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  Joe Gores and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find

  titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we

  are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent

  of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Author’s Note




  The geological eras and time frames on the part-title pages refer to notable mass-extinction events during which 60-85 percent of all life on earth disappeared, with its

  ecological niche then promptly being refilled by new life-forms.




  Man is now destroying other life-forms at the rate of one every twenty-four hours. Their ecological niches are not being filled with new species, because the niches themselves

  are being destroyed. Once a species and a niche are gone, they are gone forever.




  







  

    

      

        I am your dwarf.




        I am the enemy within.




        I am the boss of your dreams . . .




        the kindred of blackness and impulse.




        See. Your hand shakes . . .




        It is your Doppelganger




        trying to get out.




        Beware . . . Beware . . .
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                            “Rumpelstiltskin”
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  PART ONE




  End of the Cambrian




  510 m.y. ago




  Death be not proud, though some have called thee




  Mighty and dreadful, for thou are not so,




  For those whom thou think’st thou dost overthrow,




  Die not, poor death, nor yet canst thou kill me. . . .




  One short sleep past, we wake eternally,




  And death shall be no more; death, thou shalt die.




  John Donne




  Holy Sonnets




  







  Chapter One




  Listen to Raptor, mon vieux. Don’t take this life so seriously, you’ll never get out of it alive.




  I kill. Oh, I know. You expect me to add, Therefore I am. But that is nonsense. I do not kill out of any inner compulsion to give what that fool Hemingway called the gift of death. If killing is

  a gift, it is a gift to the killer himself, during the ritual frenzy of the hunt. Whoever considers Proud Death a gift to a healthy animal has no imagination and is already half in love with his

  own finis.




  I am not. I kill—without pity, compunction, emotion or moral qualms, to be sure—but not because killing obsesses me. Just because, well . . . it is what I do. Previously I have done

  other things, perhaps in future I will do other things again. But for at least a few hours more, I kill. After that . . .




  After that, well, tonight Will Dalton plans to give a lecture. A lecture on the nature of man in hopes of exposing, no less, the roots of man’s endless violence, perhaps man’s evil,

  and to draw some sort of inane conclusions from it.




  No, no, my dear women, lower your knitting needles. I am sure he will not exclude the Fair Sex, the Better Half, the Little Woman, from his overview. I would not. When I say Man I speak

  not of gender, but of my own kind sui generis, as a class by itself apart from all else in Nature.




  Separate, let me hasten to add, only in the way that a dog is separate from a stork. Not separate as the fallen angel of Religion (with an immortal soul breathed into it by God) is separate from

  the beasts of the field. And not separate as the risen ape of Science (last best result of evolution’s efforts) is separate from those same angels set twirling by Aquinas on the head of a

  pin.




  Rather, I speak of man as fallen ape, of whatever sex he might be. Baser than heaven, baser than our primate stock, baser even than the slime from which both Science and Religion insist

  all life springs.




  I admit that I speak to you now out of my own base pride in my own base actions, because I am vain enough to want to give you my version of events—small things make base men proud, you can

  appreciate the reference. And also, by showing it in action, my version of man’s nature to set against Dalton’s pitiable attempts at exculpation and justification for mankind.




  But I grant poor fool Will life enough to air at least some of his views. Grant? Of course—I kill, remember? Before this night is over, Dalton will have joined the other dead, and

  my work will be done. Or I will be.




  Does that give you pause? The assassin facing his own assassination? The policeman Dante Stagnaro will be at the lecture, peeping behind the arras and beneath the chairs for that murderous

  wraith Raptor, that mocking evil fellow who has haunted his dreams for lo these many months, yea, verily and forsooth, even moi, your humble servant. Shoot-out at the O.K. Corral.




  But you have seen through my façade already, haven’t you, carcajou mauvais? You know that despite the front I put up, the easy amiability and the desire to please, I am

  self-centered and selfish and self-righteous. That I love wrangling and the utter bleak tension that goes with it. That I love to pile lies upon lies, thus justifying and excusing my own actions.

  That the self-lie is always preferable to other lies, because when one lies to oneself one need never confront naked truth.




  But if I lie to you tonight, mon brave, and then die, my truth will never be known. So contrary to my own dark nature, I must be totally honest. I must make you privy to my thoughts,

  memories, feelings, and reactions to those other deaths, seething in the dark of my brain during these past fifteen months.




  So my story—like any good fairy tale—begins with




  Once upon a time . . .




  







  Chapter Two




  Once upon a time, in the twenty-ninth year of her life and seventh year of her now-failed marriage, Molly Dalton sat at her desk in the Atlas Entertainment corporate offices,

  staring out across deserted lower California Street at the lighted apartments and raised walkways of San Francisco’s tony Embarcadero Center. She chewed her lower lip, strangely breathless

  and not a little . . . probably frightened was not too strong a word.




  So. Frightened. What she had accessed in the corporate mainframe had made no sense at first, but being very bright, and with an attorney’s inquisitiveness besides, she’d transferred

  the data to a 3.5" floppy and taken it to her penthouse apartment and for the past few days had played with it off and on during her free time. And suddenly it had made sense. Too

  much sense.




  It had angered her at first—this was her career, after all—then suddenly it had scared her. So now . . .




  Moll—short for Molly, short for Margaret—was a platinum blonde with very large blue eyes, a tip-tilted nose and small chin, high cheekbones and narrow cheeks,

  arched, slightly thick brows, and a dazzling smile that just naturally gave men very specific erotic notions. Her hair was a golden halo around this innocent angel face, her full-bosomed body was

  kept rounded yet taut by fanatic devotion to Nautilus and the stairs (on the chart she could climb the Empire State Building without getting winded).




  Naturally, starting with her daddy when she was an infant, almost every man she ever met told her she was beautiful, and she had believed them all. Mirror, mirror on the wall. But that

  wasn’t quite enough for her, because she was also smart, whiplash smart, and wanted to be told that as well.




  One of those proclaiming her beauty had been a rawboned grad student named Willard Dalton. Will was finishing up his Ph.D. in paleoanthropology at Cal-Berkeley while she was finishing her senior

  year in psych at the same school. They had met in a drama class—inevitable for her, given her background, just fun for him and a place to meet pretty girls, although he showed a fine flair

  for playacting and an unexpected satiric wit in improv. Perhaps in Will the stage lost a fine actor to science.




  He quickly began to tell Molly that she was not only the most beautiful but also the most intelligent woman he had ever met, which was what she had been waiting to hear. So it was Will for

  Molly; and what Molly wanted, Molly got.




  Too bad. Because Moll’s daddy was an entertainment attorney with a plush suite of offices in Century City, and she went to Beverly Hills High with the spawn of movie stars. She was

  deflowered in a hot tub by her best friend’s older brother—second lead in a sitcom on CBS—at age thirteen. Physical beauty was the only measure any man ever judged her by, so sex

  became the only coin with which she could confirm her value. By the time her daddy gave her the expected cherry-red high school graduation Ferrari, Moll already was finding a fortnight without a

  fuck like a year in a convent without a door.




  Will, on the other hand, was from Wyoming, the son of a rancher, a childhood dinosaur freak who, before he’d moved from T. rex to H. habilis at Cal, had done a lot of

  amateur digging. While growing up he’d even unearthed a nest of maiasaur eggs that Jack Horner himself had called “significant.” He was an excellent naturalist, hunter, tracker,

  used to vast spaces, solitary thoughtfulness, self-reliance, voluminous reading, and spending all his spare time alone out in the field. Thus he didn’t lose his virginity until his second

  year at Cal. He quickly became adept as a hunter in those sexual jungles as well, but just never found it any hardship to go without.




  Major culture clash in almost every area of their lives. And when he and Moll got married before she started law school the September after her bachelor’s degree, her daddy as a matter of

  course picked up the tuition. That didn’t set well with Will, who felt paying for his wife’s advanced degree was sort of his responsibility. But he was starting his post-doc work, money

  was tight, and he was dementedly in love with Moll. If that was what she wanted, that was what she should get.




  Will paid her father back by working multiple night jobs, but by then they’d had their first real fight: Moll had gotten pregnant and an abortion without telling Will about either one.




  “Will,” she said when the tattletale medical bills came in, “we just don’t have the money. And there’s lots of time.”




  “But dammit, we can never have that one again.”




  The argument ended in bed, so he never discovered her real reason for the abortion: an almost irrational dread of ruining her figure, reducing her seductiveness to men.




  Many men. Her first affair as a married woman followed an international conference in Paris on australopithecine locomotion the second summer after Will’s Ph.D. The conference led to an

  invitation for three weeks in the field at Hadar, Ethiopia. The Lucy site. Heady stuff for Will, the lowly post-doc, but since her daddy happened to be in Paris on business, Moll elected to stay

  behind in the City of Light rather than grub around with her husband after old bones out in the arid African bush.




  Will agreed, never dreaming she’d be fucking the brains out of a French film director before his plane left the ground at Orly International. Her daddy, who had mean feelings about Will,

  had made the introduction with malice aforethought: he’d been most unhappy when she’d gone and married a real-life replacement for him, and a strong man to boot. Au fond, he

  wanted her always to be Daddy’s little girl.




  At Hadar, Will found nothing of significance in the ground. But when the focus of their endless campfire discussions became the visionary Jesuit Teilhard de Chardin, with his heretical notions

  of moral evolution in man, Will found himself faced with conundrums he’d never had to bother about before. He’d always considered himself a scientist concerned only with phenomena

  rather than meaning, but these people were asking, Where did we come from? What are we? Where are we going?




  On one level it was easy; since primitive beliefs had been thrown out long ago as fairy tales, legends or myths, there were only two games in town. Religionists said we were some variant of your

  basic fallen angel, come from Eden by way of Adam and Eve, due for heaven or hell when our span was done. Darwinists said we were your basic risen ape, come from African-savannah primates by way of

  the hominids like A. afarensis—Lucy—through H. habilis to H. erectus to us, H. sapiens sapiens, destined for dust and dust alone when we fell off the

  twig.




  Lying on his back in the moonlight on those ancient eroded sun-baked hills, staring up into the same star-choked African night that Lucy, old A. afarensis, had stared at 3.5 million

  years before, Will had to ask himself, Was there really so much to choose between the two? Either way there was a sort of fall from primitive grace into culture; and who had Adam and Eve been,

  anyway, and what the hell had they really looked like?




  Besides, it seemed to him that something basic was being ignored. The latest studies showed that only about 5 million years separated Lucy from the gorilla, and a mere 1 to 1.5 m.y. from the

  human/chimp common ancestor. Now Jane Goodall had taken a good look at chimps, and Dian Fossey had taken a good look at gorillas. But neither had undertaken her empirical field studies from

  Will’s specific viewpoint: was it possible that where we came from wasn’t as important as what the great apes had passed on to us through those so-recent common forerunners?




  Then and there, he realized he would have to remain a paleoanthropologist while giving himself impeccable credentials as an ethologist (one who observes and analyzes animals in their natural

  environment), through an intensive study of the great apes. Just as Darwin had given himself impeccable credentials as a naturalist through his intensive study of barnacles.




  Thus when he started publishing the conclusions he hadn’t yet formed about what mankind had brought with it from its primate base stock, no one would be able to challenge his basic data.

  His conclusions, perhaps, but not his data.




  But of course his studies couldn’t start right away. First he had to return to Paris, to be met by a laughing, loving, rowdy Moll, who had missed him terribly and fucked his

  brains out in their Paris hotel room before their return to America. He never thought of the possibility of French movie directors. He was, after all, crazy in love with Moll, and as a son of the

  Old West actually believed all that sweet outmoded stuff he’d got from his folks about love, honor, and obey, ’til death do us part, amen.




  Moll, in turn, loved him in her fashion, because she knew he loved her, really loved her, all of her, not just her beauty of body but her beauty of mind also. And Moll, with her

  multiplying neuroses not even her psychiatrist could charge enough to keep in check, really needed that rock to cling to.




  Ancient history now. Moll squared her mental shoulders and punched SPKR on the phone and autodialed Will’s office number over in Berkeley. In this moment of crisis and

  indecision she called the husband from whom she was estranged rather than the daddy who had always doted on her; something about inner strengths, perhaps?




  “Yep, Will Dalton,” said the phone in Will’s voice.




  “Honey, when are you ever, ever going to learn to answer your phone as a full professor should?”




  “Short clipped vowels? British accent?”




  Probably only Moll could have discerned the lingering hurt and bewilderment in his voice. It had been extremely gross. Not only what he walked in on, but what she had done and said then.




  “How . . . are you, Will?”




  “Busy.” But then he immediately added, “The Institute is getting up a fund-raising exhibit covering their new directions, and it’s using up all my free time.” He

  stopped, said abruptly, “Moll—why?”




  “My analyst says—”




  “Fuck your analyst!” Will burst out, then quickly recovered himself. “Listen, Moll, I just . . . can’t . . .”




  The trouble was, when she had finished law school and passed the bar, through her daddy’s connections she had gotten this tremendous position as corporate counsel with the San Francisco

  arm of the newest L.A. conglomerate, Atlas Entertainment. It had a lot of money said to be Common Market, and was wildly grabbing small independents in a whole slew of areas—features,

  syndication, cable movies, a sound studio, special effects, a record company, a couple of comedy clubs, interactive—just about the whole entertainment package. They boasted they’d be

  challenging the majors within three years.




  Moll had ridden that pony and ridden it hard. She was smart, tough, hard-driving, soon indispensable. More and more, while Will the dreamer was off checking out apes and monkeys in places where

  they had just invented the wheel last week, she was doing hard, focused work in the corporate boardroom, wanting both husband and daddy to be proud of her, wanting to show everyone she was more

  than just a beautiful face and an available body.




  On the phone, Will was saying, “So, Moll, if you just called to say hello, ah, Hello. But if—”




  “Not just that,” she said quickly. “I want to see you.”




  There was a long silence. Will finally said, in tones of a coldness and finality that were chilling, “I don’t think that’d be a very good idea right now, Moll.”




  “I need to see you.”




  More silence. Stretching out, attenuating itself like spun glass at the end of the blower’s tube.




  She had only herself to blame. Moll had discovered that what she needed more than anything else in this world was to fuck power. It was her ultimate aphrodisiac. And while Will was in western

  Sumatra for six months observing orangs, she had developed an almost hysterical passion for Kosta Gounaris.




  Gounaris was tall and dynamic, had created a Greek shipping line that had made him rich, and was now president of Atlas Entertainment—hence, nominally Moll’s employer. A beak-nosed,

  muscular, well-conditioned fifty-five, Kosta had a great deal of black body hair that really turned Moll on, and all that power that turned her on even more.




  Will’s life changed forever when the monsoon arrived early and he came home from Sumatra a week ahead of time, without telling Moll because he wanted to surprise her. Surprise her he did,

  and himself besides, by walking into her San Francisco penthouse to become that universal figure of fun, the cuckolded husband.




  Will found Moll in the bed where he’d been planning they should make long and tender love, half-lying between Kosta Gounaris’s wide-spread hairy legs, sucking his cock.




  They both heard the door open, Gounaris turning to look lazily over his shoulder, Moll able to see past him to Will’s shocked and astounded face. Gounaris turned back to Moll.




  “Here it comes, baby,” he told her with sudden urgency, “a real gusher,” and came in her mouth.




  And Moll, even though horrified for Will to see her this way, was at that moment totally, completely in thrall to Kosta Gounaris and his power. So she paused only long enough to raise her head

  and wink at her husband and say, “Welcome home, honey,” before returning to her work.




  Gounaris threw back his head and roared with delight at such pungent wit, as Will was staggering from the apartment and across the hall into the still-waiting elevator, his skin red and mottled,

  his face full of nausea, his chest heaving as if he were having a heart attack. Those horrific visual images had burned away all thought of defending his manhood or his marital bed.




  Half an hour later he was sufficiently recovered to return, deadly of purpose, but by then the apartment was deserted. And by the next day he had convinced himself he wasn’t a true son of

  the Old West after all, where blood was the ransom of betrayed manhood, but rather was just another civilized modern urban wimp.




  Moll hadn’t seen her husband since that night, and he hadn’t been returning any phone calls. A month ago, an eon ago, for both of them. Tonight she’d caught him, but

  Will’s silence had become positively thunderous.




  “Need to see me,” he finally repeated in a flat voice.




  “Need to,” Moll affirmed.




  At least he hadn’t hung up. Oh God, she thought, if only she hadn’t hurt him so. If only she’d just . . . just clung to his strengths, asked him to stay home with her. He would

  have. He was the only man who had ever truly loved her. Now . . .




  Now she said in a rush, “Please, please, meet me, Will. I need to talk . . . to ask . . .”




  “When?”




  “Tonigh—” She checked herself. “Tomorrow night, seven o’clock? That Italian place on Jackson where we used to . . .”




  He sighed. “All right, Moll. Tomorrow at seven. But I could be there tonight in thirty min—”




  “Tomorrow,” she said quickly, almost sharply.




  She hung up almost ashamed of herself, because she knew why she hadn’t made it tonight, right now, as he had offered, as she had intended when she had called him. In twenty minutes she

  wanted to be at the penthouse with Kosta’s cock buried in her up to the hilt. Needed to be at the penthouse.




  And maybe Kosta would have an explanation. Maybe . . . maybe she was misinterpreting the data she had run across by accident in the computer. Maybe . . .




  No. She was too smart to kid herself that much. She had found what she had found, and even though she would ask Kosta about it, she still had to tell Will about it too. At the last

  minute she put the disk she’d made into a mailer, addressed it, and dropped it down the mail chute in the hallway beside the elevator on her way to the penthouse and Kosta.




  







  Chapter Three




  In the penthouse, Kosta had mounted Moll from the rear in the dog style that was an unconscious preference from his early years as a koritsopoulo, a girl-boy in a

  Turkish brothel, thrusting into her with long slow almost lazy strokes. Over forty years before this night, his ticket out of that Istanbul slum had been the aging Turkish pederast who ran the

  brothel and kept his strongbox under the floor. Kosta had waited his chance.




  After they were finished, lying side by side on the bed, Moll panted out something about a “thing” in the computer she didn’t understand.




  Kosta asked, in an amused voice, “You sure it isn’t my thing in you—or did the mouse get off the pad and into the hard disk?”




  “No, in the data there was a . . . a sort of chart . . . A breakdown of percentages . . . names and figures . . . banks . . . all in a sort of code . . . I found it by accident, got

  intrigued, started playing around with it on my own time . . .”




  “What do you think it means?” he asked as if fascinated instead of feeling sick to his stomach. “You know I am an idiot with that demented little electronic

  jack-in-the-box.”




  “I think it means that the money behind Atlas Entertainment comes from organized crime, not the Common Market.”




  “What?” he cried, sitting bolt upright on the bed. “My God, what are you telling me?”




  “Finally, that was the only way I could interpret the entries.” She was delighted with his reaction; if Kosta had been involved himself, had started making excuses . . .




  He swung around to face her, took her hands in his.




  “I sold Gounaris Shipping, my Molly, because I was tired of being a playboy. I didn’t take your father’s offer to head Atlas Entertainment to become a pawn of the . . . what

  should I say, the mob.” He was off the bed, pulling on his clothes with manic energy. “I’m going to start finding out about this right now. If there is dirty money in

  Atlas Entertainment, they will have my resignation on their desks immediately.” He paused in zipping up his pants, frowning. “You haven’t told anyone else about . . .”




  “Of course not, not until I had a chance to talk with you.”




  “Good, good,” he said. “To be fair, I don’t think either of us should mention it until we’re sure that’s what the file really means.”




  Moll felt terrible. She had made that call to Will . . . Her voice stopped him as Kosta pulled on his shirt.




  “Sweetheart . . . I . . . made a date with Will for tomorrow night at Bella Figura. I was going to . . . talk with him about it, but now I’ll cancel it—”




  “No no no, my love.” He gestured expansively. “I will be back from Los Angeles with all the facts before then. If it is true, we will shout their perfidy from the rooftops. If

  I find there is a reasonable explanation . . .” He shrugged and finished buttoning his shirt and smiled. “Then you will just have a pleasant evening with another man.” He leaned

  down to take her chin in a lean brown hand and gently kiss her on the lips. “But no fooling around with your husband, you understand? Kosta Gounaris is a jealous lover.”




  After he was gone she remembered she’d mailed off the disk, but it didn’t matter since Kosta was not implicated.




  Outside in the corridor, he leaned against the wall beside the express penthouse elevator, weak as a baby, in much the same state as Will a month before but for very different

  reasons. He wiped the sweat from his forehead. Being a ruthless and powerful man himself, he knew the almost unspeakable ruthlessness and power of those to whom he had sold himself so many years

  before.




  How could he have been so unutterably stupid as to leave the original setup file in the computer when they had been working out the organization of the company? Once deciphered it was absolutely

  damning, naming names and estimating what each department could be expected to produce, and how much each could launder without the IRS suspecting that offshore millions were being funneled through

  this legitimately profitable shell.




  And how could she have uncovered it and broken their code so easily? Too damned intelligent for her own good, that was her trouble. The elevator came, he stepped aboard. Greeks liked their women

  smart, but she was too smart to live. He didn’t mean that literally, of course, but tou Theou, he didn’t look forward to the phone call—pay phone call—he

  would have to make to his spiritual godfather, Gideon Abramson, in Palm Springs.




  Gid Abramson was seventy-four years old, a diminutive gnome in loud aloha shirts and $400 plaid slacks and $900 shoes and a Dodgers cap, smoking a stogie the length of his arm,

  peering benevolently at the world through clear-rim tri-focals. He was a grandfather eight times over, slept nine dreamless hours a night, swam ten laps in his pool every morning before his juice,

  dry toast, and decaf, and played golf or tennis five days a week like a man thirty years his junior. Gid was going to live forever.




  This evening he was sitting out the hand as dummy in his foursome at the country club’s bridge night, telling one of his usual infamous jokes.




  “So this guy is chewing out the shadchan, see, the marriage broker, for lying to him about this woman he had been planning to marry. The shadchan says, ‘By you, she

  didn’t graduate from Brandeis? By you, she’s not as beautiful as Julia Roberts? By you, she doesn’t sing like Barbra Streisand? Where did I lie?’




  “And the guy says, ‘You told me her father was dead—but she told me he’s been in prison for ten years!’




  “‘Nu,’ says the shadchan, ‘you call that living?’”




  Under the dutiful laughter, the club steward whispered in Gid’s ear there was an urgent phone call from his nephew. He left the table feeling smug. He was up nearly $700 for the evening,

  and Charlie Hansen was looking a little green across the table. Gid had heard his Mercedes agency hadn’t sold a car in two weeks. Good.




  Let the bastard sweat a bit before suggesting a loan. Strictly legit interest, of course, because you didn’t shit where you slept—but he would end up owning 51 percent of the agency.

  Before his retirement he had controlled the rag trade loan-sharking on Manhattan’s Lower East Side, and Gid just couldn’t seem to help making money.




  When he was in the manager’s office with the door closed, he picked up the private telephone and chirped into it, “So speak to me, bubela!”




  “Uncle Gideon, I’m in a lot of trouble!”




  Kosta did indeed sound scared over the phone—and it took a great deal to scare Kosta. He’d been the kind of dashing, adventurous kid none of Gid’s own nebbische sons

  had been. When Gid had run across him in the late fifties, Kosta, just a teenager, was using an Arab dhow with black sails and no outboard to run American cigarettes from Greece into Turkey, and

  opium out.




  Once, drunk on ouzo, he’d told Gid he’d slit a Turk’s throat in Istanbul for the money to buy the boat. Gid had never seen any reason to doubt him, so he bankrolled him through

  bigger and better boats to his first freighter. Then he’d taken 51 percent of Gounaris Shipping for the Family, finally had recommended Kosta for the presidency of Atlas Entertainment.




  And it was this man who now sounded scared. Just to test the waters, Gid said, “You hear the one about the gorilla walked into Goldman’s delicatessen and ordered a pastrami on rye

  with a pickle to go?”




  “Uncle Gideon, there’s no time for—”




  “Goldman says, ‘That’ll be six-fifty. And I gotta say, I never expected to have a gorilla in my store ordering a pastrami on rye!’ The gorilla says, ‘At those

  prices, you never will again!’” He paused. “Nu. Tell me your story.”




  Kosta did. It left Gideon shaking his head at the phone.




  “You’re right, Kosta, that was really very stupid of you to leave the file in the computer. If any word of your doing that should get back to Martin Prince . . .” He paused for

  a moment, thinking. “I tell him the woman had been snooping around, asking questions, suspecting something, we had to move very quickly . . .”




  “But nothing about me leaving the file in the computer?”




  “Our little secret, Kosta,” he said gravely but with a wink in his voice. “Now, there’s one thing I want you to do . . .”




  “I already did, Uncle Gideon. Even before I called you. I erased the file and tomorrow will have a new hard disk installed and all the other files transferred to it individually so this

  file can’t be brought up later if the feds should ever come snooping around with one of their tame computer geniuses.”




  “Good, it sounds as if this woman has not totally addled your wits. In your opinion, has she spoken to anyone else?”




  Kosta told him about Moll’s date with her husband the next night, and what he had told her to do about it.




  “Very good!” exclaimed Gid with delight. “The perfect way to keep her quiet until we can talk to her.”




  “You think she’ll believe what I tell her when—”




  “We’ll make her believe it, sonny boy—I think you got nothing to worry about. You just let me handle this.”




  Before hanging up he told Kosta just what he should say and do the next evening, and also casually got from him the name of a corrupt Frisco cop, Jack Lenington. He would ask Otto Kreiger to

  contact Lenington—no use burdening Kosta with any of that. The goyische woman was obviously still leading him around by the schlong.




  Tapping out the number of Martin Prince’s safe phone in Las Vegas, Gid Abramson rolled his cigar between his lips and thought with delight, Intrigue! Threats! Danger! These were what kept

  a man young, made life worth living!




  Bella Figura was a lot of glass and stainless steel and designer chairs and elevated prices in the low-number high-rent end of Jackson Street. They put too much garlic in the

  sauces and you had to fight for your pasta al dente, but their drinks were generous and the service was good. And at Bella Figura, because of the high ambient decibel level, two people

  could put their heads together and talk without being overheard.




  Not that there was any need of that now. Moll would tell Will about it, of course, but it had all become academic. When she’d been getting dressed to come here and meet him, Kosta had

  burst into the penthouse with his black eyes snapping like firecrackers, tremendously exhilarated.




  He’d been in L.A. having it out with those bastards down there, he said, and she was right, Atlas Entertainment was just a fucking Mafia front! Tomorrow, by God, they would go to

  the FBI with what they knew! Until then, Moll should keep quiet about it, because they knew about Kosta but not about her. She might be in danger if they knew the information had come from her.




  Meanwhile, tonight . . . tonight he’d roughly shoved her forward over the back of the couch, pulled up her Laura Kiran skirt, jerked down her Victoria’s Secret panty hose, and rammed

  all that excitement into her from behind, the way they both loved it best. She exploded within ninety seconds, but he wasn’t done yet. He tumbled her onto the couch and went down on her,

  something he’d never done before, not once.




  He finished off by crouching over her face and coming in her mouth immediately, without ceremony or tenderness, snorting like a bull. Then he jumped off her as off a horse hard-ridden, zipped

  up, chuckled, kissed her cheek without love or passion.




  “Now I send you to see your husband, my little tart—now that I know you will think only of me as you do it with him.”




  So here she was in Bella Figura drinking her second Midori sour and thinking that Kosta knew her all too well. She indeed was planning, with a nasty little frisson in her soul, to get Will into

  bed tonight. Kosta had hurt her a little and scared her a lot with his wildness; she needed Will’s tender loving strength to restore her.




  The stranger in the light topcoat and tinted glasses came up behind her at 7:39. Expecting Will, Moll turned on her stool with a welcoming smile just as his gloved hand pressed a .22 pistol

  against the bridge of her exquisite nose and pulled the trigger. During the nanosecond of searing pain as the bullet passed between her wide, beautiful eyes, she knew That’s why he was so

  wild, he was excited by




  Moll thudded to the floor, a brain-splattered bundle of ruined designer clothes. The assassin put the coup de grâce into the base of her skull before staring around at the surrounding

  patrons frozen on their stools.




  “Dead men tell no tales,” he said. “Live men too, if they got any smarts.”




  He laid the empty .22 on the bar beside Moll’s purse, and strolled out stripping off his topcoat. As he rounded the corner into Front, he handed it to a homeless man poking around in a

  trash barrel at the edge of green block-square MacArthur Park.




  Back in Bella Figura the screaming had begun, after several long moments of silence during which they all had looked at one another and then guiltily away. By the time the police arrived, no one

  had seen anything significant.




  Live men tell no tales. Nor, of course, dead women.




  Will had been held up on the Bay Bridge by a four-car crash blocking all lanes on the upper deck into the city. He got to Bella Figura just after the first black-and-white.

  When Homicide Inspector Tim Flanagan arrived, Will was cradling Moll’s ruined head in his arms and crying all over the crime scene.




  “Who the fuck is he?” Flanagan demanded of the uniformed team who had answered the original squeal. “The fucking Pope?”




  “The husband.”




  “Whyna fuck ya let him near the body?”




  The black patrolman said, with exaggerated courtesy, “ ’Cause we couldn’t come up with any way to keep him away from her, Inspector, short of shooting him in the

  fuckin’ head too.”




  Flanagan, who had a heavy round red face and a swag belly and pink tightly waved receding hair, looked and sounded like every casting director’s concept of the beefy, stupid, venal Irish

  cop with his hand out. He had, however, a degree in criminology from USF and was totally devoted to police work. His dumb act was strictly professional.




  He told them to secure the crime scene—and he did mean getting the fucking husband away from the corpse—and went to call Dante Stagnaro at home even though Dante wasn’t

  Homicide and Tim was, so this was his beef entirely.




  It was just that this looked professional, just the sort of homicide that Dante, with his surprisingly moralistic stance toward crime and murder in particular, especially professional murder,

  loved to get in on early.




  







  Chapter Four




  That was fifteen months ago, and Lieutenant Dante Stagnaro, head of SFPD’s Organized Crime Task Force, still didn’t have anyone in the cage for Moll Dalton’s

  murder. Oh, he had a self-confessed assassin who called himself Raptor and left messages on his phone machine, and he was pretty sure he knew who had hired the guy—but he was as far from an

  arrest as when he had started.




  Dante drove around the block because the parking lot for the Institute of Human Origins was off Euclid just north of the Cal-Berkeley campus. Will Dalton’s green 4Runner with its license

  plate HABILIS was parked in the lot: the damn fool had shown up. On his own car’s bumper was a sticker put there by his sixteen-year-old son, Antonio, that he hadn’t had the heart to

  scrape off: BAD COP—NO DOUGHNUT.




  Organized crime in San Francisco didn’t mean the Mafia as it did in New York—traditionally, the mob didn’t have a strong enough presence in the Bay Area to merit a task force.

  What he and his two inspectors investigated was organized criminal activity in San Francisco of any sort—drug trafficking, chip theft and sales, car thefts, alien smuggling. Even murder, if

  there was a demonstrably organized conspiracy behind it.




  A sign directed him through a gate and along a walk to a doorway and the basement of the Graduate Theological Union. Dante found it either ironic or touching—he’d never made up his

  mind which—that IHO was housed with the Union. Some of the Union’s vocally Christian primates just had to be appalled by the Institute’s strictly Darwinian view of life. Tight

  budgets made strange bedfellows.




  On a stage, students and a faculty director were rehearsing a drama with song and modern dance that said something about God, man, and the human soul. At a desk alongside the stage, IHO was

  taking money and checking in attendees—$3.00 for members, $5.00 for non—for Will Dalton’s lecture in the next room on similar subjects from a very different perspective.




  Dante laid down five bucks and went into the lecture hall, checking the possibilities for ambush with a professionally careless glance. Behind a lectern and a stand-up mike was a slide-projector

  screen on a round raised box. Off to the side was a video camera to record the lecture. Several feet behind the lectern and screen, curtains. The wall on the right was a plasterboard partition with

  a couple of bright watercolors on it; the other three were brick, the windows in the left one recessed and covered with drawn drapes.




  Rows of folding chairs in the body of the hall were filling up. In the rear were tables for hawking books, brochures, Institute T-shirts, calendars and the like.




  The audience was students and adults ranging from the mid-twenties to old white heads, wearing suits, dresses, sweatshirts and jeans. Dante knew the type from other lectures; most of them were

  vocal, well spoken, self-possessed. A university crowd, very unlike the students at his community college over twenty years before.




  Rosie said he had a better mind than any of them, but Dante always felt inferior in such gatherings. A sham. As if he had come in with a hick grin and mud on his shoes, tugging at a shoulder

  strap of his Can’t-Bust-Ems.




  Anyway, danger points: the curtains behind the lectern; the recessed windows. He casually wandered around behind the lectern. No exit. Raptor would never risk boxing himself into such a dead

  end. And the window drapes were pulled back.




  A shot from outside through the glass? No. Raptor had never endangered innocent bystanders; in that he adhered to the largely abandoned values and traditions of the Mafia when they only killed

  each other. But Dante was sure that his code could not exempt the dead Moll’s living husband. Dalton just had to be Raptor’s prime—indeed, final—target. Nothing else made

  sense. And if he was wrong?




  Then Tim Flanagan would get a few more belly laughs. Tim had the belly for it.




  The windows would be safe enough unless someone closed the drapes so Raptor could slip behind them. Checking them, he caught his own fleeting reflection in one of the panes. Early forties,

  medium height, an athlete’s body under slacks and jacket, narrow jaw, high cheekbones, black hair generously shot with silver, brown eyes under heavy brows.




  He turned away; Dalton had come in with a knot of other scientists; they had paused near the tables.




  Dalton hadn’t changed much during the fifteen months he’d been gone—five-eleven, 180, brown eyes, brown hair, still something of the real West about him, very tanned and fit,

  the brown hair shorter than when he’d left, almost brush-cut, the brown face leaner, harder than before, more closed.




  Dante’s grasp on a forearm cut him out of his confreres. He came along with a wry shrug back at them.




  “Good evening, Lieutenant.”




  “Welcome back, Professor. But tell the truth, I don’t like seeing you here in the target area. I spent half the day trying to reach you at home or here at the Institute to tell you

  not to give this lecture tonight.”




  Dalton grinned; it momentarily wiped the sadness from his eyes. “Why do you think I was dodging you all day?” His face changed; a bitter irony replaced the pleasure in his eyes.

  “I’ve been gone for fifteen months. If you haven’t been able to find Moll’s killer in all that time, what makes you think he’s going to show up here

  tonight?”




  “To take you off.”




  “And why would he want to do that, Lieutenant?”




  “You tell me.”




  He shook his head. “Always the same tune with you, isn’t it? I take it Gounaris is still out of jail.”




  “As of this afternoon, yes,” said Dante stiffly. He wasn’t going to go into his own history with Gounaris. “In California they don’t jail you for sleeping with

  another man’s wife. And Gounaris isn’t the point here. I know damned well that you lied to me about not knowing any reason for your wife’s murder, and that you changed your plans

  and went away so abruptly because you were afraid you’d be killed too if you didn’t leave the country.”




  Will gave a wry bark of laughter. “I see. I was a coward who fled with no thought of helping get my wife’s murderer—”




  “You said it, I didn’t.”




  Will took a deep breath, sighed. “Moll’s still dead, whatever we say here. I’m not comfortable with you in this gathering, Lieutenant, but I can’t make you leave. So . .

  .”




  He started to turn away; Dante thought, What the hell, go for the throat. “You could say that Moll’s dead because you left her alone here for long periods of time, so she . .

  .”




  Will tensed as if to swing at him, but a long-faced man with laugh lines but a worried expression tapped the mike.




  “Hel . . . Hello? Yes. It gives me great pleasure to start our spring lecture series in January this year.” He chuckled at his own wit. With his black fanny pack over his belly, he

  looked about as much like a scientist as Dante’s teenage son did. “Will Dalton is no stranger to this Institute, having spoken to us at various times on his work with the great apes in

  Rwanda-Burundi, the eastern Congo, and northern Sumatra. Before Dr. Dalton’s talk, I would like to briefly outline the Institute’s aims and accomplishments for the many new faces I see

  in the audience tonight.”




  Dante grabbed Will’s arm with sudden urgency.




  “Goddammit, if you’re going to make a target of yourself, before you go up there at least tell me what your wife left with you that . . .”




  The look on Dalton’s face stopped him. The deep-set brown eyes were deeper than they had been, as if used to looking through things to truths they had been unable to see before.




  “After I buried Moll I just felt damned fortunate to have a funded foreign research field project already set up to give me two years of rough, exacting, solitary work away from the

  memories here. Now here you are, stirring them all up again.”




  The damned man always had been able to put Dante on the defensive. All those years in university, perhaps, all those graduate degrees, as opposed to Dante’s two years of community college

  before he had quit to go to Vietnam? Or maybe just the fact that Dante was used to dealing with mob types who, although now often college men, still showed brass beneath the veneer.




  Dalton had changed his stance again. “I don’t really care what happens to me, Lieutenant, so maybe I’m not being fair to you. Stay for the lecture—we can chat afterwards.

  Who knows—maybe you’ll even find my talk instructive.”




  He went up past the windows as Dante slid back behind the sales tables, where he could watch both doors and see everything going on between him and the speaker. He couldn’t even give

  himself the luxury of a folding chair as he suffered through a lecture on some scientific subject in which he had no interest and probably wouldn’t understand.




  The man with the fanny pack was still at it.




  “Dr. Dalton has just spent fifteen months observing the forest chimpanzee of western Uganda, and tonight we will hear the first report of his findings. Dr. Dalton began his career . .

  .”




  At the front of the room a short well-fed man with gold-rimmed glasses and a black ponytail down the back of his neck leaped to his feet. Dante went into a half-crouch, his right hand sweeping

  toward the gun on his belt. He checked himself, glanced about, embarrassed. Hardly the stone killer Raptor. A member of the Institute about to videotape Dalton’s speech.




  Dante made himself slouch back against the wall, eyes busy and a hand near his gun in case Raptor might want to take Dalton out right now, before he had a chance to pass anything on. The

  hitman’s physical presence was almost palpable, but Dante was here first, ready . . .




  So why did he still feel he was just another bit player in Raptor’s latest scenario?




  Take Dalton out. As Raptor had taken out Dalton’s wife. One thing Dante was damned sure of, if someone killed Rosie he wouldn’t run off to Africa for fifteen months. But

  that was unfair. He was a cop, with a cop’s training and experience, a cop’s familiarity with guns and violence, a cop’s Old Testament eye for eye, tooth for tooth idea

  of justice.




  While in uniform he’d killed an armed robber in a 7-Eleven holdup; fifteen years later he still lost sleep over his memory of the man’s face as the arterial blood pumped out on the

  dirty floor. That killing was why he had jumped at the chance to head up the Organized Crime Task Force ten years later.




  Yet he knew he would kill again in the same circumstances.




  And if it was Rosie who was at risk, or worse, Rosie who had been slaughtered as Moll Dalton had been slaughtered . . .




  Unbidden, Dante Stagnaro’s mind returned to that first night, fifteen months earlier, when his involvement with Moll Dalton’s murder had begun.




  







  Chapter Five




  At night, Clown Alley at Lombard and Divisadero had the lonely, small-town, just-passing-through look of the all-night cafe in Edward Hopper’s Nighthawks. Even

  the counterman looked as if Hopper had started to sketch him, then said to hell with it: unmoving in his stained white apron in front of his blackened and smoking grill, his arms folded, his

  cigarette lisping motionless smoke as he waited to flip a burger, his face unfinished, the features somehow merely suggested.




  Hopper could have done plenty with the only other patrons in the place, a pair of easy riders in stomp boots and black leather cut off to show arms made tree trunks by endless hours of pumping

  iron in some jailhouse yard. Their Harley hogs, agleam with chrome, were illegally parked at the curb outside.




  The two cops sat down and studied the menus brought by the dark slim intense waiter. Flanagan suddenly guffawed loudly.




  “Hey, check out your horoscope. You’re a Christmas baby, ain’t you?” Before Dante could answer, he started reading. “‘Capricorn. You are conservative and

  afraid of taking risks. You don’t do much of anything. There has never been a Capricorn of any importance. Capricorns should avoid standing still too long as they tend to take root and become

  trees.’”




  Flanagan roared with laughter again, but Dante was checking the back of his own menu.




  “‘Scorpio,’” he read. “‘You are the artistic type and have a difficult time with reality. If you are a man you are most likely queer. Chances for employment

  and monetary gains are excellent.’” He looked at Flanagan over the menu. “Wait ’til Internal Affairs hears about that.” He looked down again. “‘Most

  Scorpio women are prostitutes. All Scorpios die of venereal disease.’” He nodded solemnly. “And wait until Maureen hears about that.”




  “Up yours, chief,” said Flanagan as the waiter returned.




  “Just coffee for me.” Dante sighed and jerked a thumb at the pay phone and said to Flanagan, “I’ve put it off too long, I’ve got to call her father in

  L.A.”




  “I always have one of the detectives do that for me.”




  “That’s why I make the big bucks, Tim,” Dante said sadly as Flanagan burst out with his big braying laugh once again.




  Skeffington St. John (“Pronounce that Sinjin”) was on the phone with talent agent Charriti HHope when Dante’s call came in. Sinjin put Charriti on hold; after

  all, his business with her and her clients was long-standing and not in the strictest sense business. On the other line was someone who identified himself as a Dante Stagnaro of the San Francisco

  Police Department.




  “Mr. St. John, I have some rather—”




  “Please. It’s ‘Sinjin.’ The British pronunciation.”




  A pause. “I see. Your daughter Margaret Dalton . . .”




  “We prefer Molly Sinjin, Officer.”




  Another pause. “Yeah. Well, your daughter, Molly Sinjin . . .”




  “How’d St. John take it?” asked Flanagan when Dante got back to their table. He had a huge cheeseburger and fries in front of him, with a side of rings and a

  green salad. At this time of night all Dante could stomach was black coffee and a couple of Tums.




  “It’s ‘Sinjin’—British, you know.”




  “Yeah?” Flanagan nodded wisely. “An asshole.”




  Dante sighed, trying to wash St. John’s unexpected sobs from his mind with the thought, It’s just a game, pieces on a board. But he knew it was starting again, that intense

  involvement with a case that robbed his sleep and soured his gut.




  Flanagan bit hugely, wiped away beef juice with a paper napkin, gestured with the ruins of his burger.




  “Sorry I called you in on this one, chief. It’s the fucking husband did it.” Flanagan shook salt on his onion rings, belched, amended, “Had it done, anyway.”




  “What did I miss?”




  “He was too broke up.”




  “He explained that, Tim. He got held up on the Bay Bridge or he would have been there before the hitman. He was feeling guilty because—”




  “Because he wasn’t there to take one up the snout himself?”




  “I checked with the bridge cops. A four-car pileup closed down all westbound lanes just about the time Dalton said—”




  “See? You were bothered by him, too.”




  Dante nodded abstractedly, sipped his coffee. He should have asked for decaf. He’d be up half the night.




  “There was something with him . . . maybe what you say, too upset . . . or maybe he was holding something back.”




  “Yeah, like who he hired to do the dirty deed.”




  Dante took out his notebook and checked it, even though he needed no refreshment as to what was written there.




  “Just take a look at it for a minute, Tim. He’s a professor at Cal-Berkeley in paleoanthropology. His wife is—was—corporate counsel for some big entertainment

  conglomerate. No kids, he does a lot of field world out of the country . . .”




  Flanagan looked up from his meal. “Yeah. So?”




  “So where does this guy find a professional hitman?”




  “Some of them perfessers might surprise you. Hell, he just cruises the Tenderloin bars, waves a few C-notes around—”




  “And gets mugged and wakes up in an alley with a headache and no C-notes.” Dante shook his head again, decisively this time. “No way, Tim.”




  “So you’re buying it as big-time all the way.”




  “All the way.” Dante marked off his points on his fingers. “One. The hitman walked into the place knowing she’d be there and what she looked like. Two. He used a Jennings

  J-22 that you can buy anywhere for seventy-five bucks but, amazingly enough, is still a hell of a reliable pistol. Even so, you have to be sure of yourself to know you can make a clean kill with a

  .22. Three—”




  “He shot her in the back of the head to make sure.”




  “I’ll get back to that in a minute, I’ve got a theory.” He paused, eyes almost dreamy. “You know it was Hymie Weiss back in 1922, working for the Dion

  O’Banion mob out of Chicago, who invented taking a guy for a ride? Invented the shot in the back of the neck with a .22 to finish him off, too.”




  Tim stuffed in french fries. “Yeah? Fucking fascinating.”




  “Anyway, three. He leaves the gun behind, serial numbers intact, which means he knows it’s clean, can’t be traced beyond some gun shop robbery. Four. Only two rounds in the

  gun—confident he isn’t going to need more than two. Five. The gun had been sprayed with Armor All, even though the witnesses say he was wearing gloves. You’ve got to admit

  that’s a pro’s touch.”




  “Or a Hell’s Angel’s.”




  “They’re not pros?”




  Dante finished his coffee as Flanagan dabbed the last of his fries in his ketchup. Dante started over with his little finger again.




  “Six. No elaborate disguise, just tinted glasses that hide his eyes and make a lineup identification virtually impossible. Seven. He walked out of the place. No running, no guilty

  looks over the shoulder. Delivering the mail. Pro hit all the way.” He leaned closer. “I’ll even tell you who he was.”




  “A beer on league bowling night you don’t. But I gotta admit you could almost convince me the guy was pro. Except . . .”




  “Except?”




  “Pro hitters using guns do the old H and H—the head and the heart. But these days, most of ’em like to work close—a knife is so much more personal. Or they use ropes,

  garrotes, explosives . . . But this guy—”




  “That’s why I know who he is. You ever hear of ‘Popgun’ Eddie Ucelli?”




  Flanagan thought. “Back east, right? Jersey, like that?”




  It was things like that made Dante like and respect Tim Flanagan, and work with him whenever he could. He nodded.




  “He runs a legit meat wholesale business—as legit as anything a wise guy owns is ever legit. But the story is there’s sections of the Jersey Turnpike didn’t need any

  rebar—the bones of Eddie’s victims were enough to reinforce the concrete.”




  “What makes this one Ucelli’s work?”




  “The Jennings J-22—it’s a trademark of his, since the Colt Woodsman became a collector’s item, it’s why they call him Popgun. Other trademarks: One up the nose into

  the brain. Lightly tinted glasses. Armor All on the gun because he knew he would be leaving it. Walking out afterwards. I bet he gave his topcoat to the first guy he saw—Eddie always does.

  And he prides himself on never needing more than one shot to complete his contract.”




  “This guy used two,” Flanagan pointed out again.




  “That’s where my theory comes in. I think he was supposed to take out the wife and Dalton. Dalton wasn’t there so he used the second shot as a coup de grâce on

  the wife only to empty the gun, because he didn’t want some hero picking it up while he was on his way out the door and shooting him in the back with it.”




  Flanagan drained his coffee, was silent for a long moment.




  “That’s a pretty flaky theory you got there, chief.”




  “But mine own.”




  “You got that right,” said Tim with his big laugh.




  The bikers turned and looked at him, hopeful of an excuse to use their stomp boots, but saw cop in the bleak looks both men returned to them and hastily went back to their fries.




  Flanagan got serious again. “Somehow, Dante, it just don’t scan. Same question you asked me a few minutes ago about her husband—where does the woman tie up with the wise

  guys?”




  “She was a lawyer, what more do you need?”




  “Yeah, what’s the difference between a spermatozoa and a lawyer?” Dante shook his head. “The spermatozoa has a one-in-400-million chance of becoming a human

  being.”




  Tim guffawed loudly at his own joke, wiped his mouth with a fistful of napkins, and squealed his chair back.




  “Okay, you go start drawing another one of your fucking flowcharts on your blackboard in the task force office, and I’ll track the husband and wife back to when they were wearing

  didies. Then maybe, a day or two depending what I find, we’ll go toss hubby around a little, see what falls out. Somehow I still favor him for it.” He gave another of his guffaws.

  “Either he was protesting too much, which means he hired it done and I don’t like him, or he meant all that pissing and moaning—which means he’s a sissy and I don’t

  like him.”




  “So either way you don’t like him.”




  “You think?” asked Flanagan in a mock-surprised voice.




  Will had bought the old boxy two-story Victorian in the Berkeley flats at a bargain price after one of the periodic riots that bubble up to keep the area so volatile and alive.

  He spent little time there anyway, what with Moll so much at her penthouse in the city (down payment by her father), and his frequent field trips, and most of his research material being at his

  office. But here he was, staring out the living room window at the drizzly autumn afternoon.




  Moll’s penthouse in the city.




  Oh God, if only he hadn’t gone there that day. Or had called her from the airport. Or, once there, had thrown that bastard Gounaris out and talked it through with Moll, shouted it through,

  screamed it through, anything to get through it with her and out the other side.




  Because adulteress, alive, dead, she was the only woman he’d ever love. Like a swan, he’d mated for life. And he knew she’d loved him too. Loved him, needed him—nobody

  could fake that kind of emotion . . . Yet she’d slept with Gounaris.




  He felt a rage inside himself, felt it froth over even as he snuffled and realized his face was wet with tears.




  Outside, the cold wind blew three female coeds down the gleaming street like autumn leaves. The phone started to ring. The women’s laughter tinkled distantly like icicles on fir boughs.

  There was a rattle and thunk at the front door as the mailman slid that day’s delivery through the slot. Will made no move to get it or the ringing phone.




  He fought his anger. Gounaris was the one to blame for Moll’s infidelity, not Moll. She had always been ambitious in her career, he’d cut her out of the herd, focused all that power

  on her, made her feel important, unique, seduced her . . .




  Hell, Will was as guilty of her death as Gounaris was. If he’d insisted on going over to the city as soon as she’d called him . . . or allowed enough time coming across the Bay so he

  wouldn’t have gotten held up on the bridge . . . Then that crazy guy with the gun would have had to find some other single woman to obsess on, and Moll would still be . . .




  How in God’s name would he get through the funeral two days hence? Just three days ago Moll had been alive, vital . . .




  The phone quit ringing. And he was sniveling again, for Godsake. He hadn’t done that since he was five years old.




  Will Dalton wasn’t answering his phone at home, but the people at the Institute said that’s where he’d probably go when he’d finished with the funeral

  arrangements, so they drew an unmarked sedan from the police pool. Flanagan turned left into one-way Harriett Alley from the garage under the Hall of Justice, made another left into Harrison, both

  men trying to talk at once.
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