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Dr. Caryn Dryden is found dead in her hot tub, and homicide inspector Devin Juhle targets a suspect close to home: her husband, Stuart Gorman. After all, Caryn recently asked for a divorce . . . and Stuart stands to gain millions in insurance. His alibi – that he was at his cabin on Echo Lake that weekend – doesn’t keep him out of hot water. But maybe a shrewd attorney will.


Gina Roake, a partner in Dismas Hardy’s firm, is eager to take on such a high-profile case, especially when the client’s innocence seems so easy to prove. Yet the more time she spends with Stuart, the more complicated her feelings become; she feels strangely drawn to him at first, then has to confront the possibility of a dark history lurking in his past. Desperate to know the truth, Gina calls in Wyatt Hunt to investigate. But as the damning facts accumulate, and as the rabid press concludes that Stuart is guilty, Gina must face the possibility that Stuart may not find mercy in the courtroom either.




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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ONE




ON A CLEAR, STILL AND SILENT Sunday at the end of the second week in September, a fifty-year-old outdoor writer named Stuart Gorman sat on a flat-topped rock at the edge of a crystalline lake set in a bowl of granite near the California Desolation Wilderness Area a few miles southwest of Lake Tahoe. The lake’s mirrored surface, unsullied by even the trace of a breeze, perfectly reflected the opposite shoreline – more granite, studded with pine and a purple sky above.

Stuart could barely be seen to breathe. In the warm afternoon, he’d removed his T-shirt and placed it beside him. Now he wore only his hiking boots and a pair of brown shorts. Though he had a good head of medium-length dark brown hair, the gray in his two-day stubble and on his chest betrayed the bare fact of his age. Without the gray, the developed torso, perhaps dangerously tan, could have been that of a man half Stuart’s years. His solid barrel chest spoke of hours spent outdoors in vigorous exercise; there was a hollow of tight skin under his rib cage where most men his chronological age carried their fat.

There was age, though, in the face. Lines scored the skin around the deeply set blue eyes and at the corners of his mouth. The stubble wasn’t long enough to camouflage the strong jaw nor the nearly surgical cleft in his chin; neither did the lines mar the clear expanse of his forehead. The only obvious flaw in his face, although some might not call it that, was a silver-dollar-size port wine stain high on his right cheek.

Stuart held a fly rod across his lap. He wasn’t fishing yet. The evening hatch wasn’t due for at least another half hour, until the sun ducked out of sight behind the foothills to the west. Then a few feeding trout would ripple Tamarack Lake’s smooth and calm surface, and on a typical evening Stuart would find his spot, play out line, place his dry fly in the center of one of the few ripples and hope for a strike. The trail ran along Tamarack’s shore, and so there was a great deal of pressure on the lake’s fishery. The few trout that remained tended to be larger and wily, and Stuart relished the challenge. Normally, in the last moments before the beginning of the true gathering of dusk, while he waited for the first mosquitoes to hit the water, he felt closest to peace. In moments such as this one, and in the poetry, solitude, and even athleticism of the fly-fishing that would follow, he’d come to define who he was, what he was made of.

The sun kissed the top of Mt. Ralston, and Stuart caught a glimpse of the first ripple – actually a rare splash – as a fish broke through the surface of the water somewhere across the lake. Normally, this would have been his signal to stir himself, but this evening he remained where he sat, unmoving.

And very far from in a state of peace.

Two days before, he’d driven up from his beautiful home on San Francisco’s Russian Hill to his family’s rustic cabin at Upper Echo Lake. His mood, dark enough as he’d left the city, faded to deep black when he got pulled over for speeding a few miles east of Sacramento. At that moment, his rage with the world in general and at his wife in particular had boiled over and had so nearly overtaken him that he’d lost his temper at the highway patrol officer who was writing him up. Even if he was “barely” exceeding the speed limit, every other car on the road was passing him, so Stuart wanted to know why was he the one getting a goddamn ticket? In response, the officer then had him get out of his car and take a field sobriety test, followed by a warning that he was “this close” to getting himself arrested. In the middle of this, Stuart lucked out when the officer suddenly recognized his name – the man was a fisherman who’d read two of Stuart’s books and loved them.

Apologizing, and somewhat mollified, Stuart explained that he was still reacting to a terrible fight that he’d had with his wife, that he was coming up to his mountain retreat to get his head straight. The cop still gave him a speeding ticket, but then he’d gotten his autograph and let him go.

But now he’d been up here for two days and his head didn’t feel any straighter. In fact, if anything, he had grown more angry, frustrated and depressed at the realization that his twenty-two-year-old marriage to his charismatic, brilliant, difficult, headstrong and still-pretty orthopedic surgeon wife, Caryn, seemed to be over. In almost every imaginable way, they had grown apart. Her thriving practice, her investments, and the new medical office she was starting with her business partners had taken almost every spare minute of her life for the past couple of years.

Now, with a purple dusk gathering around him, Stuart looked out over the water and saw a few more promising signs of trout feeding, but he couldn’t even bring himself to move from where he sat to throw his line. His mind refused to leave the familiar rut it had been plumbing since he’d come up here.

How could his life with Caryn have come to this?

They’d met when he’d been a guide on a Snake River rafting trip her parents had given her for a graduation present. He had been twenty-eight to her twenty-two, and they were soul mates from the minute they’d laid eyes on each other. She was going to med school at Stanford in the fall, but nothing was going to stand in the way of their being together. Stuart moved from Wyoming out to California, and they were married in the second week of November.

In those early days, their lives complemented one another. Caryn studied round the clock. Stuart submitted his writings everywhere he could think of and augmented his meager writer’s income by working as a word processor in the law offices of Jedd Conley, one of his friends from college.

At home, Stuart kept the apartment clean, made their dinners, did the dishes, quizzed Caryn on her classes. She read and helped him edit his articles and early manuscripts and took every chance to get into the wilderness with him – the Bay Area was good for that. They jogged together three or four times a week, talking the whole while. They liked the same music, the same books; they laughed at the same jokes. Busy lives notwithstanding, they found time to make love often. They would often brag to each other that in the history of the world, nobody had ever been as happy as they were.

If that had been true then, Stuart thought, now there were few if any couples as miserable.

On Friday, the fight had erupted when Caryn came home for lunch after her hip-replacement patient had caught a cold and canceled on her at the last minute. So her entire afternoon loomed open and free, and when she got home, she was in a foul humor. Stuart, who’d been planning to drive up to Echo Lake anyway and get some writing done, suggested that she take advantage of the unexpected opportunity and accompany him.

She had no interest. No, she didn’t have other plans, but why would she want to come up to his cabin for an entire weekend? What did he think they would do that she would remotely enjoy? Another hike? She’d done her share of Stuart’s hikes. Eight or ten or fifteen miles up and down steep and difficult terrain. Two or three or even six thousand vertical feet in one day? Wow, what a good time that was! And all to accomplish what? To get some outdoor exercise or a variation of a nice view that they’d both already seen a thousand times?

She’d pass, thanks. She’d outgrown all of that.

He had offered to stay down in the city, then. Maybe they could go out to dinner, or even eat at home, get some overdue and richly deserved quality time together, maybe reconnect.

“You mean sex?” she’d asked.

“That wouldn’t be the worst idea in the world. But I wasn’t just thinking of sex. . .”

“No surprise there.”

“What does that mean?” The thing heating up between them.

“You haven’t thought of sex at all in a couple of months, Stuart.”

“I’ve thought of it all right, Caryn. It’s just never been at a good time for you.”

“Oh, so it’s all my fault?”

After which it had gotten ugly fast, Caryn finally admitting that she was sick of the sham marriage between them. Kymberly, their incredibly high-maintenance daughter whose birth had forever altered the dynamic of their life together, was gone off to college now. There was no reason to stay together.

She wanted a divorce.

Stuart had slammed out of the house. Yesterday he’d walked for miles in the grip of an incoherent rage that seemed to grow with each passing minute. Last night, he drank off most of a quart bottle of vodka that had lain untouched in the cabin’s freezer for five years. This morning he found that he’d trashed his cabin, thrown dishes around, broken two chairs and smashed the framed family photos. He woke up still mostly drunk and with little memory of what he’d done. But today, monstrously hungover, feeling ashamed and sorry for himself, he’d hiked for a grueling six-hour loop before taking a long afternoon nap and then walking up here to Tamarack, hoping the evening peace would soothe him.

He wasn’t really interested in tracing all the roots of his anger, though the strength and depth of it left him in a kind of shock, and exhausted. God knows there had been reasons enough. The last few years Caryn had all but abandoned him emotionally and physically, but he’d stayed on because he believed you should fight to save your marriage, even when it looked impossible. He’d stayed on, too, in order to carry the vast amount of the load of raising Kymberly because his wife didn’t have the time. He’d stayed on in all of his own good faith, trying to get to compatibility with Caryn, from which he hoped they might again approach affection. Until Friday – just two days ago!—he’d repeatedly told her that he loved her, he loved her, he loved her. In these admissions, he realized that he was probably culpable of dishonesty, but he thought it might help, might bring her back. And if he said it enough and she came around, it might even become true.

Now, after all that sacrifice and despair, all the hope and commitment, all the pain and constant work, she wanted to end it anyway. He had been such a fool, and he hated himself for that almost as much as he hated her.

Tamarack Lake had grown dark and still again. The hatch and the bite were over, and the only sound off the lake was a whisper where the water met the shoreline.

Stuart forced his stiff body to its feet. He could get back to his cabin by the moonlight, to his car and back to the city by midnight – have it out with her one last time on his schedule for a change, and not hers. It would be great to wake her up, which would make her miss a day of her precious work. It would do her good to see him in the full flower of his outrage at how she’d used and abused him, his naïve belief, his basic good nature.

He broke into a jog, in a hurry now to get on the road and finally give her the real piece of his mind he’d been holding in for too long while trying to be fair, to be patient, to give her and their marriage yet one more chance. To be a good guy.

What an idiot he was. What a loser. What a goddamn pansy.

Well, all that was over, he thought. Now and forever. If she was done with him, he was done with her, too. And good riddance.

As he ran, his footsteps crunched on the granite. Riding the wave of his anger, he wasn’t consciously aware that he was saying anything, but to the rhythm of every footfall, he fell into the mantra and let it escape into the night on every exhale: Fuck her, fuck her, fuck her.

 

The fish that Stuart heard breaking water at the first sign of the hatch was very large for a Sierra Nevada alpine lake – a fourteen-inch rainbow trout. It rose to the sight of a mosquito larva shimmering off the surface of the lake, slurped at the insect in the gentle way of all trout, then exploded in sudden fury out of the water as it felt the set of the tiny barbless hook.

Gina Roake, a forty-seven-year-old attorney, fought the fish on very light 6x line for about five minutes – a really nice fight with at least four good runs – before she netted it. She stood in her moss-green hiking shorts on a shallow, submerged ledge that reached out about fifteen feet into the lake. When she saw the size of the fish, she whistled in satisfaction, then turned and, dipping the trout and her net into the water, walked back to the shore. There, grabbing the fish through the netting, with a humane efficiency she slapped its head hard once into the side of a large granite boulder.

Besides her shorts, she wore a long-sleeved buttoned shirt of some space-age fabric that wicked out perspiration and then dried almost immediately. The clothes were functional in the extreme. Over her bare feet her legs were well-muscled and tan, her ankles slim. She had stopped dyeing her hair a couple of years before, and now the wisps that showed from beneath the red handkerchief around her head were a shining, silvery gray.

Laying the now-still fish in a small concavity at the top of the boulder, her movements bespoke a temperament of brisk competence. Removing a six-inch Buck knife from its sheath on her belt, she picked up the fish by its gills and turned back to the water, where she paused for a moment to appreciate the setting. In the dying sun she saw another person, small in the distance, sitting on a rock across the water.

Returning to the task at hand, she inserted the tip of the Buck’s blade into the trout and slit up its belly to the gills. Pulling out its guts, she threw them out beyond the reach of the ledge, where they sank into the lake’s depth and disappeared from view. After she’d scraped the dark line of gunk along the backbone, she pulled off and threw away the gills, then dipped the trout in the water and rinsed it clean.

She’d pitched her tent on a level spot back a ways into the trees. Campfires weren’t allowed here, but previous campers had left a clearing surrounded by large rocks for seating. As the far eastern end of the lake grew into shadow, she touched a flame to her small gas stove.

For longer backpacking trips, Gina tried to keep her pack to under thirty-five pounds. Besides her portable stove, she’d carry a Girl Scout-style mess kit and a bear canister filled mostly with dehydrated fruits and ready-to-cook meals. But she’d planned this trip to be day hikes out of this base camp. She’d come up on Friday and would go home tomorrow morning. Beyond that, the camp was only a couple of relatively level miles from the Echo Lakes trailhead. She didn’t need to worry about her pack’s weight for this type of trip, and she’d loaded up her canister with GORP – good ol’ raisins and peanuts (and added M&Ms)—for quick energy, then for her lunches a couple of small loaves of San Francisco sourdough, a block of cheddar cheese, a chub of Italian dry salami.

Heaven.

For dinner tonight, she had even thought to carry a half-bottle of decent white wine. Using the mess kit’s covered pot, she’d boil her fresh green beans in a little lake water, finishing them with fresh minced garlic, pepper and salt, and olive oil. The trout was far too big for the mess kit frying pan, too long in fact for the ten-inch Calphalon from her own kitchen, so though the concept offended her, she was forced to cut the trout in half. A squeeze of olive oil from its little plastic container, salt and pepper, mixed Italian herbs, a few drops of Tabasco sauce.

Beat that, Farallon, she thought as she laid the halves of trout into the oil and spices. Eat your heart out, Boulevard – Farallon and Boulevard being two of San Francisco’s finest restaurants.

When she finished eating, she took some boiling water and the dishes she’d used down to the lake to wash them. Back at the camp, she settled against her rock and sipped at the last of her wine from her Sierra Cup. The moon was up, and so was Venus, in a wine-dark sky.

The diamond in the ring on her left hand caught a glint from the bright moon and for a second she looked at the thing as though its presence there surprised her. There was no rational explanation for this reaction – she’d worn the ring now for almost three years, but in truth she didn’t often think of it because it was too painful.

Now she stared at it for a long moment. Putting her wine down, she reached over, twisted it off her finger, and held it up in front of her. The facets in the diamond caught more moonlight as she turned it around and around, as though she were trying to find some secret magic within it.

But she knew there was no secret. There was no more magic in her life anymore, not as there had been when David Freeman had stunned her by proposing marriage and then placed the ring on her finger. Freeman, much older than she was, and a legend in the law world of San Francisco, was a slovenly dressed, big-living, profane, cigar-smoking genius in an ancient gnome’s body whom, much to Gina’s initial surprise, she’d come to love.

She often felt that he’d literally cast some spell on her. She would look at his ill-fitting brown suits, his scuffed shoes, the rheumy eyes under unruly and wiry eyebrows, the rosacea-scarred nose – Freeman didn’t appear to be joking when he said that he liked to think of himself as mythically ugly – and during the six months she had lived with him, she couldn’t think of a more attractive man of any age. Objectively, he was a frog, but she could see only the prince. It had to be sorcery. But whatever it was, it had worked and she had fallen under his spell, satisfied and happily in love at forty-four, for the first time in her life.

And Freeman, for his part, a seventy-something lifelong bachelor and notorious womanizer, apparently felt the same way about her. When he’d proposed, nervous as a schoolboy, this man who could be eloquent in front of the Supreme Court could barely get the words out. They were already living together most of the time in David’s apartment, although Gina had kept her own place as well, and they decided to have a small, no-frills civil ceremony within the week.

But then David, who considered himself “bulletproof,” had decided to walk home from work one night that week after he’d finished at the office. At the time, he’d been embroiled in some highly contentious litigation with a local mobster, and the gang leader’s men had set upon the old barrister and beaten him into a coma from which he never recovered. When he died three days later, Gina felt a part of herself die with him.

But unbeknownst to her, in those last months of his life, David had changed his will, and Gina found herself the owner of the Freeman Building, downtown on Sutter Street. The large, gracious, recently renovated, three-story structure, complete with underground parking, housed the forty-odd employees of David’s firm, Freeman & Associates, as well as one rogue “of counsel” tenant named Dismas Hardy. In the months following David’s death, Gina, Dismas, and another colleague named Wes Farrell had reconsolidated the firm as Freeman, Farrell, Hardy & Roake, and it had become somewhat of a power player in the city.

But although Gina had been a practicing defense attorney for her entire career, and was a name partner in FFH&R, as time passed she took on less and less of the firm’s law work. Her heart had gone out of it. She preferred to spend her time with physical exercise, with hikes and solitude, with the slowly accumulating pages of a novel – a legal thriller – that she was struggling without much passion to finish.

“Oh, David,” she whispered, sighing. A tear hung in the corner of her eye. “Help me out here, would you?”

And suddenly, as she stared through the prisms of her engagement ring, she felt her shoulders relax as though relieved of a great load. She felt David’s hovering ghost as an actual physical presence and realized that he was letting her go, telling her that she had mourned him enough.

He was gone, never coming back, and it was time to move on. The writing, the constant exercise, the long, lonely hikes, even the beautiful moments such as this one – she all at once came to see what David would have had to say about all of them: “That’s not you, Roake. That’s avoidance. That’s not what you do. You always attack life. You engage. Something’s beating you up, you take it on and wrestle that motherfucker to the ground. Why are you still wearing that ring, anyway? So guys won’t hit on you? You want to get old and live alone? I don’t think so. You’ve got good years to live, so don’t wimp out now by not living them.”

She was young, she told herself, or at least not yet old. Perhaps she was even desirable.

She brought the ring up to her lips and pressed it against them. Then she put it on her third finger, but of her right hand this time, and stood up. Walking to her tent in the moonlight, she let herself in, crawled into her sleeping bag and almost immediately was asleep.





TWO



IN HIS CITY-ISSUE TAURUS, INSPECTOR Sergeant Devin Juhle pulled up and parked where the front walk of a house on Greenwich Street on San Francisco’s Russian Hill met the sidewalk. He was responding to a dispatch he’d received just as he was leaving his home on Noriega. In the past eighteen months, Juhle’s previous two partners had been killed. Now, in a compelling demonstration of the superstitious nature of his colleagues in Homicide, he worked solo.

Two black-and-white squad cars were already at the scene, at the curb across the street. A Fire Department vehicle sat in the driveway. A knot of bystanders – three women, one man, four kids – had gathered at the corner, a hundred feet away. They all stared at the house as a unit, curious and intent, waiting for some official person to come over and tell them what had happened. Thus far, no media had arrived, but Juhle knew that this aberration in the natural order of things would soon correct itself.

Juhle waited behind the wheel and let his mind switch to what he called his “detail gear.” From here on out, he wanted to register everything he saw, heard, thought, or felt. He’d trained himself to pay attention from his first moments at any crime scene. Now, satisfied that he had taken in all he needed from the street, he looked at the house. A pair of uniformed patrol officers stood at its open door. The occupants of the second squad car, Juhle presumed, were inside.

He checked his watch. It was just shy of 7:30 on Monday, September 12. Juhle exited his car and took one last look around. The morning was glorious, the sky blue and cloudless, the sun casting its long shadows down the street in front of him.

He turned and walked toward the house.

 

Stuart Gorman’s hollow eyes stared into the distance over Devin Juhle’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, what?”

“You said you got home just before six. I asked you where you had been.”

Gorman brought his eyes back. “We’ve got a place at Echo Lake, up by South Tahoe. I was there for the weekend.”

“So you must have left there early.”

“A little before two. I couldn’t sleep, so I figured I might as well come on home.”

“And you were up there alone?”

“Yeah.” Gorman raised his chin, thick with stubble. His face was drawn, the skin with a pronounced pallor even under the sunburn. The whites of his eyes were shot with capillaries. “I’m a writer. I went up there to do some work.”

They sat across from each other at a round, wooden table in a kitchen that was considerably more well-equipped than Juhle’s own. A bank of windows in the eastern wall admitted a bright line of sunlight up where it met the ceiling and reflected off the surfaces of the bright copper pans that hung from the opposite wall. Juhle had faced Gorman so that he wouldn’t have to watch the crime-scene techs and assistants to the medical examiner as they passed through the living room and out to the back porch, where Caryn Dryden’s naked body still lay on the wooden slats of the deck next to the hot tub.

They were just getting started. Juhle had his small tape recorder concealed and running in his pocket. To any homicide cop, the death of a spouse always entails initial suspicion of the surviving partner. When husbands got killed, you looked first to the wife, and vice versa. And even though the death of Caryn Dryden might, from what he now knew, be ruled a suicide, the possibility of murder lurked somewhere in the back of Juhle’s mind.

But the last thing Juhle wanted was to raise a flag with the husband at this point. He kept his questions innocuous. “Did you get any writing done?”

“No.” Gorman ran a workingman’s hand down a ravaged cheek. “I might as well tell you. The last time I saw Caryn was here at the house on Friday afternoon. She told me she wanted a divorce. That’s all I could think about while I was up there.”

“How’d you feel about that, getting a divorce?”

Gorman’s gaze went off again, then came back. “You married, Inspector?”

“I am.”

“You love your wife?”

Juhle nodded. “Most of the time.”

“Me too. Except when I hated her.”

“That happen a lot?”

“Most of this weekend, to be honest with you.”

“So you didn’t want to divorce her?”

Gorman said, “The word – we called it the D-word – it wasn’t something I allowed myself to entertain. I figured once you’re saying it out loud to yourself, it starts having its own reality. Caryn and I were together and committed and that was that, I thought, for better or worse. So I never wanted to give myself that option.”

Juhle nodded. “Okay. But she wanted out?”

“And got herself out, didn’t she?”

Juhle leaned back in his chair. “You think she killed herself?”

“That’s what it looks like to me.”

“By drowning? That’s a reasonably difficult trick to pull off by yourself.”

If Gorman’s shrug struck Juhle as chillingly nonchalant, his actual words were perhaps colder. “She was a doctor. You check, I wouldn’t be surprised if it wasn’t a drowning after all. She kept a stash of Vicodin upstairs. Take some pills, have a few drinks, go sit in the hot tub turned up to one-oh-five. Adios.”

Absorbing this intelligence, Juhle felt all of his senses sharpen. Stuart Gorman had just supplied him with chapter and verse on a perfectly plausible scenario for Caryn’s death – one that, if adopted by the medical examiner and the police, would remove him, the husband, from any suspicion. If he’d been involved in his wife’s death, this was a slick, high-stakes gamble – smart and dangerous.

“Can we go back,” Juhle said, “to how you found her?”

Gorman indicated the room behind him. “I already told those guys. What’s it matter?”

Because now I’ve got you on tape, Juhle thought to himself. And in fact, it probably wouldn’t really matter, but Juhle’s aim was to keep him talking. “Just making sure we get the record straight. You’ve said you got here a little after six and parked in your garage under the house. . .?”

“All right.” He sighed. “I expected her to be up by then. She usually is on Monday. But the house was quiet, so I figured she was sleeping in and I thought I’d let her. Maybe she’d had the kind of weekend I’d just had. So I make a pot of coffee and go out to get the paper. I finish them both and it’s still quiet. I don’t hear the shower yet, so I go upstairs and she’s not in bed. It’s still made. So I figure maybe she took off someplace for the weekend herself.”

“Where would she have gone?”

“I don’t know. Her sister’s, maybe. Or up to visit. . .” The first real sign of distress. Gorman brought a hand to his forehead. “Oh, Christ. Kym. Our daughter. She’s up at college in Portland. She just started a couple of weeks ago. Oh, Jesus. This is going to destroy her. I’ve got to call her.”

 

Juhle didn’t want to stop in the middle of his interview. He said, “Are you sure you don’t want to let us do that for you? I can call the Portland police and have somebody with her.”

Juhle watched Gorman pull himself heavily to his feet and cross to the phone on the kitchen counter. “No.” There he paused again, his hands flat on the counter, all of his weight on them. His head flopped forward and Juhle heard the deep exhale of a sigh. “Oh, Jesus,” he said again. He picked up the receiver, brought it to his ear, then placed it back down on the counter. “I’ve got to do this myself.”

Juhle left him like that, working up the strength to make the call.

Leaving the kitchen, the inspector looked left through the large, high-ceilinged living room. Beyond the cop stationed at the front door, he could see that, sure enough, a couple of Minicams and their news crews had arrived. He wasn’t about to talk to them, not at this stage anyway. Instead he turned to his right and walked through a leather-couch kind of book-lined den and out onto the enclosed deck.

The body lay covered now with a sheet that still clung in wet places. A police photographer was snapping pictures of the hot tub and deck. Behind him, some ME assistants were wheeling a collapsible gurney through the house. Two other officers in uniform were down the steps in the backyard, conversing on the tiny fenced lawn.

In shirtsleeves, Lennard Faro, lean and dark with a well-trimmed black goatee, was a lab specialist with the Crime Scene Investigation unit. Seeing Juhle at the back door, he closed his cell phone and walked over.

“He break yet? The husband?” Faro asked.

“He wasn’t here. He was up in the mountains. You’re saying this is a homicide?”

A shrug. Faro wasn’t going to commit until the medical examiner had drawn his conclusions and he himself had spent some time in the lab. Still, he said, “She’s got an impressive, and I’d guess recent, bump over her right ear.”

“Enough to kill her?”

“We won’t know until the autopsy, but I’d say it’s not impossible.”

“How long has she been dead?”

Faro frowned. “The hot tub’s going to screw that calculation up for a while. Nobody’s going to know until we get cutting on her. Body temp’s way up, but that’s what you’d expect when the water’s still at one-oh-five.”

The number struck a chord. “Exactly one-oh-five?”

“Pretty close. The thermometer’s still. . .why? That a magic number?”

“No. It’s nothing.” Juhle didn’t want to start a rumor. He’d get what he could, then see where it led him. “Any sign of what caused the bump?”

“Maybe. We found some broken glass, plus one big piece, up against the bottom of the tub. Some still have a whiff of wine on ’em. Another empty glass was in the sink. The rest of the broken glass and an empty bottle was in the compactor in the kitchen.”

“So she was drinking?”

“Maybe. Blood alcohol will tell.”

“The husband said she’s got Vicodin upstairs in their bedroom. He thinks it’s a suicide.”

Faro pulled at his goatee. “She hit herself on the head?”

“Maybe she fell first. Slipped on the wet wood.”

Faro was still scratching at his beard, without comment, as the two uniforms came up the four steps and onto the deck. The older one – thirty pounds on the wrong side of healthy, with jowls and a walrus mustache – introduced himself as Captain Allen Marsten from Central Station on Vallejo. The other man was Jerry Jarrett. Marsten told Juhle that they had been the first ones to arrive after the 911 call. He was just getting off his graveyard shift when the call had come in. Did Juhle need anything else from him? If not, since now the scene was secure, he wouldn’t mind going home and getting some shut-eye, and he didn’t think Sergeant Jarrett would mind it either.

“Anything either of you feel like I ought to know?” Juhle asked.

Marsten looked at his partner, got a shrug, then worked his lips for a moment under his hanging mustache. “Nothing jumps out at me. He – the husband – left the front door open for us and we made it here in I’d say two, three minutes after the call came in. We come inside and he’s got her out of the tub and on the deck where she’s lying now, still trying to do CPR on her, although you could see a mile away it was too late for that.”

“So he must have thought she’d only recently gone under?”

“I don’t know about that. We took a pulse and called him off.”

“And what’d he do?”

“He just stopped, no fight in him. Breathing hard, you know. Then he stood up and tried to cover her up with that towel over there.”

“What do you mean, ‘tried’?”

“Well, it was too small for all of her. And, you can see, she’s a little bent up. He started low, then moved it up, then over her face, then back down. It was kind of pathetic, tell the truth. Then finally Jerry here walked him off and sat him down inside.”

 

Sitting on the counter, still on the telephone, Stuart Gorman was crying silently, making no attempt to stem the flow of tears. His shoulders were hunched, one arm tucked under the other one. He barely whispered, saying, “I know” and “Yeah, baby, I don’t know,” and Juhle could watch no more. Instead he went back outside to the deck and stood in silence as they bagged the body and began to lift it and load it onto the gurney.

Juhle didn’t want to watch that, either. Reflecting that there weren’t that many fun things to do at homicide scenes, he went back to the kitchen. He pulled around a chair and sat on it.

The phone conversation continued a few more minutes before Gorman said, “Do you need me to come up there? You’re not. Where are you? You’ve only been up there two weeks and. . .? Okay, okay, you’re right, it doesn’t matter. Call me when you get close, and I’ll come get you.”

He clicked the phone off and, as though it were a high explosive, placed it next to him on the counter. He closed his eyes and, for a long moment, didn’t move.

Finally, Juhle spoke. “She going to be all right?”

Gorman tried and largely failed to arrange his face into a controlled expression. “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t have any idea.” He exhaled heavily. “I don’t believe this. This can’t be happening.”

Juhle resisted his urge to leave the man to his miseries. If he had in fact killed his wife – and his obvious pain and possible remorse now did not in the slightest degree rule out that possibility – then this was the time to exploit his vulnerability. Juhle needed to get him talking again, so he asked, “What school does she go to?”

“Reed. My alma mater. Although it turns out she’s down in Santa Cruz now. Don’t ask me why. But she’s enrolled at Reed.” He paused. “She’s smart and weird, like her dad, and the place worked pretty well for me.”

“How were you weird?”

A dry chuckle caught in Gorman’s throat. “How was I not weird? I just never fit in as a kid. I was big, gangly, ugly.” He pointed to the birthmark on his face. “This thing. I liked solitude. I wanted to write. That by itself is weird enough. When I think about it, that was probably half the problem with me and Caryn. She wanted someone normal, and I wasn’t him.”

“Normal in what way?”

“Motivated by money, for example. Guys my age, we’re supposed to be driven by money. It’s how we gauge our success in the world, right?” He shrugged. “I don’t really think too much about money and never have.”

“And this bothered your wife?”

Gorman smiled, but there wasn’t any humor in it. “Are you kidding me? What greater failing can a man have than not to be the primary wage earner in his family?”

“You weren’t that?”

Another shrug. “I make more than decent enough money, I think. Eighty or a hundred grand a year, give or take. I’m a writer, so there’s good years and bad years. But eighty grand to me is a fortune. It’s not like I don’t publish, like I’m not putting out good work. It just doesn’t pay enough to suit Caryn.”

“She wanted you to make more?”

He shook his head impatiently. “It wasn’t so much that. With her income, we certainly didn’t need any more money. She made enough for most third-world countries.”

Juhle cast a quick glance around – the eight-burner stove, the Sub-Zero refrigerators, the shining copper pots and pans, all the gadgets on display on the counters, the other creature comforts he’d noticed everywhere. To say nothing of the size and location of the house itself – probably four to six million dollars in real estate and furnishings alone. “So she felt she was carrying you financially, was that it? Did she resent that?”

Gorman paused. “I don’t know what she felt anymore, Inspector. I didn’t think she was anywhere near asking me for a divorce until Friday, but then she did. I mean, after Kym left for school, we both knew there’d be. . .adjustments. But here it’s only been a couple of weeks and that’s it. It’s all over, like we never had anything together, like everything we’d ever done was just a fucking stupid charade.” He stopped abruptly, then started again more calmly. “She was just waiting for Kym to go. After that, there wasn’t any reason for us to stay together.”

“No discussion?”

“More like an announcement. ‘My life with you is over. Do whatever you want. You’re nothing to me.’”

“That bother you?”

“No. I fucking loved it. What do you think? Did it bother me? Give me a break, Inspector.”

“Taking that as a yes, then.”

Gorman’s eyes narrowed. He visibly reined himself in. “You don’t know how hard I tried to keep it together. And she wasn’t easy, let me tell you. She was never easy the last few years. You know what that’s been like? And then hearing that you’re a nonentity, that her world is just so much more important than yours, more financially rewarding, more everything. How’s that make me feel? Like a piece of shit. Like a worthless piece of shit.”

Something was going on behind Juhle in the living room, and suddenly Gorman straightened all the way up. “Hey! Wait a minute! What are you doing?” Boosting himself up from the counter, he was across the kitchen before Juhle could even stand. In the middle of the living room, the medical examiner’s assistants with the gurney and its body bag had stopped at the interruption. “What are you doing?” Gorman demanded again.

Juhle stepped in front of him. “They’re taking the body downtown, sir. The medical examiner is going to need to do an autopsy, then. . .”

“You mean he’s going to cut her up?”

“To determine the exact cause of death, yes.”

“But. . .” Gorman turned from Juhle to the men pushing the gurney, then back to the inspector, a low-wattage panic now evident in his eyes. “Why do you have to do that? I told you she had pills upstairs. If she’d been drinking and then got in the hot tub. . .”

“That’s one way it might have happened,” Juhle said, “yes.”

“Well, what else?”

“She might have slipped getting into the tub. There’s a good-sized bump on her head.”

This news seemed to confuse Gorman, but he shook his reaction off. “That doesn’t matter. What matters is she’s dead! If she killed herself or it was an accident, what difference does it make?” He brought a hand back to his face, rubbed at the birthmark. “Jesus Christ, this is unbelievable. She’s just now dead. It’s only been a few hours. Don’t you understand that? You don’t have to cut her up. It won’t make any difference.”

Juhle wondered if Gorman could in fact be so clueless, or if this was some kind of an act. Every schoolchild knew that homicide victims got autopsied. Juhle had been playing his role as understanding cop comforting a victim’s relative up until now, but this was the time to bring some reality into the discussion. “Mr. Gorman,” he said, “surely you realize it makes a difference if somebody killed her.”

Gorman opened his mouth and started to say something, then decided not to. His shoulders sagged, he shook his head from side to side. “God help us,” he said.





THREE



AFTER GETTING UP AT DAWN AND hiking out from Tamarack Lake, Gina Roake drove to her Pleasant Street condominium on Nob Hill in under four hours. By noon, she had unpacked and stowed her gear, showered, and changed into her work clothes – a light mauve business suit and black low heels.

As she came out the doors onto the sidewalk in front of her building, Gina discovered that, somewhat to her surprise, she wasn’t inclined to go straight to her office. True, that had been her intention since last night, but now that the moment had arrived, something about it didn’t feel quite right. She knew that she could go in and report to her partners that she was ready to get back in harness. At that announcement, right away they would probably be able to throw her some work on cases they were handling, get her back up to speed, give her some billable hours.

But Gina knew that those hours rightly belonged to the nineteen long-suffering and hardworking associates within the firm, each one of whom was expected to amass twenty-two hundred billable hours in the course of a year, a daunting and unending struggle for young attorneys that demanded fifty weeks of eight-billable-hour days. Lunches didn’t count; administrative hours didn’t count; prep time and research often didn’t count; and certainly schmoozing by the water cooler didn’t count. Hours were limited and finite, and it wasn’t uncommon for an associate to put in twelve hours on the clock in order to bill eight of them. As a partner, Gina was under no illusion that her legitimate role was to garner clients for the firm, and they in turn would provide the billable hours of work that she would then dole out to her associates.

She was ready to go back to work all right, but damned if she was going to be a drain on the firm’s resources. She needed to reestablish her contacts in the city and attract her own clients to the firm – to do otherwise would not only be unfair to her associates, it would put her in a subservient position vis-à-vis her partners, and she wasn’t going to let that happen.

By the time she got to the corner, she’d made up her mind and when the cab pulled over to pick her up, she slid into the backseat and said, “Hall of Justice, please. Seventh and Bryant.”

 

In terms of longevity in the city, Lou the Greek’s wasn’t exactly Tadich’s or Fior d’Italia, or even Original Joe’s or the Swan Oyster Depot. Nevertheless, with forty-plus years in its same location across the street from the Hall of Justice, it had its full complement of tradition, albeit in a slightly less savory vein than those other famous eateries.

The whole “eatery” designation was something of a misnomer. Certainly, anyone drawing up a business plan for the place in today’s world would be hard-pressed to attract investors with a menu that included only one item per day – the Special – and very few appetizers besides the occasional edamame or dried wasabi-coated peas.

Forget about lunch standards everywhere else, such as chicken wings or hamburgers or fried calamari or garlic fries or, God forbid, salads or other raw green stuff – the regulars at Lou’s referred to martini olives as the vegetable course. Instead, Lou’s wife, Chui, sought on a daily basis to meld the disparate culinary cultures of her own China and her husband’s Greece with original and, it must be admitted, creative dishes such as Sweet and Sour Dolmas, or Pita Stuffed Kung Pao Chicken, or mysteries such as the famous Yeanling Clay Bowl. Whatever a yeanling was.

Often edible, but just as often not, the food was not why people gathered at Lou’s. Like so many other restaurants, Lou’s location was the key to its success. If you had business with the criminal justice system in San Francisco, Lou’s was where you ate. It didn’t matter that it was stuck down in the basement of a bail-bond building, that it always smelled a little funky, was darkly lit and ill-ventilated. It wasn’t fifty yards from the front door of the Hall of Justice, so juries on their lunch breaks, cops, reporters, lawyers and their clients, witnesses, snitches, families of victims, and visitors to the jail – a vast, often unwashed and unruly, certainly boisterous clientele – filled the place from the first legal drink at 6:00 a.m. until last call at 1:30 a.m.

Now Gina Roake, fresh from her cab ride, walked down the six steps from the street and waded into the surging tide of humanity on the other side of Lou’s black-painted glass double-doors. The crowd did not intimidate her. This was her milieu. Smiling, jostling, pushing her way inside, she cleared the immediate crush and across the room saw her firm’s chief investigator, Wyatt Hunt, sharing a four-person booth with another man. In ten seconds, she was standing over them. “If I joined you, would I be interrupting important business?” she asked.

“Not at all,” Hunt said. “We haven’t even ordered yet.”

“You’re sure you wouldn’t mind sharing half your bench with an old woman?”

Hunt leaned forward and back, looking around behind her. “No problem,” he said. “Where is she?” But, grinning up at her, he slid in to give her room, then pointed across the table. “You know Devin Juhle, I believe. Homicide.”

“Sure. How are you, Inspector?”

“Better now that it’s not just me and Wyatt. He’s decent company for about fifteen minutes, then usually starts to babble.”

“It’s when I start using longer words,” Hunt explained. “Devin gets confused.”

“He uses them in the wrong context. He needs to take a course or something. I tell him it’s no good using big words if you don’t know what they mean.”

“Teleological,” Hunt said.

“A perfect example.” Juhle turned to Gina. “As you can see,” he said, “you’re not interrupting.” Then to Hunt. “And no way is that a real word.”

“Teleological.” Hunt held out a hand across the table. “How much?”

“Lunch.”

“You’re on.”

“Spell it for the record.”

Hunt strung out the letters, then said, “Gina? Word or no word?”

She made a reluctant grimace across at Juhle. “I think it’s a word, Inspector. Sorry.”

“It is a word,” Hunt said. “It means ‘relating to design in nature.’ Like a teleological argument. Man started to walk upright because he got out of the trees and started hanging out in tall grass, where he had to stand to see over it. Which got him – us, I mean, the human race – to walking.”

“Imagine that,” Juhle said. “I never would have guessed.” Across the table, Juhle sotto voce’d to Gina: “We’re getting into the babble phase I told you about.”

 

Fifteen minutes later, they were all having the Special – pot stickers stuffed with taramosalata – which was not particularly, by unanimous opinion, Chui’s greatest triumph. But by now they weren’t paying any attention to the food anyway.

“. . .just a feeling in my gut,” Juhle was saying, “but anytime you’ve got a murdered spouse and a mega-million-dollar estate, you’ve got to think maybe the husband, huh?”

Gina said, “Do you have anything on him?”

Juhle shook his head. “It’s too soon. We don’t even know time of death yet. But if there was foul play, and the bump on the head looks an awful lot like there was, then it was either him or somebody else she knew pretty damn well.”

“Why do you say that?” Hunt asked.

“She was naked,” Juhle said. “She’s not having wine and getting naked with whoever he might have hired to get rid of her, I don’t care how cute he was.”

“Does this guy have a lawyer?” Gina asked.

Juhle started to pop a pot sticker, then thought better of it and put it back on his plate. He shook his head. “Again, too early.”

“It’s never too early.”

“We don’t even have a murder yet, much less charged him with it.”

“But you talked to him this morning? And you let him tell you all this stuff?”

“I didn’t twist his arm.”

“And about money, and being resentful of his wife, and spending all last weekend just thinking about how much he hated her? Somehow I think that if a lawyer had been with him, he would have toned things down a notch or two.”

Juhle pulled down the sides of his mouth, erasing the smile that had started there. “He might have, at that. But fortunately, no offense, he didn’t think to call one.”

Hunt spoke up. “In his heart, Devin already thinks he’s guilty.”

“I’m getting that impression,” Gina said.

“Not true,” Devin said. “I’m in wait mode, that’s all.”

“Are you going to talk to him again?” Gina asked.

“Probably later today, if he’s where he should be.”

“As opposed to. . .?”

“His house.” Juhle was matter-of-fact. “Hey, I went upstairs with him so he could get some fresh clothes. But no way he spends any more time at his house until we’re through with the place.”

“So where’s he staying?”

“The Travelodge down on Lombard. It’s close enough.”

“And you’re going down to see him there?”

“That’s my plan.”

“And he still won’t have a lawyer?”

This time, Juhle’s smile stayed. “If my luck holds,” he said.

Gina hated it when cops played these silly territorial games. For Juhle’s benefit, and mostly just for the fun of it, she decided to put a little of the needle in. She turned to Hunt. “Just as good citizens, Wyatt, we ought to get in touch with this guy and give him a heads up.”

“Hey, come on!” Juhle put some humor in it, but not all that much. “Give a poor cop a break. Besides, he gets lawyered up, I’m really going to think he’s guilty.”

“Having a lawyer means he’s guilty?” Gina asked.

“No. Of course not. How silly of me.” Juhle remained genial. “You’re absolutely correct. Perish the thought.”

“Don’t be fooled,” Hunt said. “He doesn’t agree with you.”

“I’m picking that up, Wyatt.”

Juhle stabbed one of the awful pot stickers with his fork and picked it up. Staring at it for a second, he again put it back down on his plate. Gina’s casual dig at him had obviously struck a nerve. “Let’s put it this way. He hasn’t been charged with anything yet. If the autopsy comes back looking like someone murdered his wife, I would hope that he’d want to cooperate in every way he could to help us find the killer. If he’s got a lawyer there with him, running a screen every time I ask him a question, I’m going to wonder about what’s going on with him a lot more than I would if he just sat and talked to me.”

“But you admit you’re trying to get him to implicate himself.”

“No.” Then patiently, “I’m trying to get at the truth. If he’s innocent, the truth – pardon the phrase – the truth will set him free.”

“Only in a perfect world, Inspector. You know that.”

“Okay, granted,” Juhle said. “But an innocent guy doesn’t call a lawyer before he’s even charged with anything.”

Gina thought this was turning into a ridiculous discussion for two old pros to be having. She’d started out totally goofing with Juhle, and now she was enjoying the rise she was getting out of him, so she went on. “He does if he’s going to talk to cops and say things that could get misconstrued. That’s all I’m saying.”

“And all I’m saying,” Juhle responded, “is that to us cop types, that happens and we’re going to think the guy’s got something to hide.”

“Well, to quote the Beatles,” Hunt said, trying to lighten everybody up, “‘everybody’s got something to hide ’cept for me and my monkey.’”

“Thanks, Wyatt,” Gina said. “That was helpful.”

Self-effacing, Hunt said, “I try to contribute.”

 

“I think I got your friend mad at me.”

“Naw. That’s just Devin. He’s a cop, so he thinks like a cop. It’s a whole mind-set they test you on at the Academy. First question is whether you think if a guy’s got a lawyer, is he guilty? If you say, ‘Not necessarily,’ you flunk out.”

“How heartening.”

They were crossing Bryant Street at the light. “So,” Hunt asked, “what brings you down here? I haven’t seen you near the Hall in forever.”

“At least. Maybe longer. I don’t even remember the last time I was down here.”

Reaching the opposite curb, they turned right together and started up the block. In front of them, unmarked as well as black-and-white police cars and taxicabs were double-parked in the street all the way up to the front steps of the Hall. Someone had chained a large Doberman to one of the handrails in the middle of the wide and shallow stairs, and his barking competed with the Jamaican in dreads who was exhorting all and sundry to embrace Rasta as their salvation and Haile Selassie as the one true God. A homeless man wrapped in newspaper slept just beyond the hedge that bounded the steps. A full dozen attorney types stood talking with clients or cops in the bright sunshine while regular citizens kept up a stream in and out of the glass doors. “Can you believe? I think I’ve actually missed the place,” Roake said.

“You get inside, I predict you’ll get over that pretty quick. You meeting a client?”

“No. I’m hoping to latch on to a conflicts case.” These cases were very common; the Public Defender’s Office would in the normal course of events be assigned to an indigent client who had been accused of a crime. If that suspect committed the crime with a partner, the PD could not also defend the accomplice – it was a conflict of interest. So the court would assign a private defense attorney such as Gina, whose fees the city would pay, to represent the accomplice.

They reached the steps. Gina stopped, hesitated, gestured to the door. “You going inside?”

“No. I was just doing some computer searches at home and Devin called to have lunch and I took pity on him. I live just around the corner.”

Again, Gina showed a slight hesitation.

“What?” Hunt asked.

She lay a hand on his arm. “I was just wondering if Inspector Juhle happened to mention the name of the husband we were talking about back in there.”

“Sure. It’s Stuart Gorman. The writer?”

She shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t know the name. What does he write?”

“Outdoors books. Fishing, mostly. I’ve read a couple of ’em. He’s pretty good.”

“A couple of them?”

“Maybe three by now.”

“I hate him already,” Gina said. “I’ve been trying to finish my one damn book for almost four years, and he’s already finished three?”

“Maybe he started earlier than you.”

“Maybe he’s just better at it.”

“Could be that, I suppose. Though you’re probably a better lawyer than he’d be.”

“If he were a lawyer.”

“Which, based on Devin’s talk with him, he’s not,” Hunt said. “And that in turn leaves you wondering if he’s got himself legal representation yet, doesn’t it?”

Now Roake smiled. “No flies on you, Wyatt. The thought did occur to me.”

“You want me to call him and find out for sure?”

Gina shook her head. “Thanks. I can chase my own ambulances. The man’s just lost his wife. Let’s go wildly out on a limb and presume for a minute that he had nothing to do with killing her, in which case he’s probably – no, undoubtedly – devastated. But I kind of think he’d be better off if he gets somebody before your Devin gets another shot at him.”

“Well,” Hunt said. “If I know Dev like I think I do, he’d better hurry.”





FOUR



AT A FEW MINUTES AFTER ONE o’clock, a haggard Stuart Gorman, collapsed in a wing chair next to the television in his hotel room, hung up the telephone. “I can’t believe these people.”

Sitting across from him on the front two inches of his bed, his longtime friend and ex-college roommate, Jedd Conley, raised his head. Conley was the first call Stuart made after the police had chased him out of his own house that morning. In spite of being the State Assemblyman representing San Francisco, Conley had cleared his entire calendar for the day and met Stuart at the Travelodge within twenty minutes of checking in.

Conley had a good face, closely shaved. Both his nose and his six-foot bearing were strong, straight, aristocratic. The broad, unlined forehead under his dark hair could have belonged to a man twenty years his junior, but the youthful look was somewhat mitigated by the lines around a mouth that had perhaps been forced to smile more than it wanted to. Today Conley was wearing a tan business suit with a white shirt and light gold tie. “Who was that?” he asked.

“Some guy capping for a lawyer, wanting to know if I’d retained legal representation yet. The distinguished citizen had somebody he wanted to recommend. What a sleazeball. I got rid of him.”

“I heard you.”

“Fucking shysters. How’d they find me here so fast?”

Conley shrugged. “Word gets out. It’s already been on TV. They probably called the cops and asked. It’s just business.”

“Just business.” Stuart Gorman blew some of his anger into the dim room. “It sucks.”

“I don’t know.” Conley stood up and crossed to the window, where he pulled a cord on the blinds and let in more light. Turning, he said, “You’re going to need a lawyer, after all. You can’t blame them.”

“I wasn’t here, Jedd. I wasn’t physically present when she died,” Stuart said evenly, his mouth tightening up. “How am I going to be a suspect?”

“I didn’t say you were a suspect. I said you’re going to need a lawyer. The cops, the press, the estate. It’s an automatic.”

“As you know, I’ve already done that, talked to the cops. It was no sweat. Besides, I don’t know why we’re talking about me needing another lawyer. I’ve already got one, if I’m not mistaken.”

Conley pulled at his forelock, sighed, shook his head. He chose his words with care. “Listen, my man,” he said, hand over heart, “you’re my best friend and my heart is breaking here for what’s happened to Caryn. To you and her and Kymberly. But I haven’t done one lick of actual law in ten years, so I’d be lousy at representing you, besides which maybe you’ve noticed, I’ve got another full-time job. It just can’t be me. But you’re going to need somebody.”

Stuart stared coldly at his old pal for a few seconds, and then the anger passed and he settled back into his chair. “We don’t need to argue about it.”

A pause, and then Conley said, “When you’re ready, there’s somebody I’d recommend.” Conley was back on the edge of the bed, and now he came forward. “Don’t be an idiot, Stu. You have no idea how all this stuff works. Even if Caryn took some pills and drowned. . .”

“Hey. Read my lips: I was up at Echo Lake. Whatever happened last night, I wasn’t any part of it.”

“Can you prove that?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, did anybody see you up there? Did you have company last night? Did you talk on the phone?” When Stuart didn’t respond, Conley continued, “I’m taking your silence as a no. And this in turn means that your alibi sucks and you’re going to be on your cop’s list.”

“Okay. Maybe. If Caryn was murdered. . .”

Conley shrugged. “Maybe even if she wasn’t. You remember that guy a couple of years ago? He was like a telemarketer or something, and she owned about half the real estate in the Western Addition? Anyway, the two of them went camping and the story was that she went out for a midnight swim all alone while he was sleeping, and didn’t come back. Turns out she drowned and the husband stood to inherit like fifty million dollars. Did in fact inherit fifty million bucks. You don’t think the cops considered him a suspect? You think the fact that she drowned was a defense against them thinking he killed her? You want to know the truth, you want to kill somebody, drowning them’s probably the best way to do it, evidence-wise.”

“Okay, but did they charge him? Did they have any evidence?”

This brought Conley up short. “Do me a favor, Stu. Don’t ask your friendly inspector that kind of question.”

“What kind of question?”

“Evidence questions. Whether or not crimes got charged. Legal questions.”

“Why not?”

“Because they demonstrate what they call a degree of criminal sophistication. How about that? It could sound, to a trained investigator, like you had premeditated your actions and possibly even studied the rules of evidence.”

“I was just asking you if they brought to trial the guy you were talking about.”

Conley said, “In the end, no. But I was around at the DA’s for a few of the discussions about whether they had enough to bring charges or not. The cops’ position was that they had fifty million good enough reasons. And they came this close to taking it to the grand jury, even without a shred of evidence. And the grand jury would have indicted.”

“So why didn’t they charge it?”

“Because they would have lost at trial, and the DA knew it. And hell, nobody doubted even for a minute that the husband had done it. He was there where she drowned, he was going to inherit, they’d been having troubles in their marriage, which I know you and Caryn. . .” Spreading his palms out, Conley continued. “Anyway, you see what I’m getting at. How much was Caryn worth on her own? Six, seven million? Plus your life insurance. . .?”

“Jesus, Jedd!”

“Get used to it, Stu. You’re going to hear it from the police, and you’re going to have to know how to answer them. Or even whether or not to answer them. And you don’t have a clue. Which can hurt you. A lot. Kymberly, too. That’s all I’m saying. Friend to friend.”

Finally, Stuart seemed to get the message. He settled back into his chair, chin down on his chest, his arms hanging over the sides. “So who do you know?” he asked.

 

“Oh, God! It’s true, then, isn’t it? It’s really true.”

Debra Dryden – Caryn’s younger sister – stood just inside the room’s doorway in front of Stuart, her face washed in anguish. Then she stepped into his embrace. Pressing herself up against him, holding him tightly, she began to shake. Stuart held her and let her go on, his hands locked around her back, over the silk of her blouse. “I know,” he whispered. “It’s all right.” At last he extricated himself and stepped back.

“When I got your message, I didn’t want to call you back,” Debra said. “I didn’t want it to be true.”

Stuart nodded. “I know.” He half-turned. “I don’t know if you’ve met Jedd Conley.”

Debra lifted a hand perfunctorily. “Thanks for being here for Stuart.”

“I couldn’t not be,” Conley said.

The woman’s obvious pain and suffering did nothing to camouflage, and perhaps even served to enhance, her physical beauty. Shoulder-length, white-blond hair surrounded a captivating face – turquoise eyes, finely pored light tan skin. Debra wore a short white skirt and teal silk blouse, a gold necklace and diamond earrings. She brought both hands up to her eyes and dabbed under them. She said to Stuart, “But what are you doing here? Why aren’t you home?”

“They’re not letting me go back there until they’re finished with their investigation.”

“But why? You said she drowned. In the hot tub. Is that possible?”

“She may have been drinking and then taken some pills. . .”

“You’re saying she might have killed herself?”

Stuart shook his head. “If she did, I don’t think it was on purpose.”

“Of course it wasn’t,” Conley said. “She wasn’t suicidal.”

Debra turned to him, a cold eye, at the interruption. “How do you know that?”

“I just talked to her Friday afternoon. . .”

Stuart spoke with some surprise. “You did?”

“Sure.” Conley went on. “You know that, Stu. She was all in a tizzy about her invention. Remember she’d asked me to have my office look into some questions with her VC”—venture capital—“people. I’d been reporting back to her pretty regularly.”

Debra asked, “What does your office have to do with that?”

“Nothing specific,” Conley said. “But I’m with the State Assembly, and Caryn thought I could find out some stuff that wasn’t public yet. And she may not have been all wrong about that.”

“What was the news Friday?” Stuart asked.

“It wasn’t anything that was going to make her want to kill herself. We’d found some evidence that PII”—this was Polymed Innovations, Inc., the manufacturer of the Dryden Socket, which Caryn had invented—“hadn’t reported some negative results in the clinical trials – post-op leg clots – that apparently they’d known about. Caryn was furious about it. And furious is pretty much the opposite of suicidal.”

“Maybe she started out furious,” Debra said, “but over the weekend it turned into depression.”

“If she had gotten herself depressed by last night, it wasn’t about business,” Stuart said. He drew a breath. “Both of you might as well hear it from me, since it’s going to come out eventually. She wanted a divorce.”

Debra said, “That’s not wanting to kill yourself either. That’s wanting to move on. Ask me how I know. I’m three years free and haven’t regretted a day of it.”

“I don’t want to believe it was a done deal,” Stuart said. “But it is what she told me.”

“She couldn’t have wanted to leave you,” Debra said. “I mean, you’re. . .” She came at the thought again: “In what way exactly have you not been the perfect husband?”

Stuart said, “A lot of ways, Debra. Too many, believe me.”

Conley touched his friend’s arm. “You’re getting whacked every which way but loose here, aren’t you, Stu? Why’d she want to leave you? Did she say? Maybe a boyfriend?”

A quick shake of the head. “I don’t think it was that. When would she have had the time? But I don’t know for sure. It could have been anything. Or everything. She just wasn’t happy with us together.”

Debra’s eyes had gone glassy again. She reached out to touch Stuart’s arm, then moved a step closer to him. “Let’s not think about that right now, okay? Let’s all just try to get through what we need to do here and now.”

“Good idea,” Conley said. “Maybe you could help talk Stuart into getting himself a lawyer. I’ve got someone in mind. And with this divorce in the mix, he’s going to need one.”

Her hand still on his arm, Debra nodded. “Stuart,” she said softly, “I think you ought to listen to your friend.”
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