“So I’ve instructed Mr. Drysdale to send a little more prelim work your way. The way we do it, we like to have our attorneys work on the cases they get assigned, is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And Mr. Drysdale will be doing the assigning.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And it would be good policy and a good habit to acquire if you prefaced any remarks you ever make to a reporter with the words ‘This is off the record.’ Understood?”

Hardy nodded and agreed until he was dismissed.

Though Hardy didn’t like him, Aaron Jaans was a decent, even well-respected, attorney. In response to what he considered Hardy’s outrageous offer he had requested that they talk to a judge in superior court rather than municipal court, before there was even a preliminary hearing to determine whether Hardy’s offer would be made to stick. As a courtesy, Hardy had complied with the request.

Now they were in Judge Andy Fowler’s courtroom and Esme Aiella stood before the bench, next to Aaron Jaans. She was wearing a skin-tight blue tube that began an inch above her nipples and ended four inches below her crotch. Her hair had been straightened and dyed a shade of red that did not occur in nature.

“Ms. Aiella,” the judge was saying, “the facts of this case seem to speak for themselves, but before I make any ruling whatever, I want to hear from you that you are not interested in reducing grand theft, the charge against you, from a felony to a misdemeanor.”

Esme stood silent, her hand to her mouth.

“Ms. Aiella!”

“I don’t believe you asked her a question, Your Honor.”

Fowler glared at Aaron Jaans, threw a glance at Dismas Hardy, who was standing to Jaans’s right, then spoke again, looking directly at Esme. “Ms. Aiella, the court directs you to speak up. Can you hear me clearly?”

The woman nodded.

“Would you please use words? Can you hear me clearly?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your Honor, my client—”

Fowler held up his palm. “Mr. Jaans, I am speaking to your client directly, is that clear?” Without waiting for a response, the judge continued. “Now, Ms. Aiella, you are in a bad situation here. I must tell you that the charge of grand theft is very serious. If you are convicted, there will not just be a fine, there is the possibility – the very real possibility – of going to prison. Do you understand?”

The hand came away from her mouth. “Yes, sir.”

“Do you care about that?”

She shrugged. “It don’t matter.”

“Going to prison doesn’t matter?”

Esme shrugged again.

Fowler looked over at Hardy. Clearly, it didn’t matter. Lecturing, arguing or threatening wasn’t going to make any difference. The judge’s eyes roamed the back of the courtroom for a moment, then he brought down his gavel. He indicated that Hardy follow him to his chambers. “The court will take a brief recess.”

“There’s no hope,” the judge said. It was a statement so atypical of Andrew Bryan Fowler that Hardy couldn’t immediately reply. There was nothing about the judge that suggested he could ever think there was no hope. He looked, as always, terrific. His thick black hair was peppered with enough gray to suggest wisdom, but not at the expense of advanced age. As a teenager he’d modeled for the Sears catalog, and his tanned face still had those fine all-American lines. His gray-blue eyes were penetrating, chin strong, teeth perfect, nose straight.

Andy’s handmade blue dress shirt was wrinkle-free, even under his robes, and the gold cuff links customized with his initials, ABF, provided just the right tone for a judge.

The cuff links were often visible as Fowler sat on the bench, his fingers templed at his lips, listening to an argument he would later recall nearly verbatim. The cuff links added to what the Romans had called gravitas – the nearly indescribable quality that rendered a man’s acts and judgments significant. On the bench, His Honor Andy Fowler possessed gravitas in spades.

Here, in his chambers or at home, it was different, but not so very different. Hardy hung out around the house in jeans and a sweatshirt – in his bartending days, he’d been happy in tennis shoes, old corduroys, t-shirts. Even now, in one of his three new suits, Hardy was aware of the knot of his tie at his Adam’s apple. Andy, by contrast, would arrive at a Sunday barbeque in pressed khakis, tasseled cordovan loafers, dress shirt and blazer, sometimes with a tie. When Andy played tennis, which he did well and often at the Olympic Club, he wore whites. Hardy guessed he slept in tailored pajamas and wore a bathrobe and slippers to have his coffee alone in his kitchen.

Hardy picked the paperweight off the desk. It was a strange and beautiful piece of light green jade, nearly translucent, oddly shaped, with sea birds and whales etched in light relief on the highly polished surface.

Fowler was hanging his robe in the corner. He turned around. “I don’t like to do this to you, but even without this girl’s cooperation, we’re not going with felony grand theft on this.”

“We’re not? Why not?”

“Because this kind of entrapment will not wash in my department, Diz. Chris Locke knows this. Art Drysdale knows it. I don’t know why they keep sending these turkeys up here to Superior Court.”

The judge was getting to be infamous around the Hall for his views on entrapment. His popularity, once very high, had suffered for it, but he was opposed to putting people away for crimes he thought they wouldn’t have committed without a push from the police.

“The woman,” he said, “picks up a john in Union Square and they go to his hotel room. The television set in the room is, surprise, really a video camera, and when our boy goes out of the room to the bathroom, we get a lovely picture of Esme Aiella taking his wallet, which happens to contain just enough American dollars to constitute what the law calls grand theft.” He shook his head in disgust. “Because I like you, I run a bluff like I just did. Who knows? Maybe she’ll give up her pimp. But she’s not going to give up her pimp – there’s no way. So now this goes back to what it is – a misdemeanor prostitution that should not take up time in my courtroom.”

“She did steal the money, Andy.”

“Diz, they all steal. Why do you think prostitution’s illegal in the first place?”

“So we just fine her and forget it?”

Fowler’s shoulders sagged. “Every single day of the year we fine ’em and forget ’em. There’s just no hope,” he repeated.

The heft and balance of the paperweight felt incredibly good. Hardy sat down with it, passing it back and forth in his hands. The judge walked to one of the two windows behind his desk and crossed his hands behind his back.

Hardy got up, put the paperweight back in its spot and went and stood next to the man who’d been his father-in-law for five years. “Andy, are you all right?”

The judge sighed. “Sure, I’m fine.” He flicked his smile back on. “See?”

Fowler didn’t talk about there being no hope, but if he didn’t want to talk at the moment, Hardy wasn’t going to push it. “So what about next time with Esme Aiella? Don’t we ever get the hammer?”

The judge stared at nothing out his grimy window. “Cure her, you mean?” His laugh was more a bitter snort. Fowler parted the shades of his window as if looking for something. Not seeing it, he moved back to his desk, into his red leather chair. “A girl like Esme, all the girls like Esme, they’re turning tricks because nothing matters anyway. Their pimp is their father. He beats them and sleeps with them.”

“You think Esme’s father was sleeping with her?”

Fowler reached for the paperweight now himself, nodding. “Or her brother, or uncle, or all of the above. Women in the trade, they were broken in at home. And on the flip side, if their daddy was screwing them, even if they don’t go into it full-time, they’ll turn a trick or two. It’s cheap psychology, but it’s in every profile.”

Hardy knew it was true. He remembered the interview he’d read where some reporter had asked a prostitute whether she had been abused as a child. And the woman had laughed. That was her response – laughter that the guy could be so dumb as to even ask that question. “Honey,” she’d replied, “not ‘abused.’ Fucked, hit, messed with, and that’s everybody I know. Every single girl in the trade.”

“So there’s no hope,” Hardy said.

“I wouldn’t hold my breath.” The judge absently cupped the paperweight in his hand, bouncing it with a dull thump on the desktop.

A minute had passed. Fowler continued to tap the paperweight against the desk. Then, as if they’d been talking about it all along, he said, “Yeah, something’s eating me, I suppose.” He put the jade down, swiveled in his chair. “I’m not myself, Diz. I feel like an old clock who’s run out of spring.”

“How long’s it been since you’ve had a vacation?”

Fowler snorted. “A real vacation? A year ago August. But I just spent last weekend in the Sierras, put some miles on the hiking boots, didn’t see a soul.” Fowler put the paperweight down. “Here I am back in civilization and it doesn’t seem to have helped a bit.”

Hardy nodded. “Couple of years ago, I was feeling the same way, so I went on the wagon and flew down to Cabo for two weeks.”

“Did that make you feel better?”

“Not at all.”

Fowler smiled. “Well, that’s a big help. Thanks.”

“It did pass, though. Other stuff came up.”

“Yeah, I know. The problem is, life keeps going on while you’re waiting for that other stuff.” Suddenly, almost with a jolt, the judge straightened up. “Oh, listen to me. A little case of the blues and His Honor becomes maudlin.”

“His Honor’s allowed to get down just like anybody else. You getting out at all? Having any fun? Want to come over and see my new family, have some dinner?”

“I don’t think so, Diz, but thanks. I’d keep seeing you with Jane, thinking about what might have been.” Hardy’s first marriage, to the judge’s daughter, had ended in divorce. “If you want to play some squash though, I’d be happy to whip you at the Olympic.” Fowler was up now, going back to his robes.

Hardy reached over and picked up the paperweight again. “Deal,” he said. Then, “Where’d you get this thing?”

Fowler turned. “What—?” But seeing what, his face darkened, uncontrolled for a second. “Why don’t you take it?” he said.

Hardy went to put it down. “No, I can’t—”

“Diz, take the damn thing. Put it in your pocket. I don’t want to see it anymore.”

“Andy—”

“Come on, Diz, let’s pack it up. I’ve got a courtroom waiting for my august presence.” He brushed by in a swish of robes. Stopping at the door, he held it open for Hardy. “I’ll call you when I get a court. For squash.”

True to his word, Locke saw that Hardy got more prelims. Five new special assignments were in his box when he got back from court. He sighed, pulled the paperweight from his pocket and picked up the telephone. The files could wait.

Jane Fowler worked as a buyer for I. Magnin. She was getting ready to go out to lunch, but she took his call. He hadn’t talked to her since his marriage to Frannie – which he thought was understandable. The idea of platonic friendship with an ex-spouse made them both uncomfortable, and the last time they’d seen each other, before Hardy and Frannie had gotten engaged, they slept together, which also didn’t make things easier.

Hardy and Jane had loved each other for several years. They had had a lot of good times, then had endured the death of their son together. But after that, Hardy had lost faith in everything, and if a marriage needed anything, it was faith.

So they’d gotten divorced. Then, after nearly a decade’s separation, they’d reconnected for a few months, long enough for them both to realize that another try at marriage wouldn’t work. They wanted different things out of life now, and if they were still attracted to one another, Hardy thought it would be bad luck to confuse that with what he had with Frannie.

Jane sounded as she always did – refined and composed. Shades of her father.

“I’m glad you called,” she said. “I’ve missed you. It’s okay to miss you a little, isn’t it? Are you all right? Is everything okay?”

Hardy laughed. “I’m fine, Jane. Everything’s peachy with me, but I just got out of a meeting with your dad. Have you seen him recently?”

“I know,” she said. “I almost called you about it last week, but I didn’t know how you’d feel about that. I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

“You can call me, Jane. What’s going on with Andy?”

“I don’t really know. I’m really a little worried. He asked me over to his house for dinner last week and he was so distracted or depressed. Slower. I thought maybe he was just showing his age finally.”

“He wasn’t any slower from the bench. It was only back in chambers, on his own time.”

“I thought he might have had a small stroke or something.”

“Did you ask him?”

Jane laughed. “You know Daddy. The Great Deny-er. He’s picking at his food, hardly talking, and I ask him if he’s all right, and of course he’s just fine, couldn’t be better. And then he got drunk.”

“Andy got drunk?”

“You remember the time you and Moses drank a watermelon full of gin? The answer is no, you don’t remember anything about it.”

“I remember the hangover.”

“Okay, that, but up till the last time I saw Daddy, I’d never seen anybody so drunk since then.”

Hardy whistled. The watermelon drunk had become part of Moses and Hardy lore. If Andy Fowler had gotten that drunk, he was not himself. Something was seriously wrong.

“Did he give you any idea what was bothering him?”

“No. He just said he deserved a little fun in his life. What was the matter with a judge being human too? Then he started drinking cognac, talking about Mom and when I was a baby and all the decisions he’d made not to have fun while he got to be a lawyer and a judge and now his life was almost over . . . Anyway, finally he just got all slurry and I put him to bed.” The line was silent for a second. “I’m glad you noticed something, too. It wasn’t just me.”

“No. I don’t think it was just you. Anyway, I’m here to help if something comes up. Just so you know. Maybe I’ll play some squash with him, feel him out a little.”

There was another pause. “Thanks for calling,” she said. “We’re still friends?”

“We’re still friends. We’re always friends, Jane.”

After they hung up, Hardy took the jade paperweight out of his pocket and put it on his desk. Why would Andy have just given him – hell, not just given, demanded he take – such a beautiful piece?

Well, enough about Andy Fowler, he thought. Time to go to work. He reached for the new case folders and pulled them in front of him. He opened the first one – a DUI, driving under the influence, the influence in this case being alcohol. Eleventh offense. Level of point nine, which last year wasn’t illegal. Hardy closed the file, squared the small stack on the middle of his desk, put the paperweight on top of it and decided to go to lunch.
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Art Drysdale was juggling baseballs in his office. In his youth, he’d played a couple of weeks as a utility man for the San Francisco Giants, capping a five-year career in professional baseball before turning to the law. Now he coached a Police Athletic League teenage baseball team and played a little B-League men’s softball at night.

He liked juggling. He could do it blindfolded if he had to. It also tended to disarm anyone watching him, such as Dismas Hardy, who was standing in the doorway in the early afternoon.

“Pretty great stuff you threw me there,” Hardy said. “There’s even one guy who might have done something wrong, as opposed to illegal.”

Art kept juggling, not looking at the balls. “Illegal is wrong. D.A.’s Handbook, Chapter One.”

“I like the woman who didn’t use her pooper scooper. We ought to really throw the book at her.”

“Doggy doo on the street.” Drysdale gathered the balls in, held them in one huge hand. “Heck of a nuisance. We’ve got to enforce those leash laws. Next thing you know packs of wild hounds are destroying our society.”

Hardy came in and sat down. “But seriously, Art—”

“No, but seriously, Diz.” He moved forward in his chair. “You are not making friends here. Friends is how we like to do it. I scratch your back, you scratch mine. It’s a big office, what with the police and the D.A. and the coroner all here in one big happy building. Now, in one swell foop you have pissed off Rigby, Strout and Locke. This is not good politics.”

“Politics is not—”

Drysdale held up a hand and three baseballs. “I know you’ve been out of the desk-job environment a while now, but any office, I don’t care where, call it what you want, there is politics. Cooperation gets things done. You alienate the chiefs of three departments, I guaran-goddamn-tee you, you will not have job satisfaction.”

“I don’t suppose it matters that everything the reporter said was taken out of context?”

“Oh, that matters. You still got your job, so it matters that much. But it’s close. I’d go mend some fences if I were you. Work hard, impress people with your enthusiasm to get convictions on your cases, like that.”

Hardy stood up. “This gives a whole new meaning to helping clean up the streets, you know.”

Drysdale allowed himself a smile. “Maybe the hand’ll turn into something.” The baseballs flew back up into the air.

Hardy stopped in the doorway. “Maybe the hand’ll turn into something.”

Drysdale nodded, his attention split at best. “Could happen,” he said. “Could happen.”

At four o’clock, Hardy called it quits and went over to Lou the Greek’s.

It had been a long afternoon. John Strout, the coroner, was a courtly Southern gentleman who accepted Hardy’s apology with apparent sincerity, although Sixto’s clipped and formal greeting at the desk indicated there had been some harsh feelings earlier in the day.

The chief of police, John Rigby, wasn’t available, so Hardy scheduled an appointment with him for the next afternoon. The police sergeant who served as Rigby’s secretary took the opportunity to gently remind Hardy that homicides were usually determined by police work, after which they were passed up to the D.A.’s office.

Hardy tried to cheer himself with the argument that he had very quickly passed through the just-another-face-in-the-crowd stage at work. Everyone in the building seemed to know who he was. It wasn’t much consolation.

He wrote a memo to Locke that he threw in the wastebasket. There wasn’t any fence to mend with Locke. He figured he’d either get a good conviction record and move up, or not get one and move out. There was a fine line between kissing ass and mending fences.

At Lou’s, Hardy sat alone at the bar, spinning the jade paperweight. He was nursing a black and tan when a tall, very attractive woman pulled up the stool next to him. Hardy had never spoken to her before, but he knew who she was. She put a hand on his shoulder, leaned close and told him not to let the bastards get him down.

He dropped the jade into his pocket as she flashed him a mouthful of teeth and extended the hand that had been on his shoulder. “Elizabeth Pullios. You’re Dismas Hardy.”

“Guilty.” Hardy took the warm, firm hand. “Which seems to be today’s magic word.”

Pullios might not be the best-looking woman in the D.A.’s office, Hardy thought, but she thought she was and so occasionally really could be. Perhaps five foot eight, with shoulder-length chestnut hair that shone even in the dim light at Lou’s, she had a big nose, a generous mouth, deep-set eyes and high cheekbones. She wore a brush of tasteful makeup, just enough to set off the angles and highlight the eyes.

“Guilty is every day’s magic word,” she said. She signaled Lou behind the bar for a drink, then came back to Hardy. “Ruffled the brass feathers, huh? Art told me about it.”

“Art told me about it, too.”

“You get reamed?”

Hardy managed a wry smile. “I can still sit down. But I think I’ll pass on talking to reporters for a while.”

“No, don’t,” she said. Her drink arrived, a double Scotch mist from the looks of it, and she drank half of it in a gulp. “Don’t stop talking to anybody. They’re just trying to bust your balls. Talk to anybody you can use.”

“Who’s trying to bust my balls?”

“Locke and Art. You’re new and that’s what they do. Find out what you’re made of. They play the bureaucrat game ’cause it’s their control mechanism. Which sometimes is good for some people, but if you want some kick-ass cases, don’t let ’em stop you. If you’re good in front of a jury, everything’s forgiven, believe me.”

It was coming back to Hardy, the story on Elizabeth Pullios. She was known as a ballbreaker in her own right. She delighted in prosecuting – did it with a singular passion. It was said, more than half truthfully, that she favored the death penalty for car theft, pick-pocketing, purse-snatching. She had been married during her first few years as a D.A. to a guy in the office, and when he accepted a better job in private practice on the defense side, she had divorced him. She couldn’t live with a defense attorney, she said. They were the scum of the earth – worse, almost, than defendants.

Now the word was she’d have you if you were good enough.

So Hardy was forewarned. He figured he could talk to her safely enough. He was, after all, in love with Frannie. “I’m afraid this reporter Elliot kind of used me instead of vice versa,” he said.

She shrugged that off. “Look, that’s what reporters do. But they also can keep a case hot. A lot of us have been known to leak stuff – just don’t let your name out.”

“That message was pretty clear.”

Pullios finished her drink and signaled Lou again. “Buy you another?” she asked.

Hardy wasn’t half through his first, but an old-hand bartender like himself could nurse a couple of brews along for as long as he needed. “Did Art ask you to talk to me?”

“No, but he told me you were frustrated about your work. I put a little together and I hate to see new guys get shafted. It’s bad for all of us.” The round of drinks came. Hardy and Pullios clicked glasses. “To the good guys,” she said. “That’s us, Hardy, remember that. That’s always us.”

Hardy was out of Lou’s before five. There was a steady cool breeze coming off the Bay and it threw some grit up into his face and eyes as he walked down the alley next to the Hall of Justice.

Detective Sergeant Abraham Glitsky was sitting on the hood of Hardy’s Suzuki Samurai. “If you’re going home I could use a drop-off,” he said. “My city-owned vehicle is once again on the blink. Why is there never enough money to keep things working?”

“I’ve got a better one – what accounts for your jolly high spirits lately?”

Glitsky slid off the car, letting out a breath. “I know,” he said. Hardy passed by him and unlocked the passenger door. “Too many dead guys, I guess. You go see enough bodies a day, you smile less. It’s a proven fact.”

It brought Hardy up short. His desire to get interesting cases – murders – tended in some way to reduce their horror, especially after his chat with Elizabeth Pullios. But most of the time on his job he was in “suspect” mode, where he had a perpetrator he was trying to convict. It was easy to forget that half of Glitsky’s job was concerned with victims – families, friends, mourning.

Hardy got in his seat and started the engine. Glitsky shook his head. “One of the weekend drive-bys was a kid about Isaac’s age.” Isaac was the eldest of Glitsky’s three children, a twelve-year-old. “Even looked a little like him, except for the hole in his forehead.”

Even after a few months on the job, Hardy hadn’t developed a taste for cop humor. He didn’t know if he wanted to – it rarely made anyone laugh.

They rode in silence for a minute, heading west into the sun. Finally, Hardy said, “I’m waiting.”

“For what?”

“Your two cents’ worth.”

Glitsky squinted into the sunset. “And I’d love to give it, as I know you’re often in need of my counsel and advice. But I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”

“The hand being a homicide.”

“That was you, huh? I was afraid it was you.”

“You didn’t see it?”

Glitsky shook his head. “I didn’t get to the paper today. But some guys were talking about this jerkoff D.A.”

“Yeah. That was me.”

“Well, look at the bright side like I always do. Maybe it was a homicide, maybe you’ll get the case, win it, get a big conviction, become D.A., run for governor, win that—”

“Here’s your stop,” Hardy said. “You need a lift in the morning?”

“I’ll bet it’s a woman,” Frannie said.

“Not Andy Fowler.”

“You wait and see. It’s a woman. The paperweight was a gift from a woman that he isn’t seeing anymore. She broke up with him and suddenly he couldn’t bear to see it anymore. It reminded him too much of her and she’d broken his heart.”

“I knew I shouldn’t let you stay home all day. You’ve gotten addicted to the soaps, haven’t you?”

“Dismas.”

“My finely honed prosecutorial skills have wheedled the truth from you at last.”

“Jesus,” Frannie said, “I have never watched a soap opera in my life and you know it.”

“I’m not so sure anymore,” Hardy said. “The soaring language—‘Andy couldn’t bear it. She’d broken his heart.’ And all that from a piece of jade.” He looked across the table at his wife. Her green eyes looked nearly black in the candlelight.

They were in the dining room, finishing up a meal of filet mignon with béarnaise sauce, new potatoes, and string beans that Frannie had cooked in olive oil and garlic. Hardy was half through a bottle of good California cabernet.

“Okay, Sherlock, but I’ve known Andy for fifteen years, and he doesn’t have girlfriends.”

“That you have known about.”

“You’d think I would have gotten some inkling once or twice.”

“Maybe he just keeps that separate. Especially from Jane. Maybe Jane would be hurt.”

“Why would Jane be hurt?”

“I don’t know. Her mother’s memory.”

Hardy shook his head. “Not after all this time. I’m sure she’d want her dad to have some love life.”

“I’m not so sure of that. Maybe he just thinks it’s better to be discreet. I mean, he is a public figure. If he went through a succession of women . . .”

“Now it’s a succession. The guy didn’t keep a harem, Frannie.”

“He might have. How would you know?”

“I know him.”

Frannie smiled. “You wait.”

Hardy moved the last morsel of his rare filet around in the remainder of the sauce. “I’ll wait,” he said. “This is very bad for my cholesterol, you know.”

“I notice you’re struggling with it. How did Jane sound?”

Hardy swallowed his food, took a sip of wine. “Jane was all right.” He reached across and covered Frannie’s hand with his own. “Jane’s okay, and we don’t have any secrets, you and me, right?”

“Right.”

“Come around here.”

She pulled away, still smiling. “No.”

“Would you please come around here?” Hardy pushed his chair back, and Frannie came around the table and sat on his lap.

“Since you asked so nice,” she said. She put her arms around his neck and kissed him thoroughly for the better part of a minute.

Hardy stood up, carrying her, and walked through the kitchen into the bedroom.




7

The Chronicle building was at Fifth and Mission, about six blocks from the Hall of Justice. Hardy walked through the morning fog, which did a lot more than chill the air, and while Tony Bennett might not care, he was probably one of the very few who didn’t. Hardy gave away a few bucks in change to some homeless people who sat against the buildings on Third, wrapped in newspapers or old blankets, shivering. By the time he got to the Chronicle,  his bones felt brittle and old.

Jeff Elliot anchored one of the newer desks in a cavernous room that smelled like an old school. His crutches were propped against the desk, all too visible. Propped as in prop, Hardy thought. He was turned to face a video terminal and was talking on the telephone when Hardy got to his desk.

“All of this is off the record,” he began.

Elliot turned, saw Hardy, held up a finger and continued talking into the mouthpiece.

Hardy continued right on. “When I got into work this morning, I wasn’t as mad as I was yesterday, but pretty close. Did I mention this is off the record?”

Elliot muttered something into the telephone, hung up and turned squarely to face Hardy. He didn’t look so young nor so friendly as he had at Hardy’s house two days earlier. His face, still boyish, looked sallow and wan, as though he hadn’t slept in a couple of days. The dish-water hair hung lank and long, over the ears. His tie was loosened at his throat, although his shirt was fresh.

“Mr. Hardy,” he said, sticking out his hand over the desk.

Hardy ignored the hand. “Off the record. Everything I ever say to you again. Completely and absolutely off the record. Is that clear?”

Elliot, to his credit, didn’t bluff much, though he did try his sheepish grin. “My editor wouldn’t run the story without a source. You didn’t tell me not to use your name.”

Hardy held up a hand. “I don’t care about your politics. There’s enough where I work.”

Elliot shrugged. “I needed the—”

Hardy stopped him. “You could have accomplished the same thing being straight with me. I’m a pretty reasonable guy, but I am truly a bad enemy.”

Elliot was sitting farther back, eyes wide. “If that’s a threat,” he said, then stopped.

To his surprise, Hardy noticed Elliot’s hands were shaking on the desk. The boy was scared. Something in Hardy wanted to go for the jugular, but he had liked Elliot at his house and the shaking hands made him lose the stomach for it.

He sat down, put his arms and elbows on the desk. “It’s no threat. It’s a tip, that’s all. Don’t make enemies you don’t need to. This is the big city. People play for keeps, even nice guys like me.” Hardy flashed him a grin. “Now I’d like you to do me a favor.”

Elliot came slowly back forward. “If I can. I guess I owe you one.”

“That’s the right guess,” Hardy said.

“Owen Nash.” Jeff Elliot’s voice was thick with excitement.

“Where are you now?” Hardy, at his desk, pushed away one of the case folders and swirled on his chair to look out the window. Gray on gray. He had asked Elliot to go to Missing Persons and check to see if either a large woman or a man – someone with a full-sized hand – had been reported missing.

“I’m downstairs. The call just came in this morning.”

“The timing’s right,” Hardy said. Missing Persons would not get involved with a person’s disappearance until three days had passed.

“Right. Well, this was called in by a guy – wait a sec – a guy named Ken Farris, phone number – you got a pencil?”

Hardy took the number. “Owen Nash, and this number. Anything else?”

“They’ve got nine missing kids and three skipped or missing wives – all of them within the range of normal size. But Owen Nash is the only missing adult male this week. That’s not so common. It’s a real start.”

“It’s a start, maybe, and that’s all it is, Jeff. And it’s a big, big maybe.”

“Still,” Elliot said. “But why couldn’t you just come down and ask around?”

Hardy sighed. Why get into it? “Politics,” he said. “But it was a good idea. I wish it had been mine.”

“So what do we do now?”

“You don’t do anything. I start a little follow-up and you wait until I call you, got it? And I might not.”

“But if there’s a story?”

“It’s yours. That’s the deal.”

Hardy hadn’t intended to mention anything to anybody, but Drysdale poked his head in through his door the minute he hung up. “Just making the rounds,” he said. “You better today?”

“They’ve got a missing adult male.”

Drysdale frowned, leaning on the door. “Who does?”

“Missing Persons.”

“Does this directly relate to one of the two dozen folders I see so prominently displayed on your desk?”

“Not even indirectly.” Hardy smiled.

Drysdale let himself in the door and pulled it closed after him. “Diz, do yourself a favor, would you? Clear a few of these.” He picked up part of the stack of files and dropped it on the middle of the desk. “Give me some numbers so I can point to your caseload and say, ‘This guy’s been a horse in the minors, let’s give him a shot at the big time.’”

Hardy spun the jade paperweight, now doing its appointed task on his desk. “Okay, Art. Okay.”

“Thank you.” Drysdale started to go, but Hardy called him back. “Can you tell me anything about Elizabeth Pullios?”

“I can tell you a lot about her. Why?”

“She kind of gave me a pep talk yesterday, out of the blue.”

“Maybe she thinks you’re cute.”

“I got the feeling she doesn’t need to seek out men.”

Drysdale nodded, leaning against the doorpost. He had his hands in his pockets, one leg crossed over the other, relaxation incarnate. “No, she does not need to seek out men.”

“So what’s her story? Why’s she such a red-hot?”

Checking the hallway behind him, Drysdale pulled the door shut and straddled one of the chairs facing Hardy’s desk, looking out the window at the gray behind him. He took a breath. “Her mother was raped and killed by a guy who’d been on parole three days. He’d been a model prisoner, in for rape. Served four years when they let him out for good behavior. I think it left her with an impression.”

Hardy whistled.

“Well, I guess we’re all motivated by something, but some of the staff thinks Pullios takes it a little far.” Drysdale stood up and stretched. “Anyway, the fact remains, I want to put somebody away, I’d go with her every time. Don’t get personal with her, though. She’s very one-track.”

Hardy held up his left hand, the one with Frannie’s ring. “I’m a newlywed, Art. I’m not in the market.”

“I wouldn’t bet that’s a big issue with her.”

Hardy’s first move after his superior left was to pick up the telephone and dial the number Jeff Elliot had given him – Ken Farris, the man who had reported the missing person, Owen Nash. A sultry-voiced receptionist got crisp and efficient when Hardy said he was from the D.A.’s office. He patched him through immediately.

“This is Ken Farris. Who am I talking to?”

Hardy told him. There was a pause.

“I don’t understand. You’re with the San Francisco district attorney’s office? Is Owen in jail?”

The telephone beeped.

“If that’s your call waiting—”

Farris cut him off. “We record all our phone calls here. Is that a problem?” He didn’t wait for a response. “Look, I’m sorry, but what’s the D.A. got to do with Owen being missing? Is he alive, please just tell me that?”

“I don’t know that, Mr. Farris.” He heard a deep exhalation – relief or frustration, he couldn’t tell which, and didn’t want to wait to find out. “What I’m calling about, how I’m involved here, has to do with a hand that turned up in a shark’s belly.”

Hardy could almost hear Farris’s brain changing gears. “The one in the Chronicle? I read about that. What has  that got to do with Owen?”

“Maybe nothing. Mr. Nash is a missing male, and the hand may be from an elderly male.”

“What do you mean, might be? Did the paper have that? You think the hand might be Owen’s?”

“I think it might be worth a look, that’s all. There might be some bit of skin with something you’d recognize, the shape of a fingernail, something. The fingerprints are gone, but . . .”

“Don’t I remember something about a ring?”

Hardy nodded into the phone. “There was a jade ring on the little finger.”

The phone beeped again. All their calls? Hardy thought.

Farris was curt. “Then it wasn’t Owen. He wore a gold wedding band on his left hand, but no other jewelry. What hand was it?”

“It’s a right hand.”

“Well, it isn’t Owen then. That’s definite.” Farris sighed again, letting out some more pressure. “Thank God.”

Derek Graham had been a maintenance man in sewers for thirteen years. He was a forty-year-old Caucasian male supervisor with a wife and three children. As a tenured city employee, he was immune to just about anything that might threaten his job, but the political reality was that a white management person who lost his job in San Francisco would find it filled immediately by a member of any one of the myriad minority groups San Francisco called its own. Already, Hardy knew, the sharks were circling, and a righteous drug-bust conviction could put Derek not only in jail but on the street.

For while it was still only a $100 misdemeanor to smoke marijuana in San Francisco, possession of anything over an ounce was interpreted as intent to sell and that was a felony.

Derek’s city-issued Chevrolet Caprice with its “Buy America” bumper sticker had a burned-out brake light. This turned out to be bad luck for Derek. He had just finished half a joint so he could get home a little relaxed and not snap at his kids when a patrol car pulled him over, the officer had smelled that smell and, with his olfactory evidence as probable cause, had searched the Caprice and found roughly eight ounces of sensimilla in the trunk.

This led to a search of Derek’s house and discovery of the hydroponic garden in the basement. Derek was in a lot of trouble, and he was very worried about it.

“Look,” he told Hardy, “I can’t lose my job.”

He was in Hardy’s office with his court-appointed attorney, a young woman named Gina Roake. Ms. Roake hadn’t said a word since introducing Derek to Hardy five minutes earlier. Hardy had addressed his remarks to her at first, but Derek kept butting in, so Hardy went to the horse’s mouth.

“Losing your job isn’t the half of it,” he said.

Derek was six feet tall and weighed, Hardy figured, about one-eighty-five. He was a handsome, clean-shaven face topped by a businessman’s haircut. For this meeting, at which he wasn’t particularly welcome by either attorney, he’d chosen not to wear a tie. But in dress slacks and a pressed button-down checkered shirt, he looked more than presentable. He could have been applying for a job at a construction site.

“It’s not like I’ve done anything criminal. Hell,” he said to Hardy, “you work for the city, what do you make?”

“Growing dope is criminal,” Hardy answered, “and my salary is irrelevant.”

“I could look it up, but say it’s forty-five,” Derek continued without pause. Hardy made $52,000 a year in his new job, and he let his suspect go on. “You got kids?”

Hardy nodded.

“Well, then, you know. You can’t make it on forty-five. Here I work for the city fifteen years—”

“The file says thirteen.”

“So split a hair. Thirteen. I work here thirteen years full-time and my wife and I are trying to raise three kids right, so she can stay home with ’em. Why have kids if you’re not going to raise them yourself, right? I got no record before this. I’m not whining, I’m just telling you the truth.”

“Raising your kids right includes marijuana horticulture?” Hardy asked.

“My oldest kid is seven. The grass is a second job, that’s all it is.”

There wasn’t any doubt of that. Hardy made his fifty-two but he owned one quarter of the Little Shamrock and that brought in another grand or so a month, plus Frannie had a quarter-of-a-million-dollar insurance policy from her first husband’s death, which they were saving for the kids’ college. But at least if they really needed it, it was there. Hardy knew what Derek was saying – it  was hard to make it on one salary in these times.

But Hardy, right now, was a prosecutor. He remembered Art Drysdale’s words, Illegal is wrong. He said, “You should have thought of that when you planted your garden.” Not liking himself very much.

“Who am I hurting? Tell me that. I’m no dealer. I got eight guys I off-load a key on.”

Hardy held up a hand. “Now we’re talking. Any of these people have names?”

Derek just shook his head. “Come on, man, these are normal people like me and you. How old are you, forty? Tell me you didn’t smoke a little weed in college.”

Hardy couldn’t tell him that. He didn’t know many people of his generation, including many on the police force, who hadn’t had a hit or two of marijuana at one time or another. To him it was a nonissue. But, here he was, playing at – no, being – the law.

Suddenly he turned and spoke directly to Ms. Roake. “Could we have a conference, please?” He looked pointedly at Derek. “There’s a reason the court appoints an attorney. The coffee shop’s down on one.”

When he’d gone, Hardy closed the file. “Ms. Roake, Gina, may I call you Gina? What does he want?”

“He doesn’t want to lose his job, I think.”

“Is there an automatic administrative removal on conviction? There’s no question the plea is guilty, am I right?”

“The question is the charge.” Gina gave him a tight little smile. “Misdemeanor, I don’t think so, but if we’re talking felony, he’s fired.” Gina seemed to be about twenty, although she must have been older. She bit her lower lip. “I really think he just wanted the money to help his family.”

Hardy fairly snapped at her. “People rob banks and kill people all the time to get money for their families.” Gina stiffened visibly, and Hardy backed off. “Look, I don’t mean to jump all over you, but let’s not play his game. The guy was growing a good amount of dope, and that’s illegal. How about you think up some heavy misdemeanor that will satisfy me? I mean a good one. He pleads to that, pays a heavy fine, does some community service. I’ll try to sell that to my boss, and your man keeps his job.”

Gina’s dark eyes brightened. “You’d do that?”

“He goes near marijuana again – even a little recreational joint – and we’ll crucify him, clear?”

She nodded her head, holding her hands tightly together in her lap, as though she were congratulating herself. “Oh, yes, yes. That’s wonderful.”

She got up from the chair in a shush of nylons, shook Hardy’s hand, thanking him, and went out the door before he could change his mind.

He’d just handed one to the defense. He wondered what Elizabeth Pullios would say about that. On secondthought, he didn’t have to wonder – he knew what she’d say.

Thinking on that, he crossed his hands behind his head and looked up at the ceiling, brown water stains on the acoustic tile. “Wonderful,” he said.




8

On the way into work Hardy had told Glitsky that his wife was coming downtown to meet him for lunch. Now his friend Abe was sitting in the snack bar, holding Rebecca, Frannie across from him laughing at something.

Frannie’s face, her laughter, still had the power to make him forget the bad things life could dish out – it was more amazing to him that she could laugh at all. Only a little over a year before, someone had shot her husband in the head, leaving her a twenty-five-year-old pregnant widow drenched in the gall of that sorrow.

He stood a moment, one step into the employees’ lunchroom, and took in the sight – Frannie’s glowing face, the life in it.

Somehow, Hardy, who had known his own tragedy when he’d lost his infant son years before, and Frannie had gotten together, and suddenly the backward-looking emptiness had changed its direction and its essence. Now they were together; they looked ahead.

Hardy slid in next to Frannie and kissed her.

“John Strout is a funny guy,” Glitsky said. “I was just telling Frannie.”

“When did you see our fine coroner?”

“I see him too much as it is, but this morning I thought I’d do you a little legwork.”

“Abe does a great Southern accent,” Frannie said.

“Wha thenk y’all, ma’am. Jest tryn’ ketch the good doctuh’s flavuh, so to speak.” Abe switched back to his own voice. “You may have got him mad, Diz, but he looked at the hand. I figured it would be easier for me to ask about it than you. Just routine. Is it a likely homicide or not?”

“And what’d he say?”

“He said the guy might have done some karate, maybe some board breaking. There were calcium deposits on the knuckle of the middle finger and the little finger had two healed breaks. Oh, and the pad opposite the thumb was a little thick.”

“That all?”

“That’s a lot, Diz. Plus he did die recently. Rigor had come and gone, but Strout thought it was still a fresh hand.”

“I love it when you guys talk shop,” Frannie said.

Hardy took his wife’s hand. “It’s a glamorous profession. Nothing else could have lured me back.” Then to Abe, “It wasn’t a cadaver, then?”

Glitsky shook his head. “Strout’s checked all the local med schools.” He looked at Frannie. “Every couple years some med students steal a body and play some games. This doesn’t look like one of them.”

“So it’s a homicide?” she said.

“A homicide’s just an unnatural death,” Abe said. Rebecca was starting to get restless and Glitsky moved her onto his other leg, bouncing her. “And we don’t even have that officially until Strout says it is, and he won’t say till he’s positive, which means more tests to see if the hand is really fresh, which he thinks it is. Finally,” Abe said, “even if it’s a homicide, a homicide doth not a murder make, much as our man Dismas here might like to try one. We’ve still got three options on cause of death – suicide, accident and natural causes – before we get to murder.”

Rebecca began to squirm some more and suddenly let out a real cry.

“Here, let me take her,” Hardy said. He reached across the table and Abe passed the baby over. Immediately she snuggled up against his chest and closed her eyes.

“The magic touch,” Frannie said. “I’ll go get some lunch.”

She got up, and the two men watched her for a second as she headed toward the steam tables. Hardy stroked a finger along his baby’s cheek. “You want to do me another favor?” he asked.

“No.”

“It’s not much,” Hardy continued, “a phone call.”

Hardy cleared seven cases in the two hours after his lunch: three DUIs with priors, a shoplifting with priors lowered to a misdemeanor for a plea, one possession of a loaded firearm by a felon, and two aggravated assaults – a purse snatching and a soccer father beating up his son’s coach. None of these cases would have to go to trial and further clog the court system, and he was glad about that, but this plea bargaining was demoralizing and tiring.

Glitsky appeared in his doorway just as Hardy finished taking care of the weapons charge – his toughest case of the day. If you were convicted of carrying a gun without a license in San Francisco, you went to jail. So people facing time in the slammer tended to prefer a jury trial where they perceived they’d at least have a chance to get off. But in this case Hardy had persuaded the guy’s attorney to plead nolo contendere and take weekend jail time. A sweet deal for both sides, all things considered.

Glitsky perched on the corner of the desk. “So who am I talking to?” he asked.

Most of the prosecutors shared a room with one of their colleagues, but since Hardy had come on as an assistant D.A., his roommate had been on maternity leave, which suited him fine.

Glitsky got up to close the door behind them and went and sat at the other desk. Hardy got through to Farris’s office, then Glitsky punched in so Hardy could listen. The receptionist told Glitsky to hold, and they waited through five of the beeps that signified the call was being recorded.

Glitsky identified himself, referred to Hardy’s earlier call and told Farris about the new information from the coroner. As soon as Glitsky said the word karate, they knew they were onto something.

Farris was silent a long moment. Then he quietly said, “Shit.”

“Mr. Farris?”

Again an interval. “I’m here. Give me a minute, will you.”

Glitsky waited, fingers drumming on the desk. Beep. Beep.

“It might not be Owen. Lots of men do karate.”

“When did you see him last?”

“Friday around noon, lunchtime. He wasn’t wearing a jade ring then, just the wedding band. At least, I suppose he had the band on. I would have noticed something different, I think.”

“But Mr. Nash did practice karate?”

“He was a black belt. He started it a long time ago, when we were in Korea.”

Glitsky’s brows went up. He glanced at Hardy. “A bone in the little finger had been broken and healed twice,” he said.

Farris swore again, waited. Glitsky whistled soundlessly. Beep.

“I think I’d better come up,” Farris said.

Hardy almost forgot his appointment to apologize to the police chief, Dan Rigby. Glitsky was going down to Strout to see if he would be amenable to having Hardy around when Ken Farris arrived to inspect the hand. Frannie had called to tell him that at her next Ob/Gyn in a month they could expect to hear the new baby’s heartbeat, and would Hardy try to get the time off so he could go with her? Did he want to know if it was going to be a boy or a girl? She wasn’t so sure, herself, if she wanted to know. Also, she was so young the doctor didn’t recommend an amnio, and she hadn’t had one with Rebecca and she’d turned out fine. What did he think?

Hardy, answering her questions, enjoying her excitement, idly flipped his calendar page and saw the note: Rigby 4:00.

It was 3:55.

He got to the chief’s office on the dot and waited outside for twenty-five minutes. He didn’t want Farris to have come and gone by the time he got out, but he couldn’t really push things too much here. The sergeant/secretary had made it clear yesterday that he was not one of Hardy’s fans, and by extension neither was the chief.

The intercom finally buzzed on the sergeant’s desk. He looked over at Hardy and pointed a finger at the double doors.

Dan Rigby sat back in a leather chair, still talking on the telephone. He had a boxer’s face, red and lined, and gray hair that was nowhere longer than a quarter inch. Hardy knew he often wore a business suit, but today he was in his officer’s uniform. It was meant to be impressive.

Hardy stood on the Persian rug before his desk, trying to hit on a suitable opening. Rigby, listening into the telephone, scrutinized him as he walked in. Hardy waited another minute. Then Rigby hung up and squared his shoulders as though they caused him pain. “You used to be a cop, didn’t you?”

“Yes, sir. I worked a beat about three years.”

“Then went to the law, right?”

“Yes, sir.” Here it comes, Hardy thought.

Rigby relaxed his shoulders, sunk back into his chair. “I often wondered about going the same way, though of course it’s worked out well enough, I guess. But getting away from the police end of it – I suppose there just wasn’t enough action anywhere else.”

“The law’s not so bad,” Hardy said.

Rigby laughed hoarsely. “Naw, the law’s all pleading and bullshit. The difference is most of the time we all know, we damn well know, who did it, but you guys, you lawyers, have got to prove it. Us, we know who did it, we catch ’em, our job’s over, just about. So I figure the thing about this incident yesterday, you got your hats mixed up. You get good training as a cop here, and it sticks with you, you think like a cop. Even when you’re over on the law side. Locke’s got a hair up because I called him and he does hate to be bothered with his department.But you and I got no gripe. You get a murder out of this, or a suspect, you just do us all a favor and keep us informed. We’ll go get the collar, and then you can do your job.”

The phone rang again. Rigby picked up the receiver and listened for a moment. “I don’t care what his constituency is, he does not get a police escort to . . .” Rigby looked up, surprised to see Hardy still there. He waved him out of the room and went back to his call.

Ken Farris stood next to the nearly leafless ficus by the window that looked out at the parking lot, his hands crossed behind his back.

He had just come from the cold room, looking at a barely recognizable thing that had four appendages – the index finger was missing – and he went instinctively to the window, as though for air, although the window was never opened.

Farris was a broad-shouldered, slim-waisted sixty. His light brown $750 suit was perfectly tailored, lined with tiny blue and gold pinstripes. The light yellow silk shirt was custom made; so was the tie. The alligator cowboy boots added an unnecessary two inches to his height.

Glitsky and Hardy sat on the hard yellow plastic couch in the visitor’s room of the morgue. John Strout had pulled up a folding chair and sat slouched, his long legs crossed.

Farris turned around, fighting himself, still somewhat pale. “Well, that was a wasted exercise.”

Strout reached into his pocket and extracted a small, plain cardboard box. “Maybe this will jog something.” He held the box up and Farris came over and took it.

It was a jade ring – a snake biting its tail – with a filigreedsurface. Hardy leaned forward for a better look; he’d only seen it on the hand. Farris held it awhile, then put it over the first knuckle of his ring finger.

“This wouldn’t have fit Owen,” he said. “He had bigger hands than me.”

“The ring was on the pinky,” Strout said.

Farris moved the ring over and slid it down onto his little finger. It was an easy fit. He removed it just as quickly. “Well, that still doesn’t make it Owen.”

“No, sir, it doesn’t.” Strout was agreeable, genial, professional. Hardy sat forward, arms resting on his knees.

Abe Glitsky sat back comfortably, watching, his legs crossed. He shifted slightly, enough to bring attention around to him. “You and Owen – Mr. Nash – were close, is that right?”

“Could we not say were just yet? He’s been missing before.”

“Long enough for you to call the police?”

“Once or twice, I suppose, but I didn’t.”

“What made you do it this time?”

Farris shook his head. “I honestly don’t know. A feeling. Last time he ran off with no notice was maybe ten years ago. That much time, you figure a man’s habits have changed. I can’t fathom his just taking off anymore. Back then I could.”

“Where did he go, that last time?”

Hardy spoke up. “What’s all this running away?”

Farris looked around the room, found another folding chair, and moved it over next to Strout’s. He put the ring in the box and handed it back to the coroner. Then he sat down heavily.

“Good questions. You think he might have gone back to the same place?” He shook his head. “No, no, I don’t think so. Once he went to the Mardi Gras in New Orleans. But it turns out that time he took his daughter, Celine. So they were both gone, and we figured they’d taken off somewhere together. Back then, it was in character.”
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