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Violence and injury enclose in their net all that do such things, and generally return upon him who began.


Lucretius




Prologue


ANTHONY XAVIER RICCI never set an alarm clock because he never needed one. When his eyes opened in the darkened room after a fifteen-minute afternoon nap, he didn’t move for a couple of minutes, letting full consciousness creep up on him. The clock next to his bed read 4:30.


Ricci was thirty-one years old and after eight years in the NYPD, a sergeant. He lived alone in the basement of a beautiful brownstone in Brooklyn. A couple of windows up front by the sidewalk let in a good amount of light and kept his spacious living room from feeling like a cellar. Ricci was proud of his place and kept it pin neat. Over the past three years, he had accumulated some very nice things: a Persian carpet in bright yellows and blues, and several strikingly colorful, contemporary paintings that were already worth more than he’d paid for them. He’d also bought a brown leather sofa, two low, modern armchairs, and an antique wood marble-topped coffee table. On the wall opposite the paintings, built-in bookshelves held his library, his CDs and collection of LPs, a turntable and a pair of out-of-date but excellent JBL speakers, and a large flat-screen TV. Not many of New York’s Finest lived so comfortably at his age.


In the back half of the apartment, he’d recently redone the kitchen – stainless steel stove and refrigerator and granite countertops. A high-tech wine cooler that held thirty-six bottles hummed quietly next to the sink. Abutting the kitchen was the bedroom, where he was just opening his eyes.


He’d needed the nap. The previous night he’d been out with about twenty other cops, dinner at Mario’s to celebrate the retirement of Captain Greg Sheppard, his boss in Vice for the last five years, and a well-liked figure in the department. They’d closed the bar at 4 A.M., and then this morning Ricci had been up at dawn for his weekly seven-mile run, after which he’d done his laundry, picked up his dry cleaning, done some grocery shopping, had lunch with his cousin Victor and Victor’s wife, Bette. But he had big plans tonight as well – some business and then dinner at home and perhaps bed for the first time with the lovely Andrea Bernardi, whom he’d been seeing for a month; she was coming over at 8:00. The nap was a hedge against fatigue.


He showered, shaved, weighed himself – rock steady at 180. In ten minutes, he was dressed in Dockers, tennis shoes, a Knicks sweatshirt against the light September chill. He’d also be grabbing his bulkier generic gray hoodie before he ventured out, and a knit cap to pull down over his hair, cover his ears, though not so much for the cold.


Sitting on his bed, he turned his cell phone back on and on a whim decided to take a look at his photo stream. In a minute he’d traveled back six months and was staring at a picture he’d taken of Teri Wright, a fellow cop and former girlfriend.


A twinge of regret seeped into his consciousness. What had he been thinking when he let her go? Andrea was a beauty, sure, with a fragile Anne Hathaway look about her. But all of his past girlfriends were beauties – it was the Golden Age of the single straight man; the pickings were endless.


Teri, even among the stiff competition, was still near the very top. Now he stared at her smiling face on the screen of his phone. Much more Scarlett Johansson than Anne Hathaway, with a sexual energy and vibe that was even more powerful because of her maturity. Andrea wasn’t yet twenty-five, still with (he guessed) a lot to learn; Teri was thirty-two and, from his experience, had pretty much mastered it all. And there had been a sweetness to it, too, combined with an ability to laugh at herself. And to make him laugh, which was much more rare.


Ricci was a serial monogamist; in general, he loved the chase and the first few weeks, sometimes even months, of sexual intimacy, but after a while the excitement and desire, even with a Teri Wright, always tended to pale. He told himself that that was just who he was. He usually didn’t worry about it, although now flipping back through some more pictures of Teri – that topless monokini shot when they’d been on their weekend at Turks and Caicos …


Lord.


He felt the beginnings of arousal.


Maybe he should call Teri again. It hadn’t been the easiest breakup – lots of tears and anger, but there was no way she could deny the chemistry they’d shared. What about their true love? The commitment they’d talked about? That breakup day came back to him now; it had been pretty ugly.


Nevertheless, he thought it was entirely possible he could get her back. He could just give it a little more time, let things play out with Andrea over a couple more months, then give Teri a call. She’d no doubt be resistant at first, but he was confident he could wear her down. It was definitely an idea. Let time work its healing magic, then move in.


Shaking himself from his reverie – he had work to do, after all – he got out of the photo stream, left the phone facedown on his bedside table, grabbed his hoodie, and headed out.


Ricci kept a small storage locker about five blocks from his house. There were perhaps eighty units in a low-rise brick building at the back end of a public parking lot – $8 ALL DAY – although on a Saturday evening at a little past 5:00, the lot held only three cars. With his key, he unlocked the left-hand side door and let himself into the building. Turning on the overhead lights, he walked about a third of the way down to his locker. As usual, there wasn’t a soul in the place.


After working the combinations both on his own Master Lock and a built-in dial on the locker itself, he had the door open. Inside, the contents of the four shelves were arranged as neatly as he kept things in his home. The top shelf held a shoebox full of hundred-dollar bills – $33,700 worth. He kept the exact updated count of deposits and withdrawals on a lined sheet of paper taped to the inside of the door. On the next shelf, he kept stored several boxes of ammunition and one of surgical latex gloves. The bottom two shelves held the guns – some registered (not to him, of course) and some not, of several different calibers and makes – that he’d picked up in the course of his work over the years. Seven, all told.


Moving quickly, he pulled out his new favorite, a Ruger LCR revolver – five .357 Mag rounds and a barrel under two inches for easy concealment. Flipping open the cylinder, he slid the bullets home, snapped everything back into place. Five rounds were plenty. Hell, one was plenty for his needs, but he generally took two shots for certainty. If he needed more than five, he’d probably wind up dead.


Putting the gun in his hoodie’s front pouch, he grabbed a couple of latex gloves, checked the shoebox for luck, just to see that the pile of bills looked all right. Checking both ways one more time, seeing no one, he closed the locker, twisted the first dial, and hooked in his own Master Lock.


James Di Marco didn’t want to let the summer get away without one last barbecue. Now here it was, the last weekend in September, and the forecast next week was rain, possibly sleet, the temp going down to the thirties. So yesterday he’d bought four fat rib eyes and started them marinating soon after he’d woken up this morning. They were going to be outstanding.


The Weber was perfuming the entire Coney Island neighborhood with the smell of cooking meat, while James and Carla and the Jensens from down the street sat out in the backyard with their second pitcher of margaritas. Everyone was in slacks and sweaters, but nobody was cold. The sun wouldn’t be setting for at least another half hour, and they had positioned themselves to enjoy its last rays.


At forty-five, improbable as it was, James felt that his life had turned around at last. He didn’t kid himself that this was through his own efforts, although he had learned how to play the game better, learned how to take advantage of opportunities he routinely couldn’t identify when he’d been younger. He wasn’t part of Mr Tedeschi’s inner circle, of course, and not being related by blood, probably never could be. But he’d worked his way up as Mr Tedeschi had transitioned out of the stolen goods and drug business to an emphasis on the flesh trade, from driver and deliveryman to manager of an entire block of apartments, a euphemism for massage parlors, in Queens.


And this was where James had begun to realize the bonus that Mr Tedeschi had made available to him. It was simplicity itself, and though he knew that technically it was skimming, certainly as sins went it was more or less venial: reporting just a little less than he actually collected from the girls, he’d been doing it so long and so successfully now that he’d come to believe that Mr Tedeschi actually, albeit tacitly, condoned it. This was how his lieutenants augmented their earnings, improved their lifestyles, and he didn’t begrudge them for it. Over the years, the additional income had allowed James to keep Carla happy with a yearly cruise, some nice jewelry, and, perhaps most of all, this second house a few blocks from the beach.


Out in the backyard, he heard the front doorbell ring. Tipping up the last sip of his margarita, he stood up from his chair, put his glass on the patio table, and asked, ‘Anybody want anything while I’m up?’


From the hallway, he could make out the outline of the caller through the glass of the front door. The sun was low and glaringly bright behind the man’s figure, but as he got closer, James saw that it was a friendly-looking, young white guy. Opening the door and squinting in the sunlight, James said, ‘Help you?’


‘I sure hope so,’ the young man said, flashing a winning smile. ‘Sorry to bother you, but I’m looking for James Di Marco.’


‘You found him.’


Still smiling, he said, ‘Mr Tedeschi says to tell you, “Thou Shalt Not Steal.”’


In an instant, Joe’s face started to go dark with fear, and also with understanding.


Ricci didn’t hesitate. ‘Oh, one last thing,’ he said, pulling the Ruger out and up. In one smooth motion, he stuck it under James Di Marco’s chin and pulled the trigger twice.


Forty-five minutes later, the gun locked away in his storage unit, the surgical gloves and the spent cartridges thrown into a trash container in the subway station on the way back, Ricci went down the four steps leading to his apartment, took out his key, inserted it into the lock, and started to push open the door.


The minute he turned the knob, a pair of strong hands took hold of him from behind and pushed him forward into the door, which slammed open in front of him, and then he was thrown down onto the floor, his face into the Persian rug, three men holding him down. When he stopped struggling after only a few seconds – resistance was obviously useless – a calm and measured voice said, ‘There’s four of us here and we’re all armed and very dangerous, Tony. You are, by the way, under all kinds of arrest. But we’re really here to talk to you, which would be easier and so much more pleasant if you were sitting up. You think you want to do that?’


Ricci raised his head and saw a man sitting at his kitchen table with an open bottle of wine and a couple of glasses in front of him, one of them half-filled. ‘Sure,’ he said, ‘I’ll sit up. Let’s talk.’


‘No funny stuff.’ The man reached under his jacket and showed a gun. ‘No kidding.’


‘I get it.’


‘Good.’ The man nodded to his comrades, and the pressure behind him went away. ‘One of you get the door, please.’


Ricci slowly got to his feet. He looked around, and sure enough, there were three other guys, all about his size, complete professionals. ‘What do you want?’ he asked the man at the table.


‘Have a seat,’ the guy said, indicating the other kitchen chair.


‘Who the fuck are you?’


The man broke a tight smile. ‘Oh, yeah, the introductions.’ He dug into his pocket and pulled out a wallet, which he opened to reveal a badge. ‘We’re a little posse of federal marshals, Tony. My name is Frank Ladoux, and I predict that you and I are going to be good friends for a long time. Please, have a seat. Can I pour you a little wine? You’re going to want, maybe need, something to drink pretty soon, I expect.’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


Ladoux tsked. ‘Tony, please. A little respect.’ He leaned forward, picked up the wine bottle, and filled the bottom of Ricci’s glass. ‘Come on, take a sip. It’s your bottle after all. It’ll make you feel better.’


Ricci picked up the glass and drank. ‘Okay, now what?’


‘Now you’re going to tell us how much you know about Martin Tedeschi.’


Ricci hesitated, scanned the kitchen, came back to Ladoux. ‘He’s a wine collector and business guy out in the Hamptons. He throws a lot of parties.’


‘Parties where you’ve provided security.’


Ricci nodded. ‘Sometimes. So what? Half the force moon-lights.’


‘Maybe they do, but they don’t usually become pals with their hosts, do they?’


‘I’m not pals with Tedeschi.’


‘No?’


‘No. If that’s what this is about, you got the wrong guy.’


Ladoux shook his head. ‘You disappoint me, Tony. You’re a cop. You know what it’s like to make an arrest. You don’t do it without preparation and evidence up the ass. Isn’t that right? So here we are, a team of four – and believe me, the team is much bigger than that – and you’re acting like you think we don’t have everything we need and then some. Of course we do. You’re done, dude. You have only two ways to go: one, you roll over on Mr Tedeschi or, two, starting tonight you go to jail for the rest of your natural life, which won’t be too long.’


Ladoux poured himself a glass of wine, took a sip, and put the glass down. ‘Listen, you are the break we’ve been looking for for at least two years. We know you’re majorly connected to Tedeschi. We’ve got pictures, we’ve got tapes, videos, you name it. We know you’ve been working for him for five years and know everybody who’s anybody in his organization. We’re going to want you to testify against these people so we can put them away where they belong.’


Ricci barked a laugh. ‘And, even assuming that what you think you know is true, I’m going to do this why?’


‘Because otherwise … I thought I’d made this clear … otherwise, you’re in prison forever.’


‘For what?’


Again, Ladoux shook his head, smiling. ‘I’ll be honest with you, Tony. We don’t know for sure yet how many people you’ve hit, although the deposit list on the door of your locker ought to give us some leads on timing.’ Ladoux nodded. ‘The locker? Oh, yeah, we know about that. In fact, we got its contents in evidence right now, collected by my colleagues right after you left, oh, about twenty minutes ago.’


Stalling for time, Ricci picked up his glass and drank up its contents.


‘Here. Let’s pour you some more of that. I’ve got your attention now, don’t I? We were talking about the number of people you’ve hit, and the good news for us is we don’t need a lot of bodies. We just need one.’


‘You’re saying you’ve got proof I’ve killed people?’


‘Honestly, Tony, I’d have to call it an embarrassment of riches.’


‘Because I have a locker?’


‘It’s more what’s in the locker, but that’s a start. Seven guns that’ll match ballistics with who knows how many dead people. Thirty grand plus in cash. Ammo.’ Ladoux held up his hand. ‘Now, I know what you’re thinking. That it’s all circumstantial. There’s probably no record you even rent that locker. Except we’ve been filming it round the clock for the past four months, and it’s pretty obvious it’s yours.’


Ricci sat back. ‘I want to talk to a lawyer.’


Ladoux clucked. ‘Shit, Tony, I’m giving you a chance to live here, and you’re pissing about finding yourself a lawyer. You get a lawyer and go to jail to await your trial and Mr Tedeschi has you killed in your cell. I promise you this will happen, and you know it’s true. So let’s stop this nonsense talk about lawyers. I am offering to protect you forever. You testify for us and then you start a new life. You don’t get that?’


But Ricci crossed his arms and sat back in his chair. ‘I never killed anybody. I want a lawyer.’


Ladoux looked over at his colleagues, who’d found themselves seats in the living room. ‘Can you believe this guy?’ He reached into his pocket pulled out a cell phone, came back to Ricci. ‘It’s amazing the clarity you can get with the video on these things, Tony. Take a look at this. No, come in closer. Get a look.’


U.S. Marshal Ladoux pushed a button and the screen came up. Ricci saw himself walking along a sidewalk. With a rush of blood in his ears, he realized that this was the block where James Di Marco lived. He watched himself stop at the front gate, walk up the short little path, knock at the front door. He waited, the door opened, and then the camera zoomed in on him and Di Marco. Ladoux was right. The clarity of the zoom was excellent.


Ricci couldn’t take his eyes off the screen. It seemed to take forever, though he knew that the whole thing hadn’t lasted thirty seconds. There was a moment of discussion, then he pulled the gun and stuck it under Di Marco’s chin. In his kitchen chair, his whole body reacted with a jerk at the clearly audible reports of the gun as Di Marco went down.


Turning away now, they got Ricci directly facing the camera, his face nearly filling the screen. Out of zoom, finally, he broke into a lazy jog.


Dumbstruck, Ricci shook his head in disbelief. ‘You had a guy tailing me?’


‘Tony, we’ve had a dozen people tailing you round the clock for the past four months. I told you, this is a big operation and you’re in the middle of it. When the word got out you were at your locker earlier, we kicked it up to high gear, and, I must say, you didn’t disappoint.’


‘You just shot the video knowing what was coming down? Thinking I was going to do the guy? When you could have stopped me and saved his life? What kind of fucking guys are you?’


‘I told you, we’re fucking serious guys. Really. Any one of us. And we needed you to actually shoot the poor fucker. You can understand that, I’m sure.’ The marshal sipped wine and tsked again. ‘Hey. Get over it. The world’s a tough place. Whoever he was probably deserved it. And we got what we needed, too. That’s what counts.’


Ricci came forward, poured himself more wine, drank half of it. His hands were shaking.


‘So look,’ Ladoux said, ‘let’s cut the bullshit about how you never killed anybody. We got you killing somebody. You’re going down for this, unless you want to play ball with us. And I mean you’re going down now.’


Ricci reached again for the wine. ‘How’d you get on to me? You mind if I ask?’


‘You remember you dated Teri Wright? A fellow police officer.’


‘Shit. Teri?’


‘Maybe you want to let ’em down easier in the future. She was a little bitter. And then she got to thinking about all the great stuff you’ve got around this place, all the extra money you had all the time. It got her thinking with her cop’s brain. Where was all that coming from? And, of course, she also knew about you moonlighting for Tedeschi. She knows that you’re working in Vice; she knows he’s running lots of girls. It all started to fit – she didn’t know exactly how – but she came to us.’ He spread his hands in low-key triumph. ‘And then there was today.’


‘So what do we do now?’


‘Well, I’m afraid now you disappear.’


‘Just like that?’


‘Pretty much. We get you out of here tonight, right now, and into a safe environment, and then we get your initial testimony and get you set up in a new place with your new identity. And then when we need you to come back in to testify, you’re available for us. A case this size, it might be years. In the meantime, you got a life.’


‘What about after I testify?’


‘That is up to you, but you’ll probably want to stay in the program.’


‘Forever?’


‘Up to forever. But it’s your choice. You got family? Relatives?’


‘No. Couple of cousins, but nobody especially close.’


‘That ought to make it easier, the choice I mean.’


‘And you set me up with a new identity, just like that?’


‘Couldn’t be easier. I’ll show you. What’s the name of this wine we’ve been drinking? It’s delicious.’


‘Solaia,’ said Ricci. ‘It’s Italian. Wine of the year a few years ago in Wine Spectator.’


Ladoux put his finger into his wineglass and motioned Ricci to come in closer to him. ‘Anthony Xavier Ricci,’ he said, touching his wine-soaked finger to Ricci’s forehead. ‘I hereby christen you Tony Solaia. Where do you think you want to live from now on?’


Tony Solaia reflected for a moment, then nodded and said, ‘I’ve heard good things about San Francisco.’




PART
ONE





1


MOSES HAD WANTED to see Dismas Hardy alone.


He’d unexpectedly dropped by Hardy’s house on Thirty-fourth Avenue, and now the two men kept up a brisk pace as they walked along Geary toward the beach on this overcast November Sunday afternoon. Moses McGuire didn’t like to worry his only sibling, Frannie, Hardy’s wife. And he was, himself, worried to distraction.


That morning San Francisco’s second newspaper, the Courier, had run an article by a columnist named Sheila Marrenas. It was part of a series on unsolved crimes in the city. This one revisited an event dubbed the Dockside Massacre, in which six years ago, five people, including the city’s head of Homicide, Barry Gerson, had been killed in a gunfight on Pier 70.


For McGuire – and, he would have thought, for a lawyer like Hardy – it struck a little too close to home.


‘They don’t call her Heinous Marrenas for nothing,’ Hardy said. ‘Nobody reads her, Mose. I wouldn’t worry about it.’


‘I read her. Lots of other people read her. She mentioned you by name.’


Although that sent a little shiver of apprehension down Hardy’s spine, he suppressed it. ‘She mention you?’


‘No.’


‘Abe, Gina, anybody else?’


‘Freeman.’


‘David remains dead, if I’m not mistaken. He’s not about to talk. Is that it?’


McGuire went on for a few steps, then stopped. ‘Tell me it doesn’t get inside your head,’ he said.


Hardy pulled up, took in a breath. ‘It’s never not inside my head, Mose. It never goes away. Not what we did. We had no choice about that. But the idea that it might come out. I live in fear of it every day.’


‘You ever think it might be better if we just … I mean, as it is, I read an article like that, I’m just waiting for the other shoe to drop.’


‘Should we maybe bring it out into the open? Here’s the easy answer to that: never in a million years. You shouldn’t even begin to think anything like that. It would ruin a lot of lives, including yours.’


‘All right. But this living under the constant threat of exposure—’


‘—is far better than living with the alternative, and don’t you kid yourself.’ Hardy started walking again, and Moses fell in beside him. ‘You feel guilty?’ he asked after a few steps.


McGuire shook his head. ‘No. That’s why I think it wouldn’t be so bad. If people knew what really happened, they’d see we had no choice. It was pure self-defense.’


‘True, but probably better not to let other people make that decision. We know it. We live with it. That’s enough.’


‘It’s wearing on me. That’s all I’m saying.’


‘It wears on us all, Mose. I wish it hadn’t happened, but talking about it isn’t going to make things better.’ Now it was Hardy’s turn to stop. ‘You don’t think I haven’t had nightmares? I’m watching a damn ball game and suddenly I’m zoned out, back there on that pier, taking the hit to my Kevlar. I’m not wearing that vest, I’m dead right now, you realize that? You don’t think that makes an impression?’


‘That’s what I’m saying. We keep it a secret, we’re basically saying it wasn’t the right thing to do, and we know it was.’


‘No. Completely wrong. What we’re basically saying is that, right or wrong, we can’t tell anybody – not ever – because nobody would understand, and our worlds, as we know them now, would end.’ Hardy hesitated, then went on. ‘This is your damned twelve-step program talking. I don’t care what they’ve been telling you all this time, having every issue out in the open, in the bright light of day, so you can talk about it and analyze how you feel about it is not the solution to every problem. Sometimes the solution – trust me here – is you just shut up and suck it up.’


As always, with any even minor criticism of his A.A. program, McGuire became defensive. ‘Talking about issues has saved my life,’ he snapped. ‘Maybe you ought to try it. You might surprise yourself.’


‘I hate surprises.’


‘Yeah, well, there’s a time and place for everything.’


‘Not necessarily,’ Hardy said. ‘And even if there is, here and now isn’t it.’


In the middle of the afternoon on the second Tuesday in November, the head of San Francisco’s Homicide detail, Lieutenant Abe Glitsky, got back from a staff meeting. The light on his desk phone was blinking, and he punched into a voice message from his best friend, Dismas Hardy, inviting him to a dinner that evening at Sam’s Grill, where Hardy had reserved a four-top booth. Glitsky, he said, was needed. Cryptic, but that was Hardy. Glitsky should show up with bells on at six-thirty.


Glitsky usually made it a point to eat with his family, but upon hearing this message, he realized that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been out for fun. Come to think of it, he hadn’t laid eyes on Hardy in almost a month. The face time they got had taken a bit of a hit over the past couple of years, a victim of the difference between their home lives, Glitsky and Treya with their second round of young children, ages five and seven; Hardy and Frannie empty nesters, pretty much over all that.


Glitsky picked up the phone, about to call Hardy to say he couldn’t make it, not enough notice, but instead paused, sighed, and hung up. Ten seconds later, now thinking he’d call his wife and ask whether she’d mind if he went, he picked up the phone again, then looked at it as though it were a foreign object and replaced the receiver.


Treya worked as the private secretary to the district attorney, Wes Farrell, whose office was down two flights of stairs in the Hall of Justice. If Glitsky took the longest possible route – down his hallway to the elevator, then back down her hallway – she was about two hundred paces from where he stood.


The inside stairway was quicker and got him there in under a minute.


‘Hey!’ Treya brightened and stood up behind her terminal as Glitsky came through her door. When she looked at him, her smile faded as quickly as it had bloomed. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Is something wrong?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Well, something made you ask.’


‘It’s just you show up out of nowhere with that frown on …’


‘That was my “everything’s fine” frown.’


‘Here’s an idea. Maybe you could work on an “everything’s fine” smile, the way other people do.’


‘Smiling’s not really my thing. Sometimes I feel bad about that, but it’s useful in my work.’ He came forward and stood across her desk from her. ‘Okay, heads up. Ready?’ He flashed his teeth, returned to deadpan. ‘How was that?’


‘Maybe worth practicing, slow it down a little. It could fly.’


‘I’ll work on it.’


Treya’s expression softened. Like her husband – Jewish on his father’s side and black on his mother’s – Treya came from a mixed heritage that showed in her face: black, white, perhaps some Pacific Islander somewhere back in the gene pool. Five feet ten, big-boned, and strongly built, she could project a formidable presence. Now she reached across her desk and touched her husband’s cheek. ‘Meanwhile,’ she said, ‘to what do I owe the pleasure of this personal audience?’


‘I got a call from Diz. He wants me to meet him at Sam’s for dinner. I thought I’d run it by you.’


She didn’t hesitate. ‘Sounds like a good idea to me. You don’t have to ask.’


‘I know. I just thought you and the kids …’


‘Please. One night? Go have some fun. You stop seeing your friends, they stop being your friends. And you don’t want that with Diz. Is it a special occasion?’


‘No. Just hanging out, I gather.’


‘Go.’


‘You’re the best.’ Coming around the desk, he kissed her. ‘I owe you one.’


In the booth at Sam’s, Glitsky’s three prospective dinner partners sat over their drinks. Dismas Hardy had started early on his first martini at the bar with his law partner, Gina Roake. She sat next to him now, nursing her Oban Scotch, into which the one ice cube had long since melted. Across the table from them both, Moses McGuire turned his club soda around in his glass.


‘Is that really when you stopped drinking? That day?’ Gina asked him.


McGuire nodded. ‘Not exactly, a little later, but six years ago.’


‘That’s worth celebrating on its own,’ Hardy said.


‘Speak for thyself,’ Moses said.


‘Has it been that hard?’ Gina asked.


Moses grunted, possibly under the impression that he was laughing. ‘Only every day.’ Then, to Hardy, ‘And while we’re at it, I’m not sure celebrating is the right word, Diz. Commemorating, maybe.’


‘I like commemorating.’ Gina’s mouth was set as she took another sip. ‘I guess I’m here more to commemorate David.’


‘I’ll drink to David,’ Hardy said, ‘anytime. But let’s not forget that there’s the quick and the dead, and we’re all still here among the quick, so call it what you want – commemorating or celebrating – I’d say that’s worth raising a glass. Figuratively, in your case, Mose, since you probably don’t really want to raise a glass of real stuff to your sobriety, either.’


‘Thanks for reminding me.’


Hardy nodded. ‘I live to serve.’


At that moment, Glitsky pushed aside the booth’s curtain, filling the entire opening. ‘Is this the place?’


‘He arrives,’ Hardy said.


McGuire pushed his chair back to give Glitsky room to sit next to him, but the lieutenant didn’t move. He stood where he was, in the doorway, obviously surprised by something. His face morphed through a catalog of expressions, none of them his ‘everything’s fine’ smile. He chewed the inside of his cheek.


McGuire moved his chair back another couple of inches. ‘Grab a chair, Abe,’ he said. ‘Take a load off.’


The scar through his lips beginning to stand out in relief, the lieutenant took another beat before his shoulders gave slightly and he blew out through his mouth. ‘This is not a good idea. I can’t do this.’


‘Abe!’ Hardy said.


But with a shake of his head, Glitsky had already stepped back and pulled the booth’s curtain closed behind him.


In truth, they were there neither to celebrate nor to commemorate. After his talk with Moses on their walk to the beach two days ago, Hardy had thought it would be a good idea to gather all the surviving principals of the massacre so that he, Gina, and Glitsky could gang up on Moses and help him reaffirm his commitment – all of their commitments – to their lifelong vow of silence. Even Abe, with his abrupt and unplanned departure, had unwittingly underscored the urgency of the commitment. He wasn’t even going to talk about it with the only people who knew.


Gina, her hand protectively on McGuire’s arm, leaned toward him across the table. ‘If you really need to talk about it – find a place to put it – you can always come to me.’


‘Gina,’ Hardy began with a warning tone, ‘I don’t think—’


She stopped him midobjection. ‘No. Moses has a point here. We don’t have to keep it bottled up forever. I’ve wanted to talk about it a hundred times. All of us, it’s got to be the same. Then something like Marrenas’s column comes around, and the pressure builds up. I don’t see anything wrong with being each other’s safety valves.’


Hardy shook his head, far from agreeing. ‘And then we get kind of used to it being something we talk about. I don’t even want that here, in our private little booth.’


‘All right, Diz, then don’t. You’ve got my permission. You do it your way, which you’re going to do anyhow. What I’m telling Moses is, if he wants, I can be there for him. For this.’


With a somber look, McGuire put his hand over Gina’s, gave her a nod. ‘That’s all I’m saying.’


Hardy looked from one to the other. ‘I’m wishing Abe would have stayed. He’s got the right attitude. He’d vote with me.’


Gina gave him a tolerant smile. ‘That would still only make it a tie,’ she said.


Glitsky lived in an upper duplex just off Lake Street on a block that ended at the wooded southern border of the Presidio. At a little past midnight, the only light in his living room came from the streetlamps outside through the bay window in the front of his building.


In a bathrobe, he sat in his reading chair, hands gripped in his lap. Subliminally, he registered his home giving up the occasional tick or moan – the heat going on and off, one of his children turning over somewhere behind him in the back of the unit, wood creaking as the ground shifted a millimeter along one of the city’s fault lines.


A muted rustling of cloth preceded evenly spaced footfalls, and his eyes went to the hall leading to his bedroom until a silhouette appeared. Treya. ‘Are you coming back to bed?’


‘I didn’t want to keep you up.’


‘That’s not working out so well.’


‘Was I making noise out here?’


‘Just sitting there?’


‘I don’t know. Sighing or something.’


‘No. That wasn’t why I couldn’t sleep. I felt you not there.’ She lowered herself onto the couch across from him. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’


He lifted one arm off the chair, let it drop back down. ‘There’s a reason the four of us haven’t been in the same place for six years. I’m not making this up, you know.’


‘No. Of course. I never thought you were. I remember it all pretty well myself.’


‘I mean, I’m a cop, Treya. I don’t get in shoot-outs with other cops. Even rent-a-cops like those Patrol Specials. And Gerson winds up dead. The head of Homicide. We killed him. We killed all of them.’


‘They killed people, too. Don’t forget David Freeman.’


‘I don’t. Not for a minute. I never said they didn’t deserve it. All of them. And if Diz and Gina and Moses had come even two minutes later, they would have gotten me, too. I get it. I really do. We had no choice, okay, but that doesn’t change the fact.’ Now he did sigh. ‘I don’t know what they were thinking, throwing a party at Sam’s. McGuire, okay, I can see. He’s always a wild card. But Diz and Gina? They’re lawyers. They should know better.’


‘Maybe they want just to put it behind them. They think it’s not an issue anymore.’


Glitsky blew out a frustrated breath. ‘They can’t think that. They know otherwise. There’s no statute on murder, and those were murders.’


‘They were homicides, Abe, not murders.’


‘That doesn’t really matter. We didn’t stick around so we could have a nice fair trial about it.’


‘They were—’


His voice went harsh. ‘We can’t acknowledge it, Treya. Any part of it. It never happened. How can they not see that?’ He raised both hands and gripped his head as though it were a soccer ball. ‘Lord. My brain is going to explode.’


She crossed over to him, sat on the chair’s arm, put her hands over his. ‘Take a breath,’ she said. ‘It’s all right.’


He settled back against her. ‘How do they know they don’t have booths bugged at Sam’s?’


‘Or maybe microphones in the sand dabs,’ she said.


‘You laugh, but it’s not impossible.’


‘Pretty unlikely, you must admit. I really think they just wanted to put it all behind them. You know Diz. He likes to have events, mark passages.’


‘This shouldn’t be one of them. This should be something he takes with him to his grave. And McGuire …’


‘What about him?’


‘God forbid he ever goes off the wagon.’


She pulled his head closer against her. ‘This is exhaustion speaking. Why don’t you just call tomorrow and talk to Diz?’


‘Not on the phone.’


‘No. Perish the thought. Think of the bugging possibilities. Go meet him in the middle of Crissy Field.’


‘You’re making fun of me.’


‘Only a little. Come back to bed.’


Moses McGuire sat at the Formica table in the kitchen of his apartment, nursing a Guinness pint glass filled with water. With his dinner at Sam’s, he’d had cranberry juice and then club soda; after dinner, coffee. While Hardy and Gina had their Frangelico nightcaps, he went to straight water. He and Susan didn’t keep any alcohol except some wine in the apartment, but Moses wasn’t much of a wine drinker, so that wasn’t usually a problem.


Not that the thought didn’t cross his mind.


But he knew the danger he faced if he ever gave in to the constant urge and poured himself a real drink. He knew how he got – social, friendly, garrulous. Words came out of his mouth that should have stayed in. He’d almost mentioned the shoot-out six years ago, at least twice, before barely stopping himself. Twice was too much. Too many other lives were at stake, both of friends and of family. He couldn’t risk it anymore, and so, cold turkey, he had hooked up with Alcoholics Anonymous.


Goddamn secrets, he thought. If he didn’t have secrets, particularly that secret, he could be drinking right now. And most of the time, truth be told, he could bear the craving. But after the Courier article, in spite of the best efforts of Diz and Gina, he hadn’t been able to shake his nerves. He wanted a drink – fuck, he needed a drink – to calm them. Susan was asleep. There was no one here at home to spill his secrets to. It was safe.


He checked his watch. If he could survive dry for four more hours, he could make the six A.M. meeting.


On the other hand, one little half glass of wine wasn’t going to hurt him. Was it?


As he pushed his chair back from the table, he heard a key turn in the front door, then a whispered ‘Hey? Is somebody up?’


His twenty-three-year-old daughter, Brittany.


Moses came around the corner into the living room. ‘Hey yourself. Just your old man. What are you doing here?’


‘I missed my room. Is that okay?’


‘Of course.’


‘My apartment is nice, but it doesn’t always feel like home.’


‘No. I know the feeling. You could move back in here, you know.’


She sighed. ‘I don’t think so. It’s just some nights.’


‘Okay. But the offer’s good anytime. So where have you been?’


‘Out.’


‘Anyplace specific?’


She half shrugged. ‘Just out, Dad, with some guy.’


‘Does he have a name?’


‘Not really,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t matter. And you don’t have to feel like you need to protect me.’


Moses felt his jaw tighten. God forbid he should worry about his daughter. ‘No protection implied, just a mild fatherly interest. You show up here, needing the comfort of your old room, I think something might have made you unhappy.’


‘No. I’m happy. I’m fine.’


‘I’m glad to hear it. Even gladder to see you. How about a little hug, no questions asked?’


Her shoulders rose and fell. ‘I don’t see how that could hurt.’
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ON THE FIRST day of February, a Wednesday, the guy pushed through the door to Peet’s coffee, having shown up now four days in a row.


All Brittany could guess about him was that he was some kind of professional – the coat and tie and clean short haircut proclaimed that. Good hair, thick and almost blond; then again, the more she saw of him, the more she realized that this guy, looks-wise, was pretty much good everything – an honest-to-God cleft in his chin, a killer smile, no apparent body fat.


One of the blessed golden few.


Brittany was at the back of the shop today, selling beans by the pound, whole or ground. The last three days she’d been up at the front counter, taking orders for drinks on the premises or working the machines, and he’d come in with a couple of other suits around his age and ordered his latte and then sat with his back against the wall, where she saw him surreptitiously glance at her a few times.


Which meant, of course, that she was sneaking the occasional look at him, too.


Yesterday when he’d ordered, she said, ‘Sure. Can I please see your ID?’


He went to reach for his wallet, then stopped, cocked his head. ‘Excuse me?’


‘Just teasing. But I almost had you, didn’t I?’


He paused, looking straight at her, and said, ‘You could have me any time you want. But in the meanwhile, I’ll go with my regular latte.’


‘One latte, coming up.’


Now, one step inside the store and alone this time, he scanned the front counter with the drink servers, and his expectant expression faded. Brittany found herself fighting against waving to get his attention, but she needn’t have bothered. She was with another customer, grinding French roast, and when she turned around, he was next in line at her counter.


‘Are you allowed to go out with customers?’ he asked.


‘Not when I’m working.’


‘I meant when you weren’t working.’


‘I don’t think there’s a rule against it. Who would the customer be?’


‘That would be me.’


‘Ah. I have a rule, though, that I don’t date people until I know their name and they know mine.’


‘That’s a good rule. I’m Rick Jessup.’


‘Brittany McGuire.’ She reached a hand over the counter and shook his. ‘Hi.’


‘Hi.’ He let go of her hand and hesitated. ‘So …?’


‘So?’


‘So would you like to go out someplace?’


‘I’d consider it. Yes. When?’


‘Today? Tomorrow? Friday?’


‘Do you drink anything besides lattes?’


‘Occasionally.’


‘Do you know the Little Shamrock, out on Lincoln?’


‘Sure.’


‘How about there on Friday around seven?’


‘Done. I’ll be there.’


At a quarter to five that afternoon, Rebecca Hardy – known as the Beck to family and friends – two years older than her cousin Brittany, sat on a stool at the city’s oldest bar, otherwise empty except for a solo dart player in the back room. On the other side of the rail, Brittany’s father, Moses, shook some bitters into a shaker, then turned around, grabbed a flat bottle filled with light green liquid from the shelf behind him, and measured out a careful portion with his jigger. ‘The return of absinthe is a beautiful thing,’ he said. ‘And I might add that in spite of my own rather checkered history, I’m proud to see the younger generation of my family embracing it. In fact, embracing cocktails in general.’


‘Cocktails rule,’ Rebecca said, ‘especially Sazeracs. I could drink them all night. In fact, don’t tell my dad, but I have drunk them all night. Not, however, recommended.’


‘No, you want to be a little careful. Especially with the hard stuff.’


‘I’ve learned. Or at least I’m learning. I think.’


‘It’s a process.’ McGuire upended the shaker and emptied its strained contents into a flat-bottomed cocktail glass. He added a lemon twist and set the drink on the bar. ‘Enjoy.’


She picked up the glass, held it out to him in a quick silent toast, then took a sip. ‘Perfect,’ she said. Then added, ‘I should have known.’


‘Known what?’


‘That you’d make this perfectly.’


McGuire’s craggy face cracked, showing off his teeth under the oft-broken nose. ‘Sweetie, after forty years of bartending, I like to think I’ve got a basic handle on the profession. Drinks-wise, anyway. It’s the other stuff …’


‘What do you mean? What other stuff?’


His face went sober and he raised a hand. ‘Nothing.’ Then shrugged. ‘Nothing to do with bartending, anyway.’ He added, ‘Daughters.’


A smile played around Rebecca’s mouth. ‘Uncle Moses, your daughters are great.’


‘Right. I know. That’s what everybody tells me. But Erica’s in Thailand, as you may remember, having dropped out of UCLA with no apparent plans to return, or to work, or anything, and Brittany …’


‘Brittany’s good.’


‘I know, I know.’ He added, ‘But she’s making minimum wage, Beck. With a bachelor’s in engineering, and she’s working in a coffee shop.’


‘At least that’s a job, Uncle. Do you know how many people don’t have jobs? Me, for example.’


‘You’re in law school, Beck. That’s different. You’ll get a job when you graduate. I mean, a real job.’


‘Not necessarily.’ She sipped at her drink. ‘It’s all different now. Having a law degree doesn’t mean you automatically have a job. And Brittany’s got résumés out. Something will come up. She’s looking.’


‘Mostly for guys, it seems to me.’


‘Well, the line is long,’ Rebecca admitted, then brightened up. ‘But the wait is short.’


McGuire winced. ‘That’s what I mean,’ he said.


Rebecca reached out and touched her uncle’s hand where it rested on the bar. ‘I know, but really, I wouldn’t worry about her. I see her all the time, and she’s fine. She’s just searching a little bit right now. At twenty-three, that’s her job, right?’


‘Says her much older and wiser cousin.’


‘Older, anyway.’ Rebecca checked her watch. ‘Aren’t my parents supposed to come down here today? It’s Wednesday, right?’


‘Wednesday it is.’ Date night was a sacred ritual at Chez Hardy. Dismas and Frannie arrived at the Shamrock for a civilized drink or two right about cocktail hour, then usually repaired to one of the city’s restaurants to round out the evening. ‘And see,’ McGuire said, ‘that’s what I mean. Your parents inviting you along on their date night. Brittany would never want to come along with her mother and me, assuming we ever had a date, which we don’t have too many of.’


‘Except,’ Rebecca said, ‘that my parents didn’t invite me along to wherever they’re going next. They invited me to join them for a drink here. The end.’


‘But you’d go with them if they asked, wouldn’t you?’


‘Well, sure. But they won’t.’


‘Still,’ McGuire said, ‘there’s your difference.’


Brittany wasn’t on as much of an existential search as the Beck had implied to McGuire. In the eight months since she’d graduated from Cal Poly, she’d shredded her way through six different suitors. These did not include any number of casual hookups, to which her father was not privy. Brittany had played this unlucky half dozen as if they had the potential to become actual boyfriends. The longest-lived of any had been one of her mother’s cello students, Ben Feinstein, a sweet, funny, smart, handsome guy who loved poker and bike riding and music, and whom Moses thought was a great guy. Ben had lasted three whole weeks before Brittany decided she needed to move on.


She didn’t want – her phrase – to waste the pretty.


Brittany could get away with this attitude and behavior because she was distractingly beautiful. She was tall, just under five eight, and both so slender and so buxom that her father more than once had heard her crueler friends refer to her as Barbie. That voluptuous figure would have been enough to attract a host of men even if Brittany were not blessed with the loveliest Black Irish face in the kingdom – fair, finely pored skin like Venetian marble over perfect cheekbones, jet-black hair setting off luminous green eyes. A strong aquiline nose and naturally pouty lips gave her countenance an edge that would forever elevate her above mere prettiness.


Sometimes, catching her in an unexpected light, Moses would find himself stopping short – his wife was lovely and he himself wasn’t ugly, but Brittany’s face was insane. Her junior year, a casual shot of that face in full smile had lit up the cover of Cal Poly’s admissions brochure, in the wake of which she’d turned down three offers to come to Hollywood for screen tests, all of them, to Brittany’s mind, flighty and not serious. She might be pretty, she’d told her father, but she was a serious person, majoring in engineering, after all, carrying close to a four-point. These people wanted to use her face, and her face alone, basically to sell soap.


She was a lot more than a pretty face, and if none of these people could see it, to heck with them.


Now, possibly a little bit drunk and before any crowd had come in, Brittany sat at the end of Little Shamrock’s bar, baring her soul to her long-suffering father, who loved his girl to distraction, although – as he’d told the Beck – he worried about her, about her choices, about her life.


Lord, how he worried.


She was going on about the new guy, whom she’d laid eyes on, by Moses’s count, a total of four times. ‘Even across the counter, I could feel the chemistry. I think he could be the real deal.’


Moses sat on the high stool that he pulled behind the bar when it was slow. ‘The real deal,’ he said with minimal enthusiasm. ‘Really?’


‘Sometimes you can just tell.’


‘If I remember correctly, wasn’t Ben the real deal for a while there, too?’


‘Ben’s a great guy, Dad. That just didn’t work out.’


‘Brit. It didn’t work out because you dumped him after … what was his name?’


‘Paul.’


‘Paul, right. Who lasted how long? A month?’


‘Well, this is different.’


‘Okay. I’ll keep an open mind. What’s his name again?’


‘Rick.’


‘And what does he do besides drink lattes?’


‘What do you mean?’


Moses had to keep himself from rolling his eyes. ‘I mean, does he have a job? A life? Anything? Do you know where he lives? Or works? Is he married?’


‘No. I’m sure he’s not married. No ring, and besides, he doesn’t act married.’


‘Married people act different than other people?’


‘Guys, yes, quite a bit, actually. You can tell, or I can. And he’s not.’


‘Okay.’


‘I don’t know why you’re being so negative.’


Moses slumped on his stool. ‘Because your poor father cares about you, that’s why. You meet a guy three or four times and suddenly decide you need him in your life. You don’t know him at all. He could be an ax murderer and you’d have no idea.’


‘Come on, Dad.’ Brittany sighed. ‘You don’t have to be so dramatic. Look. He wears a coat and tie. He’s got friends his own age, and that can tell you a lot right there. He’s got a sense of humor, and he’s incredibly good-looking. What more do you need?’


‘Depth, intelligence, sensitivity, taste?’ At Brittany’s dismissive glance, he said, ‘Just throwing out some random possibilities.’


‘You don’t know him.’


Moses couldn’t hold back a laugh. ‘This just in, Brit. You don’t know him.’


‘I’ll find out.’


‘Yes, I’m sure you will. That’s what I’m worried about.’


‘You don’t have to worry. I’m a big girl, Dad. Really. All grown up and everything.’


‘I know you are.’ He let out a sigh. ‘Here’s the deal, Brit. I’m not worried about this guy in particular. I’m just concerned about … about you getting hurt, I suppose, more than anything. You’re all grown up, granted, but you’re still my baby. Is it so bad a thing that I want to make sure you’re all right?’


‘No. I love that. I love you.’


‘I love you, too.’


Brittany drained her cosmo. ‘Maybe I shouldn’t tell you all this stuff. Maybe it’s TMI.’


‘Not to me, it’s not. I want to be in your life. I’m glad you feel you can confide in me. I just worry about all the drama. In the long run, drama’s not as much fun as people think.’


‘Better than boring.’


‘Maybe sometimes. Not always. And the opposite of drama isn’t necessarily boredom. It might be contentment. You could try to look at it that way. Go for something good and solid.’


‘Maybe Rick will turn out that way.’


‘Maybe,’ Moses said. ‘That would be nice.’


‘But you don’t think so.’


Moses shrugged, then sighed. ‘He could be anything. What I’m saying – granted, I’m old, but – is you might want to find out a little bit about somebody before you start talking about him as “the real deal.” He’s a guy you don’t know at all. How can you even consider that he might be the real deal? You’re setting yourself up for disappointment, and I hate to see that. Over and over again.’


She nodded. ‘It’ll stop when I find the right guy. That’s what I’m going for.’


‘There’s more to life than that, and I know you know this, but it’s not just all about the right guy.’


‘Don’t try to tell that to Mom.’


‘All right, all right, although a little unfair. Your mother and I have been very lucky.’ He took in a breath, let it out. ‘But what about in the meantime, while you’re looking for this perfect right guy?’


‘The meantime is what we call life, Dad. Sometimes it’s a little scary, sometimes there’s drama. I’m okay with that. Really, I am.’


Moses crossed his arms.


‘What?’ she asked.


‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘You’re right. I’m too protective. It’s your life. You should live it the way you want to. I just don’t want to see you get hurt.’


At this, Brittany’s whole being seemed to relax. Her head canted to one side, and a soft smile gathered around her mouth. ‘I’m not some fragile Ophelia. You remember what you always used to say to us when Erica and I were younger and got upset, that line from “Try to Remember”?’


Moses nodded. ‘The one about the heart being hollow if it hasn’t been hurt.’


‘Beautifully rendered, Dad. Yes, that’s the one. See what it does? It turns a little bit of hurt into a good thing.’


‘As long as it’s only a little bit,’ Moses said.


‘Any more than that,’ Brittany said, ‘I’d kick its ass.’


‘That’s my girl,’ her father replied, ‘but you’d have to get in line.’
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FOR NO APPARENT reason, Dismas Hardy decided to get serious about losing a tenth of his body weight. Sixty years old, he’d always been a fair-weather jogger and occasional aerobics guy on the street or in one gym or another, but like Jiminy Cricket, he wanted to live to be a hundred and three, so he thought he needed a hard-core approach, something that could punish him and reward him at the same time.


This approach also fit his personality, which had its competitive side, to put it mildly. He had not lost too many cases in his professional career; he was an expert thrower of darts and a skilled snorkeler and scuba diver; he tended to win at chess, at poker, and at Scrabble (except against his son, Vincent, a fact that galled the shit out of him). He related to the Jimmy Buffett song ‘Last Man Standing’ – and he often was. The private investigator he used, Wyatt Hunt, was almost twenty years younger and a jock of the first order, and Hardy always whipped him at darts and sometimes beat him at basketball and racquetball by sheer force of will.


So he wanted a challenge that would get his BMI down a couple of points, turn back the clock so he would feel the same as he did when he was thirty-five.


Not that he was worried about dying or anything.


But today he was having second thoughts about the regimen he’d decided upon. He stood on the packed sand outside the Dolphin Club, on the shore of the bay in Aquatic Park. Out in front of him, choppy green water stretched across to the breakwater about a quarter of a mile away. Buoys demarcated a swimming lane in the enclosed area.


He wore a wet suit against the fifty-four-degree water, the same temperature as the surrounding air. It was a few minutes after ten, the hour when the club opened to the public; the fog had not yet lifted.


A fit guy somewhere in his thirties appeared next to him wearing only a blue Speedo. Hardy glanced sideways, fighting down his pique at young guys in general and thinking that by no stretch was fifty-four degrees reasonable for swim trunks, but the guy didn’t appear to be suffering at all from the elements. Instead, shifting easily from foot to foot, he offered Hardy a smile. ‘Better not to think too much about it,’ he said. ‘Just wade in.’


‘I’d like it better if there was someplace to jump, get it over in a hurry.’


‘First time?’ the young man asked.


‘Is it that obvious?’


‘You were standing out here when I started getting changed. Most of the regulars, they just go for it.’


‘I’m going to. I’m waiting for a command from on high.’


‘Hey, don’t let me rush you. We’ve all been there. But it’s too cold to just stand here, so if you’ll excuse me.’ And with that, the guy took five or six springing steps and then dove flat into the water and was off in an efficient crawl.


‘Show-off,’ Hardy said to himself. Then he stepped forward, gasping as the cold water came up under his wet suit. In a few steps, he was hip-deep.


He threw himself forward in a racing dive and starting swimming.


Though the younger man swam twice as many laps inside the buoys as Hardy did, lapping Hardy in the process, they finished at about the same time. Hardy, his teeth gripped to keep them from chattering, had just sat down in the locker room, still in his wet suit, when the door opened behind him and Adonis appeared again. ‘How’d it go?’ he asked.


Hardy nodded, shook his head, nodded again. His cheeks were numb, so he wasn’t sure how much of a friendly grin he was mustering. ‘Could be warmer.’


‘You’ll get used to it. I never thought I would, and now I don’t really even think about it. Get in, start moving, pretty soon you’re almost toasty.’


Hardy looked up with a rueful eye. ‘I’m a few light-years from toasty.’


‘You’ll get it,’ the man said, then after a moment’s hesitation, he stuck out his hand. ‘I’m Tony.’


Hardy took the proffered hand, a vise grip that stopped short of being intimidating. ‘Dismas.’


Tony cocked his head. ‘The good thief?’


‘That’s him. The name doesn’t ring a bell with most people.’


‘Yeah, well, Anthony Solaia – that’s me – I was an altar boy in first grade. I was all about the saints back then, especially Joseph and Dismas, numbers one and two to make it into heaven.’


‘I always thought Dismas was first.’


‘Before Joseph? I don’t think so, dude. Joseph, after he died, just waiting in purgatory or wherever they held them all that time? They had to let him in first. Besides, married to a virgin his whole life as part of the deal, never complaining, he had to have figured they owed him. He would have made a fuss.’


Hardy broke a small grin. ‘We’ll ask when we make it up there, get it straightened out.’


Though he’d been warned, Hardy nevertheless paused in front of the address on Mission Street that his daughter, Rebecca, had given him. For all the world, it looked like another of the derelict buildings that had become so depressingly common in the greater downtown area over the past few years. What once might have been a beckoning storefront window was now painted a dull matte black, as was the front door, which yawned partially open into a darkened reception area. Hardy was thinking that this was a great spot, all right, if you wanted to get mugged.


But yes, this was the address.


While he was standing there taking in the ambience, a mixed-gender posse of seven young people appeared from around the corner and, with no hint of hesitation, pushed through the half-open outer door and entered. Hardy fell in a few steps behind them, entering the dim anteroom in time to see the last of them disappear as the inside door clicked shut.


Hardy walked over to that door, looked around, and – feeling foolish and somehow conspicuous in his business suit – knocked three times. At eye height, a two-inch-diameter circle of red light opened in the center of the door. An eye appeared briefly in the peephole, then a disembodied voice intoned, ‘Yes?’


‘Fiddle,’ Hardy said. The password.


The door clicked again and swung open. Barely visible in the dim red light behind the door, a leather-clad, sweet-faced young man sat on a stool. ‘Welcome to Burning Rome,’ he said. ‘Watch your step going down.’


It was good advice, and not entirely unnecessary, since the stairway descended into even darker blackness before a landing midway led to the next flight of stairs, perpendicular to the left. A solitary red lightbulb shone above this second stairway, casting its minimal glow onto the steps, and as he walked down, Hardy became aware of a bass line emanating from behind the door at the bottom of the stairs.


When he opened that door, to his surprise, he found himself in an attractive place. It was a well-lit, classy speakeasy rather than skuzzy garage, with a high ceiling and brick walls on all sides. A substantial dark wooden bar stretched from one end to the other; John Mayer sang through the sound system at a volume far below the assault level Hardy expected.


Hardy made his way across to where his wife and daughter sat, looking similarly lovely – two redheads in leotard tops, fitted jeans, and boots. Mother and daughter were facing each other, turned toward the bar, wineglasses in front of them, and neither saw Hardy until he appeared at the table and said, ‘You’ve got to love a place where you need a password to get in.’ He hung his jacket over the back of the chair at the tiny table in the middle of the teeming room. ‘Although I think “fiddle” is a little obvious, don’t you?’


Frannie leaned over and kissed his cheek, and the Beck answered, ‘It changes every day.’


‘They really don’t let you in if you don’t know it?’ Frannie asked.


The Beck’s face took on a puzzled look. ‘Why would you not know it? It’s on their website.’


‘What if you aren’t near a computer?’ Hardy asked.


The quizzical expression remained. ‘Then you Google it on your phone.’ She put a hand on her father’s arm. ‘And don’t say, “What if you don’t have a phone?”’


‘Okay, I grant you everybody has a phone, but what if you can’t get Google on your phone?’


His daughter looked to her mother. ‘He’s joking now, right?’


Frannie patted Hardy’s hand. ‘He’s smart in other ways,’ she said.


‘I’m just thinking about the hordes of poor people walking by on Mission, unable to slake their thirst for want of a password.’


‘Slake,’ Rebecca said. ‘There’s a Dad word.’


‘And a fine one it is,’ he said. ‘Maybe they should make it tomorrow’s password. Meanwhile, I’d like to order something slake-able. Do waitresses come around, or do I go to the bar?’


‘Either way. The bar, though, if you want the complete experience.’


‘Which is?’


‘One of their signature cocktails. The mixologist here is amazing.’


‘Mixologist,’ Hardy said. ‘There’s a daughter word. Is a mixologist different from a bartender?’


‘He invents drinks, Dad. Makes his own bitters, infusions, garnishes, like that. I think you’d like some of them. He does a thing with gin and bitters and basil that you would positively love.’


‘Basil the herb?’


‘Is there another kind?’ Frannie asked.


‘What if I just want a single malt or a simple martini?’


‘He cures his own martini olives. They’re awesome. But watch out for the pits.’


‘Yikes,’ Hardy said. Then to Frannie, ‘We can’t tell Moses about this place. He’d go postal here in a heartbeat.’


By this time, a cocktail waitress who was only slightly prettier than Scarlett Johansson had gotten to their table and, with a devastating smile, put a napkin down in front of Hardy.


‘Macallan Twelve.’ Hardy, striking a blow for purism, added, ‘Neat.’


On his way back from the bathroom, Hardy passed the mixologist station at the end of the bar, with its substantial line of young and even younger people waiting for service. He’d been here for only one drink, and already the crowd had thickened to the point that he could barely see through to the back wall. Someone had cranked up the volume on the sound system. The place was definitely starting to hop. Glancing over to his right, Hardy caught a glimpse of the dervish behind the rail mixing up a shaker of something, then stopped and did a double take as he recognized the young jock from the Dolphin Club, Tony.


Small town.


Crossing to his table, excusing himself through the throngs, he got back within earshot of his two women and yelled at them, ‘When did they lower the drinking age to fourteen?’


Then his eyes drifted back to the entrance just as the door flew open and a couple of men appeared, quick-stepping over to the nearest corner. A couple more appeared right behind them. Hardy, knowing cops when he saw them, stepped back to see what was going on. A third pair came in and headed directly for him, and for the office behind the bar.


The first IDs came out as the uniforms started through the front door. By this time, no more than seven or eight seconds after the first uniform entered, Rebecca put her hand on her father’s arm. ‘What’s happening? Who—?’


The question was answered for her by a fullback in plainclothes who, seeing that the cops had the people they had come in after, had stationed himself by the door. He blew a whistle that stopped every conversation in the place, then bellowed over the music, ‘May I have your attention, please. San Francisco Police. This bar is closed. Please stay calm and make your way to the exit.’


‘Stupidest thing I ever saw in my life,’ Hardy was saying to Frannie as he cut into his duck at Prospect, one of their favorite new places to eat. ‘Total overreaction, the idiots. So there are sales to minors? You wait until the bar’s closing, and you arrest anybody you want. They’re lucky somebody didn’t have a heart attack, or people didn’t think bomb or fire, or a gang of kids didn’t decide to mob them. You know how easily the whole thing could have gotten out of hand?’


‘I thought it was out of hand from the beginning.’


‘And you’re right.’ He chewed, swallowed, blew out a heavy breath. ‘Pack of fools.’


Frannie put down her fork. ‘Can you believe how they stormed in and took the place over? You’d have thought everybody in there was a major criminal.’


‘Well, see,’ Hardy said, ‘you put your finger on it. Gateway activity. Have a drink before you’re twenty-one, next thing you know, you’re robbing a bank or kidnapping somebody. It happens all the time, as the day follows the night.’


Frannie shook her head. ‘I mean, as if there isn’t serious actual crime, they decide they’re going to bust kids for underage drinking?’


‘We won’t stand for it,’ Hardy said. ‘It frays the fabric of society, don’t you know? And don’t forget, they also get to close down the bar and arrest the bartenders.’


‘That benefits who, exactly? Unemployment’s at – what? – fifteen percent, and this puts more people out of work. Who does that help?’


‘That’s a good question.’


‘I know. But really, why? I can’t believe anybody in charge of anything could have let this happen.’


‘Didn’t just let it happen, Fran. Made it happen.’


‘That’s plain scary,’ she said. ‘They could have arrested the Beck if she didn’t happen to have her ID on her.’


‘No, they weren’t arresting the kids, and thank God for that. The guys my heart goes out to are the bartenders. Felony conspiracy, for Christ’s sake. How are they supposed to know somebody’s underage? People get carded at the door out front when they give the password. Inside, the bartenders pour them their drinks, and guess what? The IDs are bogus. Whose fault is that? And now those poor suckers are downtown getting booked for conspiracy to sell alcohol to minors. It’s a travesty.’


‘Especially with you being a bartender and all.’


‘Damn straight,’ Hardy said.
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LIKE HUNDREDS OF other law entities across the country, Hardy’s firm had changed dramatically over the past few years. The commercial real estate market and all of its ancillary parts had ceased to be a meaningful source of income, and in its wake, dozens of other businesses failed. Construction and development money, business money, money that had been the lifeblood of the firm, had almost completely dried up. From a high of nineteen lawyers four years ago, Freeman Hardy & Roake was down to seven, mostly those who did plaintiff litigation, along with a mixed bag of criminal defense, including DUIs, shoplifting, minor drug busts – bottom-rung legal work. Not helping matters was the fact that of the firm’s four original name partners, Freeman was dead; Farrell had to remove his name after being elected San Francisco’s district attorney; and Roake was pursuing a more than halftime career as an author.


That left Hardy.


And wouldn’t you know it, he often thought, the cuts in staff had not extended to his receptionist/secretary, the perennially sour, long-suffering, humorless Phyllis. She’d been with David Freeman before he’d established the firm, and there was no way Hardy could get rid of her in good conscience. Which did not stop him from contemplating new scenarios for her murder on a regular basis.


Such as this morning, when he came in at eleven-thirty after his swim and she greeted him at the elevator door, arms crossed over her chest, tapping one foot, doing her best imitation of a schoolmarm cornering a child who was unconscionably late for school.


Hardy dredged up a hopeful smile. ‘Good morning, Phyllis. And how are you this fine morning?’


‘It’s barely still morning, sir,’ she said. ‘Several calls have come in for you.’


‘Important calls?’


‘I’m sure I couldn’t say, sir. This being a law firm, people who call us sometimes want to bring us some business, and that would seem important in the general scheme of things. To me, at least. Ed Benson was one of the calls.’


Benson was the chief clerk of the Superior Court, and his name got Hardy’s attention. ‘Ed Benson called for me? Did he say what he wanted?’


‘Something about a glut of conflicts cases that they’re trying to clear. He said he’d consider it a personal favor if you could come down to the courtroom this morning …’ She paused, sighed, continued. ‘By now it’s too late for that. I left the message on your cell phone, too.’


Hardy pulled his phone from its holster, glanced at it, and gave her a sheepish grin. ‘Sometimes I forget to turn the darn thing on.’ He pushed down on the top of the instrument. ‘There. And oops, look at that. Here’s your message. I’d better go call him before it gets any later.’


It was a classic conflicts case. The public defender could defend only one of the bartenders because whenever two people get arrested together, it is overwhelmingly likely that one will end up pointing the finger at the other. One lawyer, or one firm (in this case, the public defender), cannot represent both defendants. Or, in this case, more than one of the dozen or so defendants. The court would have to appoint a private lawyer for every defendant after the first one. It wasn’t just a conflict, it was a cluster.


When business otherwise was slow, these cases could be something of a godsend, since attorneys’ fees were paid reliably, if not promptly, by the court. So the judges had no problem having a lawyer in court every day to pick up a conflicts case if there happened to be one. But there wasn’t a contingency for a dozen conflicts at once, so Ed Benson was on the phone explaining. ‘You read about the ABC sweep last night, Diz? Putting the word out on the scourge of underage drinking the city’s experiencing right now.’


‘Better yet,’ Hardy said, ‘I was part of it. Dumbest thing I ever saw.’


‘Tell me about it,’ Benson replied. ‘So now we have a dozen felony arrests, all of them set for arraignment this morning, most of them first offenders, none of them remotely happy, and few if any lawyers down here answering the conflicts call.’


‘You want me to make a couple of calls,’ Hardy asked, ‘see who’s around?’


‘The more the merrier.’


‘I’ll see what I can do, Ed. Give me about fifteen.’
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