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The call comes at midnight. An up-and-coming lawyer has been found dead in a dark alley, with a homeless heroin addict lingering over her body, holding a gun and carrying her jewelry in his pocket. It looks like a robbery gone awry, a tragic and petty murder.




But for homicide lieutenant Abe Glitsky, the crime cuts close to home. Because, unknown to anyone – even Glitsky’s best friend, lawyer Dismas Hardy – the victim was his daughter.




Now, as the city’s embattled, ambitious D.A. tries to save her troubled department by seeking the death penalty, Dismas Hardy warily takes on the defense. But as he attempts to put his personal feelings aside and secure a fair hearing for his client, fragile fault lines of corruption, conspiracy, and murder begin to tremble under his scrutiny – and send shock waves through the city of San Francisco.











John Lescroart is the New York Times bestselling author of twenty-three novels, including Damage, Treasure Hunt and A Plague of Secrets. His books have been printed in 16 languages and published in more than 75 countries. He lives in northern California with his wife and two children.
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Next to Lieutenant Abraham Glitsky’s bed, the telephone rang with a muted insistence.

A widower, Glitsky lived in an upper duplex unit with his youngest son Orel and a housekeeper/nanny named Rita. During his wife’s illness, he’d deadened the phone’s ringer so that it wouldn’t wake anyone else in the house when, as often occurred, it rang in the middle of the night.

He located the source of the noise in the dark and picked up the receiver, whispering hoarsely. “Glitsky. What?”

Surfacing slowly into consciousness, he didn’t really have to ask. He was the head of San Francisco’s homicide detail. When he got calls in the dead dark, they did not tend to be salespeople inquiring about his satisfaction with his long-distance service provider. It was nearly two hours past midnight on Monday, the first day of February, and the city had produced only two homicides thus far this year – a slow month. In spite of that, Glitsky spent no time, ever, wondering if his job was going to dry up.

The caller wasn’t the police dispatcher but one of his inspectors, Ridley Banks, on his cell phone directly from the crime scene. It wasn’t standard procedure to call the lieutenant from the street – so this homicide must have an unusual element. Though Ridley spoke concisely with little inflection, even in his groggy state Glitsky detected urgency.

A downtown patrol car had seen some suspicious movement in Maiden Lane, a walking street just off Union Square. When the officers had hit their spotlight, they flushed a man squatting over what looked like, and turned out to be, a body.

The suspect ran and the officers gave chase. Apparently drunk, the man staggered into a fire hydrant, fell in a heap and was apprehended. Cuffed now, in the backseat of the squad car, he had passed out awaiting his eventual trip to the jail.

“Guy appears to be one of our residentially challenged citizens,” Ridley said drily. “John Doe as we speak.”

“No ID of course.” Glitsky was almost awake. The digital clock on the bed stand read 1:45.

“Not his own. But he did have the wallet.”

“The victim had a wallet?” To this point, Glitsky had been imagining that this homicide was probably another incident in the continuing tragedy of San Francisco’s homeless wars, where an increasingly violent population of bums had taken to beating and even killing each other over prime downtown begging turf. Certainly, the Union Square location fit that profile.

But if the current victim had a wallet worth stealing, it lowered the odds that the person was a destitute vagrant.

“Taken from her purse, yeah.”

“It was a woman?”

“Yeah.” A pause. “We know her. Elaine Wager.”

“What about her?”

“She’s the stiff.”

Glitsky felt his head go light. Unaware of the action, he moved his free hand over his heart and clutched at his breast.

The voice in the telephone might have continued for a moment, but he didn’t hear it. “Abe? You there?”

“Yeah. What?”

“I was just saying maybe you want to be down here. It’s going to be crawling with media jackals by dawn or the first leak, whichever comes first.”

“I’m there,” Glitsky said. “Give me fifteen.”

But after the connection was broken, he didn’t move. His one hand dug absently into the flesh over his heart. The other gripped the telephone’s receiver. He simply lay there, staring sightlessly into the darkness around him.

When the phone started beeping loudly in his hand, reminding him that it was still off the hook, it brought him to. Abruptly now, he hung up, threw the covers to one side and swung himself up to a sitting position.

And stopped again.

Elaine Wager.

“Oh God, please no.” He didn’t know he’d said it aloud, didn’t hear his own voice break.

Elaine Wager was the only daughter of Loretta Wager, the charismatic African-American senator from California who’d died a few years before. Elaine – tonight’s victim – had worked for a couple of years as an assistant district attorney in the Hall of Justice.

No one was supposed to know it, but she was also Glitsky’s daughter.

 

Somehow he’d gotten dressed, made it to his car. He was driving, the streets dark, nearly deserted.

No one knew. As far as Glitsky was aware, not even Elaine herself. She believed that her biological father was her mother’s much-older husband, Dana Wager – white, rich, crooked and connected. In fact, when Loretta had found out she was pregnant by Glitsky, she kept that fact to herself and pressed him to marry her. He didn’t understand the sudden rush, and when he said he needed time to decide – he was still in college, after all, with no job and no money – Loretta dumped him without a backward glance and made her move with Wager, the other man courting her, with whom she’d not yet slept.

For nearly thirty years, the senator had kept her daughter’s paternity secret, even and especially from the girl’s true father. Until, finally, a time came when she thought she could use the fact as a bargaining chip to get Glitsky to agree that sometimes it was okay for a senator to commit murder.

That strategy hadn’t worked. Abe and Loretta had once been lovers, true, but now he was a cop in his bones, and three years ago she’d killed someone in his jurisdiction. The knowledge that their past union had produced a daughter wasn’t going to change what he had to do.

Which was bring her to justice.

So when Glitsky let her know he was going to expose her, she decided she wasn’t going to endure an arrest, a high-profile trial and the loss of her national reputation. At the time she was, after all, one of the most prominent and respected African-American women in the country. She chose her own way out – an “accident” with a gun in her mansion.

After that, Glitsky had never been able to bring himself to reveal the secret to his daughter. Why would she need the baggage? he asked himself. What good could it possibly do her to know?

And now suddenly it was – forever – too late.

He’d followed her life, of course, the path her career had taken after she left the D.A.’s office. Plugged into her mother’s political connections, she’d gone into private practice with Rand & Jackman, one of the city’s premier law firms.

Through the grapevine, Glitsky heard that she’d gotten engaged to some doctor from Tiburon. She’d recently been short-listed for appointment to a judgeship. She also taught moot court at Hastings Law School and donated her honorarium back to the scholarship fund.

She was going to be fine. Her life was going to work out on its own, without any interference from him. He could take pride from a distance, privately savor her accomplishments.

She hadn’t needed him as a father.

Now she was beyond needing anything.

 

Glitsky had himself tightly wound down. Hands in his pockets, he walked almost the length of Maiden Lane – maybe a hundred yards – from where he had parked his car on Stockton at the edge of Union Square. The body lay at the other end, twenty feet or so west of Grant Avenue. A small gathering of authorities and onlookers had already appeared and Glitsky used the walk to steel himself.

He saw a couple of black-and-white cruisers, what he supposed were some city-issued vehicles, and the coroner’s van parked at angles, on the sidewalk and in the alley itself. He heard his steps echoing – the buildings were close on either side of him. Halfway down the lane, he suddenly stopped, took a deep breath and let it out. He was surprised to see the vapor come from his mouth – he wouldn’t have said it was that cold. He wasn’t feeling anything physical.

Casting his eyes up for a moment, over the buildings that rose all around him, he noticed the star-studded sky. Here between the buildings it was full night. The filigreed streetlights – four of them, two on each side – glowed. The street had that glassy, wet look favored by cinematographers, although the asphalt itself was dry.

A figure separated itself from the group and began walking toward him. It was Ridley Banks. After he’d closed to within fifteen feet, he stopped – perhaps catching the “keep away” vibe that his lieutenant projected – and waited until the two men were side by side. Glitsky’s usual style was all business in any event, and today it served him particularly well. “What’ve we got?” he asked tersely.

“About as clean as it gets, Abe. We got a body, a shooter, a weapon and a motive.”

“And what’s that, the motive?”

They were still standing off a ways from the knot that had formed around the body. Banks kept his voice low. “Robbery. He took her purse, the watch, a gold chain . . .”

Glitsky was moving forward again. He’d made it down from his duplex to the scene in only a bit more time than it had taken the techs, and now, just as he came up to the main knot surrounding the body, one of the car’s searchlights strafed the lane. Reflexively, Glitsky put a hand up against the light, pressed himself forward, went down to a knee by the fallen body.

It lay on its right side, stretched out along the pavement in an attitude of sleep. It struck Glitsky that whoever had shot her had laid her down gently. He saw no blood at first glance. The face was unmarked, eyes closed.

He’d come to love that face. There’d been a picture of her in the Chronicle in the past year and he’d cut it out and stuck it in the bottom of the junk drawer of his desk. Two or three times, he’d closed and locked the door to his office, taken it out and just looked at her.

Seeing her mother in her face. Seeing himself.

In recent months, he’d told himself it was possible that if they came to know about each other, it wouldn’t be baggage after all, but a source of something else – connection, maybe. He didn’t know – he wasn’t good at that stuff. But the feeling had been building and he’d come close to deciding that he would tell her, see where it took them.

The body was clad in an elegant overcoat, still buttoned to the neck. Blue or black in color, it looked expensive with its fur-trimmed collar, red satin lining. One black pump had come off her left foot and lay on its side, pathetically, in the gutter.

She was wearing black hosiery – and again, there was no sign that it had snarled or that the nylon had run when she’d gone down. Under the overcoat, Glitsky saw a couple of inches of what appeared to be a blue or black skirt with white pinstripes.

The lack of blood nagged. Glitsky stood, moved around to her back side, studying the pavement. Ridley was a step behind him and anticipated his question. He handed the lieutenant a Ziploc bag which held an almost impossibly small handgun. “One shot at the hairline in back, close contact, up into the brain. No exit wound.”

Glitsky opened the bag and looked inside, put his nose against the opening and smelled the cordite. He recognized the weapon as a North American Arms five-shot revolver, perhaps the smallest commercially made weapon in America. It was most commonly worn as a belt buckle, out in the open, so small it did not seem possible that it could be a real gun. It weighed less than ten ounces and fit easily in the palm of his hand. Ridley was going on with his descriptions and theories and Glitsky ached to tell him to shut up.

But he wasn’t going to give anything away and he didn’t trust himself to utter a word. Instead, he left it to his body language. Zipping up the plastic that held the gun, he gave it to Banks without comment, and moved off, hands in his pockets. The message was clear – Glitsky was concentrating, thinking, memorizing the scene. Disturb him at your peril.

Ridley hung back with the body. After a minute, he started giving directions to the techs.

 

Twenty minutes later, they had triangulated the body in high beams and the alley had taken on an unnatural brilliance. The crime scene people had set up a cordon of yellow tape, uniformed officers, black-and-white police cars, all of them conspiring to block unauthorized access to Maiden Lane, although due to the hour that wasn’t yet much of an issue. Still, half a dozen police radios crackled. The first news team had arrived – a van and its crew from a local television station – and the negotiations over access to the scene between the perky, aggressive newscaster and the supervising sergeant tempted Glitsky to take out his gun and shoot somebody.

Instead, he accompanied Ridley Banks to the squad car and the officers who had discovered the body and apprehended the suspect. Two uniformed men exited the vehicle from both front doors at the same time, introducing themselves as Medrano and Petrie.

“That the shooter?” Glitsky asked, pointing to the backseat where the suspect sat propped against the side door, slumped over. “I think I’ll talk to him.”

The two officers exchanged a glance and a shrug. The older officer, Medrano, replied. “You can try, sir. But he hasn’t moved in an hour.”

“Drunk?”

“At least that and plenty of it.” The other uniform, Petrie, hesitated for an instant, then continued. “Also appears to be mainlining something. Tracks up his arms. He’s gonna need some detox time.”

Glitsky received this not entirely surprising news in silence. Then he nodded and walked around to the other side of the squad car, where the suspect leaned heavily against the door, and pulled it open quickly. With his hands cuffed behind him, the man fell sideways out onto the pavement. His feet stayed up in the car while his head hit the asphalt with a thick, hollow sound. The man moaned once and rolled over onto his back.

“Sounds like he’s coming around,” Glitsky said.

Ridley Banks pulled a toot sweet around the front of the car and got himself standing between his lieutenant and the lights at the head of the alley. There’d been so many accusations of police brutality lately that the media were watching for it at every opportunity. And now his lieutenant was giving them something. Ridley motioned with his head, a warning, then spoke in a whisper. “Cameras, Abe. Heads up.”

Glitsky was all innocence. “What? The poor guy fell.” The suspect lay unmoving at his feet. He hadn’t moved after the first rollover. The lieutenant looked over the hood of the squad car to Medrano and Petrie. “Take this garbage to the detail until he wakes up.”

Petrie looked at his partner again. Neither of them had ever met Glitsky before and he was making an impression – he wasn’t one of your touchy-feely modern law enforcement community facilitators. The younger officer cleared his throat and Glitsky glared. “What?”

Petrie swallowed, finally got it out. “The detail, sir?”

“What about it?”

Medrano took over. “The guy looks good for medical eval, Lieutenant. We were thinking we’d show him to the paramedics.”

Glitsky knew that this meant the suspect would probably wind up going to the hospital, where there were secure rooms for jail inmates who needed medical care. This prospect didn’t much appeal to him. “What for?”

Medrano shrugged. It wasn’t that he cared personally, but the lieutenant’s suggestion ran counter to the protocol. He wanted to cover himself. “Get him cleared before we take him anywhere, maybe start detox before he goes into withdrawal.”

Glitsky had a deep and ancient scar that ran across his mouth, and now with his lips pursed it burned as a whitish gash under the hawk nose, the jutting chin. Glitsky’s mother had been African-American, his father Jewish – his visage was dark, intense, hooded. “How do we know he needs medical care?”

Medrano risked a glance to where the suspect slumped against the door in the backseat. He was at best semiconscious, filthy, still bleeding from where his head had hit the pavement. “We don’t, sir. But the paramedics are here. To be safe—”

Glitsky cut Medrano off. “He’s just drunk. I want him in homicide. You bring him up. That’s the end of this discussion.”

Petrie and Medrano looked at one another and said nothing. They were too intimidated to do anything but nod, get the man back into the car and start the drive down to the Hall of Justice.

Ridley Banks bit his tongue. Glitsky was putting out the word that he intended to let this suspect get all the way into withdrawal before he would acknowledge any problem. This would ensure that the man endured at least a little of what was purportedly the worst known hell on earth, and the orders struck Ridley as gratuitously cruel. More, they weren’t smart. Neither was the earlier door-opening incident. He knew that if the suspect was in withdrawal from heroin, the paramedics and people at County could set him up in short order. Then the agony of withdrawal could be mitigated. They’d get a better statement from a set-up suspect at San Francisco General Hospital than they ever could from a sick, sweating junkie in withdrawal at the Hall of Justice. If he was merely drunk, he could be in a cell at the jail by midmorning. Either way, they would have a clean interrogation within a reasonable period of time. Glitsky’s orders wouldn’t accomplish anything good.

As he watched the squad car backing out of Maiden Lane, Ridley wondered what else might be going on. He and Abe had both known Elaine Wager, worked with her, when she’d been a high-profile rising young star with the district attorney’s office. Ridley, himself, had found his guts more than ordinarily roiling at the scene when he realized the woman’s identity. She was one of their own, part not only of the law enforcement but also of the African-American community. Even to Ridley, whose job was homicide, on some level it hurt.

Abe’s reaction, though, seemed a long march beyond hurt. Ridley had come to know most of his lieutenant’s moods, which generally ran the gamut from grumpy to glum, but he’d never before seen him as he was tonight – in a clear and quiet unreasonable rage, breaking his own sacred rules about prisoners and regulations.

Walking back to where the body lay, the knot of people bunched in the mouth of the alley, Ridley decided to risk a question. “You all right, Abe?”

The lieutenant abruptly stopped walking. His nostrils flared under piercing eyes – Ridley thought of a panicked horse. Abe let out a long breath, took in another one, looked down toward the body. “Yeah, sure,” he said. “Why not?” A pause. “Fucking peachy.”

Abe made it a point to avoid vulgarity. He’d even lectured his inspectors, decrying their casual use of profanity. His troops had been known to make fun of him for it behind his back. So Ridley was surprised, and his face must have shown it. The lieutenant’s eyes narrowed. “You got a problem, Ridley?”

“No, sir,” he replied. Whatever it was, it was serious. “No problem at all.”
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On that same day – Monday, February 1, at a little after five o’clock in the afternoon, Dismas Hardy placed a call to another San Francisco attorney.

He put his feet up on his desk and listened to the phone ring, was transferred to voice mail, heard the beep. “Mr. Logan,” he began, “this is Dismas Hardy again. If you’re keeping track, this is my fourth call. I’d really appreciate a callback. Same number I left the other three times.”

Hanging up, Hardy stewed for thirty seconds, then stood and walked out of his office on the top floor of the Freeman Building on Sutter Street in downtown San Francisco. His was the only office on the top floor, and he had decided to take the stairs to the lobby a floor below him. Hardy leased his office directly from David Freeman and was the only attorney in the building who did not work for Freeman’s firm.

His landlord was pushing seventy. He was short, almost fat, always slovenly dressed; his female admirers, and he had several, would concede that he had a prodigious, nearly mythic ugliness – unkempt hair, eyebrows of white steel wool, a turnip nose scarred by rosacea and alcohol, hanging jowls, liverish lips. But he had a great if unorthodox personal charm. And no one disputed that Freeman was a brilliant lawyer who lived for his work. With Mel Belli’s passing, he had assumed the mantle of most famous attorney in the city.

The receptionist’s station commanded the center of the lobby. At the phones, Phyllis, an attractive elderly witch with whom Hardy had an off-again, off-yet-again relationship, was handling what appeared to be several calls at once. Hardy sauntered casually past her station. He even nodded genially as he took a few extra steps toward the long hallway that housed the tiny airless cubicles of the firm’s associates. It was all an elaborate ruse – his intention was to go and interrupt Freeman without having to explain himself to the Keeper of his Gate. And for an instant, even as he hung a hard left and strode toward the great man’s door, he thought he would make it unmolested.

But no.

“He’s busy, Mr. Hardy. He’s not to be disturbed.”

Hardy stopped. Phyllis was facing the other way. How could she have seen him? Further proof that she had a personal connection to the devil. She could spin her head around in a full circle like the girl in The Exorcist.

Now she fixed him with Favored Visage #1, Stern and Unyielding. He gave her back his winsome, disarming Irish smile, pulled a De Niro. “Are you talking to me?”

Phones forgotten, her body came around, up and out of her chair in one fluid motion. She was moving not toward Hardy but directly to Freeman’s door, to all appearances ready to throw her body in front of it if need be to defend its inviolability. “He’s trying to get a motion written. He was very specific.”

Hardy kept his grin on, inclined his head in the direction of the hallway where the associates toiled. “That’s just to keep the kids from bothering him. He’ll welcome some adult companionship. Watch.” Striking like a snake, Hardy reached around the receptionist and rapped quickly twice on the door.

“It’s open!” Freeman bellowed from within. “Come on in.”

Hardy stepped back, spread his palms in a gesture that said “See? What did I tell you.”

“If he’d have said ‘Go away,’ I’d be gone. Promise.” He turned the knob and pushed at the door. “Excuse me,” he said politely, moving around her, closing the door behind him.

Pen in hand and a mangled cigar between his lips, Freeman squinted up over his yellow legal pad. A thick bluish haze hung in the air. Hardy recognized the wine bottle by the telephone as a Silver Oak Cabernet – at least fifty bucks retail if you could find it. The old man straightened up in his chair, put the pen down and drained the last inch from his wineglass, making appreciative smacking noises. “God drinks this stuff,” he said.

“How does He afford it?” Hardy crossed the room to the window and threw it open. He enjoyed the occasional cigar himself, but the smoke in the room was nearly suffocating. “And while we’re asking ‘how’ questions, how do you breathe in here?”

Freeman waved that off. “If you interrupted me on billable time to criticize my lifestyle, you can use the same door you came in at. Otherwise, get yourself a glass – you’ve got to have a sip of this.”

Hanging by the window – the afternoon breeze had picked up, whipping down Sutter, pulling the smoke out – Hardy leaned against the sill. “As soon as enough of this clears to be able to taste it. Meanwhile, I’ve got a great idea for a good time.”

“What’s that?”

“We can fire Phyllis right now. It’ll be fun. You realize that anybody wants to see you, they’ve got to mount a campaign.”

“That’s what I pay her for.” He was pouring another glass for himself. “You got around her, I notice. Keeps you sharp.” A slurping sip, another sigh of appreciation. “So? What else? You didn’t come to talk about Phyllis.”

“No. I came to talk about Dash Logan.”

Freeman frowned deeply. “What about him?”

“Using the normal channels – say, the telephone – I can’t reach him. I thought you might have an idea.”

“Why do you want to?”

“One of my clients is getting sued by one of his clients. There are also some criminal charges. I thought I’d feel him out, see where he’s coming from.”

Freeman leaned back in his chair, drew in a breath. “You want my advice, forgo the conversation. He’ll just lie to you. I’d file the response and prepare to fight dirty.”

Still at the window, Hardy crossed his arms. “Not exactly a ringing character endorsement.”

“Read between the lines and it gets worse.” Freeman shook his head in disgust. “The man’s a disgrace, Diz. Personally and professionally. If the bar had any teeth, they’d have yanked his card years ago.”

“For what?”

“You name it. Malpractice, bribery, theft of client funds, extortion, perjury, drug and alcohol abuse. I can’t believe you don’t know him.”

Hardy shrugged. “I’ve heard stories, sure. But people tell stories about you, too.”

“Those are legends,” Freeman corrected him. “Logan. Well, you know all the lawyer jokes?”

“Most of ’em.”

“Well, they made them up about Dash Logan, especially the one about the difference between a catfish and a lawyer. One’s a bottom-dwelling scum sucker and the other one’s a fish. Here’s a hint – Logan’s not the fish.”

“You don’t like him.”

Freeman chuckled, but he wasn’t amused. “I really believe there’s good in a lot of people, Diz, almost everybody. Almost.” He came forward in his chair again, swirled his wineglass and took a mouthful. “Talking about him almost sours this wine, and that takes some doing.”

Hardy had taken a glass from the sideboard and held it out. “Let a professional tell you how bad the sour is getting.”

Freeman picked up the bottle and poured. “What do you smell?”

“Tobacco.” He held up a hand – he was kidding – then took a sip and his eyes lit up. “Although I must admit there’s a bit of wine in the aftertaste.” He crossed the room, where he settled himself on the couch. “So if Logan calls back?”

“I’ll tell you a story.” Freeman pushed his chair away from his desk, faced Hardy and crossed one leg over the other. He drank some wine. “Fifteen years ago I got teamed with Logan on a two-defendant murder case. This was in the days before talking movies, remember, when we had a real D.A. – Chris Locke – who would put people in jail from time to time. Also, this is one of the few times in my illustrious career when I thought my client – Aaron Washburn, I still remember – was mostly innocent. Maybe he was driving the car, but that’s all. He was too young and too chicken to agree to be the wheelman for a hit. In any case, his main flaw was loyalty to the shooter – Logan’s client, a real loser named Latrone Molyneux.

“So anyway, Locke declares we’re going to have joint disposition of our two defendants – either they both plead or they both go to trial. But he needs fifteen years from my guy. Well, I decide I’m going to trial, one because my boy, Aaron, didn’t do it – he wasn’t the shooter and didn’t know it was going to go down and even if he did, they couldn’t prove it. And two, because that’s who I am. I’m not taking my client’s money and lots of it to plead ’em to half a lifetime in the joint.

“And it’s not as though I’ve got to sink Logan’s client, remember. My guy just says he was in the car the whole time and has no idea what happened.” Somewhere in this recitation, Freeman had gotten to his feet, reliving it again. He paced the office, door to window, a caged bear. “All right. Now I’m working on my kid’s defense, keeping my no-good colleague Mr. Logan in the loop because, you know, that’s what we do. But I notice he’s not making too many of our joint motion hearings, he’s got my witnesses spooked – I hear rumors that he’s actually scoring dope off some of these people – the judge is getting pretty pissed off with delays and no-shows and really awful paperwork.

“But mostly old Dash is walking the walk, I’m giving him the benefit, you know, professional courtesy. We’re taking this thing to trial and he’s got to know what I know, right?

“Then, two weeks before we’re scheduled for jury selection, guess what? No, don’t. I’ll tell you. Logan comes by here, says he’s decided he’s going to plead Latrone. He’s got his fee. He doesn’t have the time for a trial.

“So as you might imagine, things get a little hot between us. I remind him he can’t plead if I’m going to trial, which I’m damn well going to do. So he threatens me – if I take it to trial, Latrone will rat out Aaron, say he was just standing around minding his own business when Aaron drove up and asked him to go for a ride. He – Latrone – didn’t know there was going to be a shooting. It was Aaron’s idea, Aaron was the shooter.

“Anyway, long story short, what could I do? They’d probably both get life. This way they both plead out – fifteen years. Now, you want to hear my favorite part?”

“That wasn’t it?”

“No. Listen to this. Early on, I decided it might be worth a try to get bail for these kids. It was a shaky case, first adult offense for both of them. They weren’t leaving the jurisdiction anyway. But Dash Logan won’t go there. Gives me a line of shit about it’s too risky, we’ll alienate the judge, it’d be better to save any judicial favors for the trial – the trial! Hah! So he persuades me – if I make the motion for my client, he has to for his, and that won’t happen. The judge will deny both, so what’s the point?”

“I give up,” Hardy said. “What was the point?”

“The point!” Freeman was nearly screaming now. “The point was he wanted to keep his boy Latrone in jail. You know why? ’Cause he was fucking Latrone’s seventeen-year-old girlfriend, that’s why.”

“Well, see,” Hardy said. “At least he had a good reason.” But he was shaking his head and clucked in disapproval. “That’s a pretty appalling story.”

Freeman was breathing heavily. He went back to his desk and put himself on the outside of another inch of his wine, then poured some more. “He’s an appalling—”

On the old man’s desk, the telephone buzzed. He reached over and picked it up, listened, held it out to Hardy. “It’s Phyllis, she says there’s a woman out in the lobby asking to see you.”

“She’s lying. I don’t have any appointments. She’s just trying to figure out a way to get me out of here, return you to your blessed solitude. I wonder, does this guy Dash Logan need a receptionist?”

Freeman held up a finger, listened some more. “Dorothy Elliot? Jeff’s wife?”

 

Leaving his superb wine in its glass on the coffee table, untouched except for that first sip, Hardy rocketed to his feet on his way to the door. Behind him, he heard Freeman telling Phyllis, “He’s on his way out right now.”

Dorothy greeted him with a nod, an apologetic smile, a few quiet words. It was immediately obvious that something was terribly wrong – her trademark cheerful spark was gone. It was equally clear that she didn’t want to discuss any part of whatever it was in the lobby. The staircase was not wide and he let her lead the way.

Following her, he was struck by the stiffness of her carriage, her wide shoulders back, her arms hanging straight down at her sides. One step at a time, she was hiking a steep grade with a heavy pack at altitude. It occurred to him that her husband Jeff, one of his friends and a Chronicle columnist who suffered from multiple sclerosis, might suddenly have died.

At the landing, she stopped and he came up behind her, put an arm on her shoulder. She leaned into him for a second. Then he opened the door and they were in his office.

As he was closing the door, she found her voice. “I’m so sorry to come barging in on you like this, Dismas. I didn’t know . . .” She lifted her hands, dropped them. Her lip quivered – sorrow? Or rage? She set her jaw, began again. “I don’t know . . .”

“It’s all right.” He gave her a chance to continue, and when it didn’t seem she could, he asked softly, “What don’t you know? Is it Jeff?”

She shook her head. “No, Jeff’s all right. Jeff’s fine.” She blew out heavily.

Hardy pulled a chair around and Dorothy stared at it for a minute as though she’d never seen one before. Finally, with an air of gratitude, she sat. “Thank you.” She shook her head wearily. “I don’t seem to know what to do. I started to go by Jeff’s office but then I didn’t want to interrupt him – he’s on deadline. So I just found myself walking downtown and thought of you, that you worked here. Actually, I thought of you before.”

“Before? When before?”

“When I was at the homicide detail.”

Hardy found his desk and pushed himself back up onto it. With a bedside manner smile, he spoke quietly. “I don’t think I’ve heard the homicide part yet, Dorothy. Maybe we want to start there. Why were you at the Hall?”

“My brother. Did you hear about Elaine Wager being killed?”

Hardy said he did. The news had depressed him. Not that he’d been that close to Elaine, but he had known her, had considered her one of the good guys.

“They have arrested my brother for it.”

Hardy shook his head. “That can’t be right, Dorothy. I heard they pulled in some bum.”

Dorothy’s lips were pressed tightly together. She nodded. “He’s a heroin junkie. My brother Cole. Cole Burgess.”

Not possible, Hardy thought. Flatly not possible. Dorothy Elliot, sitting in front of him, was the picture of corn-fed wholesomeness. He’d known her for over a decade, since she’d first begun dating Jeff. Now they had three daughters and she still looked like a farm girl – those big shoulders over a trim and strong body, clear eyes the shade of blue-bonnets, a wash of freckles cascading over her nose onto her cheeks.

Dorothy Elliot was pretty, smiling all the time, well-adjusted and happy. There was no way, Hardy thought, that this woman’s brother could be the low-life animal that had shot Elaine Wager in the back of the head for some jewelry and the contents of her purse.

He sought some fitting response, said he was sorry, finally asked. “Did your brother know her? Were they going out or something? Working together?”

“No. Nothing like that. But the police are saying he was incoherent when they brought him in, they couldn’t even confirm who he was until this morning. And when he finally could, he called my mother, which was of course no help.”

“And where is your mother?”

“Jody.” Dorothy’s expression was distilled disapproval. “She lives here in town now. Out in the Haight. With Cole.”

“With Cole? So he wasn’t homeless after all.”

“Well, that depends on your definition. He wasn’t with Mom too often, but she was there if he needed to crash. He had a rent-free room. She moved out here from home – Ohio – to be near him.” Another look of disgust. “To help him.”

“And she wasn’t much of a help?”

A snort. “But he called her from the Hall anyway. And then after she predictably flipped out and couldn’t get anything done, she called me.”

“What did she try to do?”

A calm had gradually settled over her. Hands had come to rest in her lap, shapely legs were crossed at the ankles. There was no sign of her usual cheerfulness, but her confidence was returning. The topic was awful, but she had facts to convey. “He’s in heroin withdrawal, Diz. He needs to be medicated.” She broke off and decided she’d said enough about that. “Anyway, Mom lost her credibility with the police in about ten seconds, accusing everybody of trying to kill her son, the poor lost little boy.” She paused again, sighed heavily. “But he does need to get into a detox situation soon.”

Hardy matched her tone – matter-of-fact. “They have programs in place for that. As soon as they book him . . .”

But she was shaking her head. “The police are saying Cole is only drunk and they’re not through with him.”

“So you’re saying he wasn’t drunk?”

“Probably that too.” She impatiently brushed some flaxen hair from her forehead. “But if he was desperate enough to mug somebody, he was after cash for heroin. That means probably he was already into withdrawal, drinking to kill the pain with alcohol until he could score.”

A silence settled. Finally, Hardy laced his fingers in his lap. He had heard enough to know he really didn’t want to be involved in this. He liked Jeff, liked Dorothy, saw them socially three or four times a year. And now Dorothy wanted to hire him to defend the man who’d killed one of his colleagues. And though he’d been successful in his three previous murder trials, though he’d gotten himself a reputation, this time Hardy wasn’t interested.

He’d known, liked and admired Elaine Wager. He had no desire to help her killer. There were other lawyers who could live with defending Dorothy’s brother a lot more easily than he could. And they were welcome to do it. But the longer they talked, the more he would give her the impression of tacit acceptance. In spite of that, he couldn’t resist the next question. “So what do you want me to do, Dorothy?”

“He needs to get into detox and I don’t know the channels. I need somebody they’ll listen to, who knows how to talk down there.” Her eyes were telling him that she didn’t like it any more than he did. But it was family duty. Her heartland values wouldn’t let her shirk it.

Hardy told himself he wasn’t agreeing to defend Elaine’s killer. He’d see what he could do to get a suspect into detox. He was helping a friend, that was all, another heartland value that he couldn’t shirk. It wasn’t going to go beyond that.

 

Hardy figured he could get the fastest results by going directly to the head of homicide, who happened to be his best friend. On the fourth floor of the Hall of Justice, he exited the world’s slowest elevator and was looking at Sarah Evans, a homicide inspector who was married to one of David Freeman’s associates. He and Frannie would occasionally socialize with Sarah and Graham. He considered her a friend, and usually she greeted him warmly. But today her look was guarded.

“If you’re here to see the lieutenant, maybe you want to come back another day.”

“Less than his usual bubbly self, is he?”

She just shook her head, said “Good luck. I warned you,” and pushed by him into the elevator.

So he was wondering as he walked the long hallway down to the homicide detail. This was a spacious, open area with grimy windows all along the back wall. The twelve inspectors in the unit had their desks here, most of them face to face with those of their partners. The usual bureaucratic detritus cluttered up the work space – green and gray metal files, a watercooler, a coffee machine that from the look of it might have been Joe DiMaggio’s original Mr. Coffee. There was also the working stoplight, which added a certain tone.

To Hardy’s right as he entered the detail were three doors. The two on either end led to interrogation rooms; the one in the middle to the audiovisual controls room. To his left, the lieutenant’s office was a hundred-square-foot rectangle that some architectural wizard had carved out as an obvious afterthought.

Glitsky’s door stopped him dead.

For many years, there had been no door to Glitsky’s office. Finally, three years back, after months of trying to cajole the bureaucracy into buying a door, Glitsky had had enough. He came in himself on a weekend and hung one he’d bought with his own money.

Thereby admitting that he cared about it.

Big mistake.

Immediately Glitsky’s prize door became an untapped bonanza for any psychologist who might want to study the effects of stress on otherwise normal people whose job it became to investigate murders. After the first impressive flurry of graffiti and property damage in the weekend after he’d hung it, Glitsky had made it a point of honor to refrain from comment or reaction no matter what his people did to it. And they did plenty.

Eventually the door had become a living testament to something profound and not particularly flattering about San Francisco’s homicide detail. A large poster of Bozo the Clown with the international “NO” symbol commanded the center of it, but that was among the first, and the mildest, of desecrations. By the last time Hardy had come up here a few weeks before, there hadn’t been a pristine inch left. Burn marks, spitballs, chewed gum, three bullet holes, assorted bumper stickers, picture ads for prostitutes, photos of murder suspects from ancient cases.

The homicide inspectors thought it was a funny, running gag. Glitsky didn’t see it that way, but he wasn’t going to whine about it. There were other approaches.

One night he had come down to the Hall on a late call and happened to arrive as one of his inspectors, Carl Griffin – now deceased – was adding some graphic flourishes to a wanted poster someone else had tacked to the door. Griffin had been engaged in his artwork and hadn’t heard Glitsky come up behind him, didn’t hear a thing even as Glitsky whacked him on the head with his sap, knocking him senseless for several minutes.

Glitsky thought that was funny.

Even funnier because Griffin could never say anything about it without appearing to be an idiot. But somehow the word had gotten out. And the stakes had been raised.

Now Hardy stared. The door was flat white. He could still smell the paint. And it was closed – a rarity during the working day. Struck by the stunning blankness, Hardy whistled softly and looked out over the open room. At least casually acquainted with most of the homicide inspectors, he recognized Marcel Lanier, who was seated at his desk, a pencil poised over some paper.

The inspector was looking back at him. He shook his head and spoke with a quiet authority. “I wouldn’t.”

“Somebody with him?”

“No.”

“When did this happen?” The door.

A shrug. “He came in after lunch with a bucket and a roller. Took him ten minutes.”

“Is he all right?”

A shrug. It wasn’t for a sergeant to say.

Hardy thought about it. Two warnings from two solid professionals. The smart move would be perhaps to skip it for now, pick a better time.

But he’d just driven down from his office, paid to park, come all the way up for this personal visit with his best friend. It was the end of the day, anyway. Whatever it was, Abe would deal with it. Maybe Hardy could even help. Besides, he was tired of well-meaning gatekeepers trying to keep him from people he needed to see. First Phyllis with David Freeman. Now Sarah Evans and Marcel Lanier with Glitsky.

“I think I’ll just see how he’s doing,” he said. “No guts, no glory.”

He knocked on the post next to the shocking white door and heard the familiar growl of a response. “It’s open.”

Inside, Hardy’s first reaction was to reach for the light switch, but Glitsky spoke again. “Leave it.” The room wasn’t exactly dark, but with the overheads off and the shades drawn on both windows, it wasn’t exactly light either. “You want to get the door.”

Hardy did as instructed. “I couldn’t read a damn thing in this light. I don’t know how you do it. It’s got to be tough on the eyes.”

“What do you want, Diz?”

Hardy found the wooden chair opposite the desk and lowered himself into it. “Nice door. I love the color.”

No answer.

“What’s going on, Abe?”

“Nothing.”

“You all right?” After a lengthy silence, Hardy said, “You want to talk about it?”

“There’s nothing to talk about.” Glitsky’s chair scraped. He pushed himself back from his desk and leaned into the wall behind him on the chair’s back legs.

Hardy’s eyes were adjusting. He gave it another try. “It’s after five o’clock. You feel like a drink?”

“I don’t drink.”

“Really? Since when?” Hardy had only been Glitsky’s pal for twenty-five years. “Sometimes it’s not the worst idea in the world.”

Glitsky came forward in his chair, clasped his hands on the desk before him. When he spoke, his voice had softened. “I’m trying to work something out, all right. Meanwhile, what can I help you with?”

There was nothing to be gained from pushing Glitsky’s issue, whatever it was, so Hardy drew a breath and started. “You’ve got a guy across the way there, Cole Burgess—”

“Yeah. Elaine Wager’s killer.”

“Alleged killer, as we say in the defense biz.”

“Are you defending him?”

“No.”

“I hope not.”

“And I’m not here to spring her killer.”

“Okay. Then what’s this about?”

Hardy calmly and briefly stated the reason for his visit, his connection to Cole’s sister Dorothy, the rest of it. “His sister’s worried that he slipped through the cracks when they brought him in and the paramedics never got around to diagnosing him as a heroin user. Anyway, the point is he’s got to get into detox pronto or he’s going to have a bad week.”

“Really? That would be sad.”

“Well, anyway . . .”

“He was drunk, Diz. We’ve had him up here since last night, mostly puking his guts. We’re still talking to him.”

“Yeah, but now it’s been what? Eighteen hours? He might still be hungover, but he’s dry. All I’m saying is we know he’s a junkie. He’s got to get in a program.”

But Glitsky was shaking his head. “No. I’m not buying into that scam.”

“What scam?”

“Couple of days on the county in a nice soft hospital bed. That’s not happening. He was drunk, that’s all.”

This was not the response Hardy expected. Abe was a due process freak – he played by the rules. Maybe, Hardy thought, it was the other thing, the dark room, whatever else was eating him. He started to debate. “C’mon, Abe, how can you know . . . ?”

Glitsky slammed his palm flat on his desk, raised his voice. “He was drunk! That’s all he was, all right? We Mirandized him, he’s talking, we’ll book him when we’re through. You hear me? Just leave this one.”

Stupefied, Hardy sat back in his chair. “What’s going on, Abe?” he asked quietly. “I can’t just leave it. You know that.”

“He killed Elaine.”

“Okay. And we hope he burns in hell for it. But his sister told me he was probably already in withdrawal this morning. He’s got to get some treatment.”

Glitsky remained unmoved. “When they process him in, they’ll give him the standard tests. If it’s heroin, they’ll know soon enough.”

“When will that happen?”

A shrug. “When we’re done here.”

Hardy took that in. “You mind if I ask what he’s doing here right now?”

“Answering questions.” Glitsky came forward in his chair. “And FYI, he waived an attorney. Though maybe if he’d known it was you . . .”

“He doesn’t know me.” Hardy sat back, shifted angrily in his chair. “You’re sweating him, aren’t you?” He glanced toward the door, came back to the lieutenant. “If you were sitting where I am, Abe, you’d tell me something was wrong here. That I wasn’t doing my job right. This isn’t how it’s supposed to happen.”

Glitsky’s face was a slab. He said nothing.

Hardy sighed. “Have you videotaped a confession?”

A crisp nod. “I believe we’re in the process of doing that very thing.”

Hardy’s blood was running now. He spoke carefully. “So if I’m moving ahead and getting him processed into a program, you’re telling me I’ve got to go around you, is that it? Maybe a judge? Get a writ?”

Glitsky stared over his desk. “You do what you’ve got to do.”

“I intend to.” Hardy paused. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“It’s possible.” The lieutenant looked through him. “Talk to you.”

The visit was over.

 

Glitsky’s conscience was a mangy dog gnawing at his insides.

After Hardy left, he remained sitting behind the desk in the dim confines of his office for over an hour, until the quality of the light shifted. Outside, it had come to dusk.

He rose, went to his door, opened it and looked out into the homicide detail. The workday had ended, but the door to the interrogation room was still closed. He heard voices behind it. Ridley still had Elaine’s killer in there.

He surveyed the detail. The old school clock over the watercooler said it was six-fifteen. Wearing headphones, head down over his desk, Marcel Lanier moved his lips and jabbed corrections with his pencil as he ran his interview tape and proofed it against what the transcriber had typed. Paul Thieu, who already knew everything anyway, had his nose in a book with what looked like Cyrillic script on the jacket – he was working a Russian mafia-related homicide and Glitsky thought he probably wanted to conquer the language before the case got too far along.

Neither of the inspectors looked up.

Nobody had messed yet with his door, either.

He closed it behind him and pushed in the lock. Flicking on the light, he got in his chair and pulled out his junk drawer, lifted out Elaine’s picture. He couldn’t look at it for long. He realized that his daughter wouldn’t exactly be proud of how he’d handled things so far. But he’d told himself, when he’d given Ridley his marching orders, that this was an instance of bad things happening to bad people. Karma.

Now he was trying to sell himself on the idea that it wasn’t as though he’d been actively complicit in torture, but it wasn’t easy. Though it truly had been Glitsky’s intention to “sweat” the young man in the interrogation room, this might be cruel but it wasn’t unusual – homicide inspectors did it frequently. Under the stressful conditions in that closed-up space, a suspect occasionally would waive his rights to an attorney, or tell a story that he’d later wished he hadn’t. Once in a while, as in Burgess’s case, he would even confess under conditions that might not qualify as legally coercive.

But now he realized that it had gone on long enough. He’d better go and tell Ridley to end the interrogation, get the suspect in the system. Burgess had killed Elaine. There was no doubt about that, and it was important that no screwup create a hole he could slither through.

He stood, grabbed his leather jacket, opened his door again. If Ridley had gotten the impression because of Abe’s obvious hostility to Burgess that the suspect should be sweated beyond human endurance, Glitsky would have to try and correct that. There was an important difference, he knew, between wishing pain and suffering on someone and making him experience it.

It was called civilization.
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Sharron Pratt, the district attorney of the city and county of San Francisco, sipped a preprandial newfangled cocktail concocted from gin and chocolate liqueur and served in a tall blue martini glass. Perched on a high stool at one of the financial district’s power restaurants, Sharron cut an elegant figure in her tailored blue suit. She wore her hair shoulder length and made no effort to hide the gray that had once lightly peppered and now dominated it. Lightly made up – a touch of mascara and a subtle shade of lip gloss – she was very easy to look at. Rimless bifocal eyeglasses added a few years to her true age of forty-four, but behind them, green-flecked eyes sparkled youthfully. Her wide mouth animated her face, the plane of her cheeks was well defined, her skin smooth. Even with the added gray and the no-nonsense glasses, she was a woman who’d come into herself as she’d aged, and was now far more handsome than she’d been a decade before.

But internally, she suffered from a great discontent. Since the upset victory resulting in her election three years before, Sharron Pratt had suffered a steady decline in popularity. Now, with her chance for reelection coming up in November, she had eight months to recoup the eleven points which the latest poll told her she had lost.

“I don’t understand how this has happened, Gabe. I really don’t.”

Gabriel Torrey, her chief assistant D.A. and political mentor, was methodically breaking apart the pistachios from the bowl on the bar, gathering the nuts onto his napkin. When he’d accumulated somewhere between eight and a dozen, he would pop them into his mouth, washing them down with nonalcoholic beer.

Torrey had no trouble understanding what had happened to Sharron Pratt’s fans. Conveying it to her was the difficult part.

He shrugged, cracked a nut, keeping a casual tone. “Crime’s up, Sharron. Convictions are down. That’s the short answer. People are tired of it.”

“I’m tired of it, too, Gabe.” Pratt leaned forward on her stool, moved a hand onto his sleeve. “But the damn police are so hostile and we can’t seem to get any coverage . . . what?”

Torrey was shaking his head. “People are impatient with the excuses, too, Sharron. It’s been three years. People are thinking that if you haven’t been able to fix things in that time, you’re not going to.” He’d only cracked two shells, but he threw the nuts into his mouth early. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news here, but the agenda you got elected on last time just hasn’t played in the real world.”

“It would, though. If everyone would just get behind it.”

Torrey knew he had to answer with a great deal of care. This woman might be his bedmate at widely spaced intervals when the stars were aligned just right, but every day she was, after all, his boss. Traditionally she did not warm to philosophical argument.

She’d worked the legal trenches in San Francisco for years – social worker, public defender, lawyer for various civil rights coalitions – and she knew what played in this town. Her election had confirmed that the people were behind her. They were ready for a change. No more white guys prosecuting minorities. It was going to be a new age.

She had won by, among other things, promising to do all she could to stop police brutality. Stop prosecuting victimless crimes. Don’t charge petty drug users or prostitutes. Institute counseling and rehab programs for people whose emotional and substance problems caused them to break the law.

Her administration was going to be known not for enforcing outmoded laws but for doing what was right. And Sharron Pratt always knew, without doubt, what that was – no matter what, she was on the side of the angels.

But if Torrey wanted to get Sharron elected again, he was going to have to get her to bend, except Torrey knew – to borrow from an old song – that Pratt was an oak, not a willow. She did not bend.

Maybe, though, he could get her to acknowledge that a private moral position did not have to be reflected absolutely in the political arena. Maybe there could be a gray area, although gray areas, too, God knew (or at least Torrey did), were not Pratt’s long suit. “I don’t know,” Torrey began again. “Maybe people didn’t realize how the results of your – our – programs would affect them.”

Pratt’s nostrils flared and her vibrant eyes flashed. “What do you mean by that, Gabe?”

“Well, let’s take the homeless, for example. Now, being homeless is not a crime in itself.”

“Not a crime at all.” Pratt employed a crisp school-marmish correction almost as a verbal tic.

But Torrey was used to her, and her response didn’t slow him down. “And no one’s saying it is. But you’ll recall one of your campaign issues was that we treat the homeless with respect, and that seemed to strike a positive chord with the voters.”

“Absolutely, as well it should.”

Also, Torrey was thinking, remove the word “should” from her conversation and his boss would become functionally mute. “Yes, well, in practice you have to admit the policy caused some problems.”

This, Torrey knew, was a whopper of an understatement. After Pratt had been swept to power on a tide of benevolent humanity, she formed a coalition with the mayor and several supervisors and, to a great deal of positive press, announced to the country that under this administration, San Francisco would be a haven for the homeless. No longer would the police hassle the poor and downtrodden. There would be no more rousting. There would be city-funded programs for free meals. Armies of volunteers would move out from the soup kitchen base and take sandwiches to the hungry where they lived.

In short order, this utopian policy resulted in a mass migration of many of the nation’s chronically unemployed to the City by the Bay. Within months, camps of vagrants, drunks, the psychologically impaired and drug addicts had essentially taken over Golden Gate Park, Dolores Park, any number of neighborhood green areas. The downtown streets became gauntlets of panhandlers, drunks in doorways, public urinators. And then, as the worst became bolder, polite requests for spare change became belligerent demands and gave way to intimidations, purse snatchings, shakedowns and muggings.

“But those weren’t the homeless we were trying to help,” Sharron said. “They were the criminal element, that’s all. People needed to see that. We just need to educate them.”

Torrey was shaking his head. “No, Sharron. They’ll never see it. They think you let the bums in. You ruined the tourist industry.”

Pratt straightened her back and lifted her martini glass to her lips. She sipped contemplatively. “Is it too late?”

“Let me ask you one, Sharron. Are you sure you want to keep doing this? That you want to run again?”

“That’s two.” She smiled halfheartedly, lightly touched Torrey’s arm again. “Do I want to keep doing this?” she repeated. “We’ve done a lot of good, Gabe, haven’t we?”

Again, Torrey crafted a careful response. “I think we’ve changed the agenda in a positive way, Sharron. People are thinking about the office – the district attorney – in a way they never had before, now more as a force for social, maybe even moral, leadership. And all that’s to the good.”

“But . . .”

Torrey popped a couple of nuts. “But the fact remains that most of the electorate seems to have returned to the theory that the main role of the district attorney is to prosecute people who break the laws. And that’s never been your forte. You want to help people. That’s always been what’s driven you. Which is why I ask if you want to keep doing this.”

She sighed, considering. “It’s a bully pulpit, Gabe. We’re way ahead of the curve in our thinking. We knew that going in. We can’t just keep building more prisons and throwing more people into them. We’ve got to—”

Torrey put his hand on Pratt’s arm, stopping her. They had to educate the masses, and the criminals, and the victims, and do counseling, and rehab, and yada, yada, yada. At some point, before he’d come to work full-time in the Hall of Justice and become immersed in the stupidly hopeless march of crime through the system, he’d even believed a good portion of it. But that day was in the past.

“Let’s keep this discussion on point,” he said a little more firmly than he’d planned. But before his boss could react negatively, he pressed on. “We’ve tried to raise the moral bar, Sharron. We’ve done the right thing time and time again. But the polls are telling us that the people aren’t getting the message, or it’s not the one they want. Now the question is, do you want to go ahead? And if you do, I really think the wise move would be to consider” – he paused—“refining your position slightly.”

Her mouth twisted in distaste. “No.”

He almost said, “Well, that was a delightful exchange of ideas.” But the words that came out were, “No what? You don’t want to go ahead?”

“No. I don’t want to quit. I’ve worked hard for this position, for the people’s trust. I am the absolutely best person for district attorney. And let’s not forget that I’m running the office the way it should be run.”

Torrey brought a hand to his mouth to hide the grimace. That old “should” again. Pratt’s vision was at least entirely, self-righteously consistent, he thought: never mind the way things actually were. Pratt had a vision of a better world, and the people who didn’t share it were stupid, damned, ignorant, venal, criminal, clueless or all of the above. Therefore, they didn’t count. But her adviser had to try to get Pratt at least to realize that their votes did. “Okay,” he said. “Then maybe it’s just a question of perception.”

Pratt’s bright eyes sparked. She liked this direction. “Of what?”

“That you’re soft on crime.”

The spark turned dark. “That’s rubbish. I hate crime. Why do you think I ran for the job in the first place? It’s criminals – the people – that I don’t hate. I try to understand them, see what happened, how they got—”

He brought some more pressure to her forearm. “Sharron. Perception, okay?”

A show of reluctance, then she nodded. “Go on.”

“The killing of Elaine Wager by this vagrant.”

“That is so horrible. I loved Elaine, Gabe.”

“Everybody loved Elaine, Sharron. That’s my point. Here’s a much-loved, well-known community figure, daughter of a popular ex-senator, and African-American to boot. She is brutally murdered by a homeless white man for a few coins in her purse. Are you seeing where I’m going with this?”

To his satisfied surprise, he saw that his idea had clicked with Sharron.

“And one other thing,” he said.

“What’s that?”

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to try the case myself.”

This did bring a clearly visible reaction, almost a start. “But I need . . .” She slowed herself down. “Why would you want to do that, Gabe?”

Torrey had stopped chewing his nuts. He put down his glass, met Sharron’s eyes. “When she first came up . . .”

“This is Elaine?”

He nodded. “When Chris Locke was D.A.”

Her mouth tightened. In private, Sharron referred to Locke’s administration as “the Neanderthal years.” Since her own election, she had purged the office of all but a very few of Locke’s old prosecutors, and it was no secret that this was part of the reason that now her office couldn’t seem to convict anyone. She’d had to let them go for their political incorrectness, to say nothing of the general culture of incorrigibility. Locke had been black but he’d hired, in Pratt’s view, far too many white males who’d adopted a macho “win at all costs” mentality that had infected the office – getting convictions, sure, but at what cost?

Sharron’s own motto was: “There’s more to being a prosecutor than getting convictions.” To which the Locke crowd tended to respond, “Oh yeah? Like what?”

So any mention of Chris Locke and his administration put Sharron Pratt on the defensive, and it was immediately apparent that she was on it now, the fingers of her right hand thrumming uneasily on the bar.

Torrey carefully reached over and covered her hand with his. “Elaine was having an affair with Locke.”

“With the D.A.? While she worked for him? How much younger was she than he was? God, that man!”

Torrey suppressed his desire to point out to his boss that the two of them – he and Sharron – were in precisely the same relationship that Elaine and Locke had enjoyed. There would be no point – Sharron would be hard pressed to see any similarity, in spite of the fact that in both cases the D.A. was sleeping with an assistant D.A. But Locke had been a predator of gullible young women; she was nothing like that. She and Torrey had a mature relationship between equals, and that could not have been true with Locke and Elaine.

Instead, he waited her out in silence. Then: “In any event, after Locke was killed, she needed a shoulder to cry on, and we—”

Pratt pulled her hand out from under his. “Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.”

“It wasn’t that, Sharron.” He took her hand again, patted it soothingly. “It wasn’t that. Okay?”

She finally nodded. “Okay.”

“There wasn’t anybody she could talk to here. The office was changing. She felt there were spies everywhere.” He shrugged, making light of it. “I was doing some neighborhood work in the African-American community, outreach stuff, you know, just like you were. Anyway, Elaine and I, we got to be close for a while. Platonically. Really.”

He squeezed her hand. “She’d lost her mother and her lover within a week. She wanted to talk ideas. What was the place of a strong, smart black woman in a white man’s world? What was the price of her mother’s fame? Was any of it worth it? Was it wise to have affairs with married men? Where was she going? What had she done? That kind of thing.”

He paused. “Eventually, she got it together. I put her in touch with Aaron Rand and you know the rest. But she was just very special somehow. And now . . .” A sigh. “I cared about her, and now I feel I owe her something.”

“What? You couldn’t have prevented what happened with her. It wasn’t anything to do with you.”

“No, I know that.” He considered his phrasing. “Let’s just call it a payback. This bum who killed her, if somebody’s going to take him down, I’d like it to be me.”

 

Two hours after he’d left Glitsky, after a visit to Frank Batiste, the chief of inspectors, Hardy was coming out of his shock but still wasn’t sure how to proceed. He had, at least, gotten Cole Burgess booked into the jail, and now he wanted to talk to him, get some take of the damage. He took the outside corridor from the back door of the Hall. It was bitter with a wet wind, and when he got inside the door to the jail, he stood a minute getting the warmth.

The admitting sergeant at the counter was a short, skinny Caucasian with the name tag “Reilly” and a buzz cut of orange hair. Glitsky was six foot two, half black and all buffed. After his first three minutes with Reilly, Hardy thought it was amazing that they could look so much alike.

Because whether he knew it or not, the desk sergeant was giving Hardy his Glitsky imitation and doing a hell of a good job at it. Yeah, he was pretty sure Cole Burgess had been processed in. No, he hadn’t heard about any heroin. Sorry, he hadn’t made it into the computer yet. He couldn’t say for sure where he was, even if he’d been taken to the sixth floor or to the hospital.

Hardy took that runaround until it became obvious, then demanded to speak to Reilly’s superior. Reilly told Hardy that, well, darn, he really wasn’t sure whether anybody was in this time of evening. Deliberately pitching his voice so low that Reilly had to lean closer to hear it at all, Hardy whispered, “All right, Sergeant, then get me the watch commander, and if he’s not in, I’ll call Dan Boles” – the sheriff—“at home. Oh, and I almost forgot, your inmate Mr. Burgess is the brother-in-law of Jeff Elliot, who writes the ‘CityTalk’ column for the Chronicle.”

Within two minutes, Reilly had located somebody who might know something. Big, black and beefy, the man appeared from a door behind the reception desk, made a show of spotting the man in the lawyer suit, pointed at Hardy and closed the space between them. “I’m Lieutenant Wayne Davies, Mr. . . . ?”

Hardy said who he was, laid out the problem. Then: “This man needs detox. His medical evaluation hasn’t moved forward, not as far as I can tell. Your admitting sergeant tells me he’s not even in the computer yet.”

“Then he’s probably not been processed. That’s when they do the med eval.” Davies had his arms crossed, his brow furrowed. Hardy was to understand that he was thinking hard about all this, trying to remember one in what must have been dozens of people brought to the jail today for processing. “And you’re his attorney?” he asked.

The veneer of patience now transparently thin, Hardy nodded. “His sister retained me on his behalf. And he’s been in custody now for almost a full day.”

“Hmm . . . and you say Lieutenant Glitsky brought him down?”

“Look, Lieutenant, I’m talking about Cole Burgess, the suspect in the Elaine Wager murder. He’s here. He’s in withdrawal and you’re responsible for him. What are you going to do?”

Davies decided, although he dressed it up for Hardy’s benefit, pretending it had all just come back to him. “Elaine Wager. That guy? Yeah, he’s here, but I don’t know how far he’s gotten.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean processing him in. It was busy today, thirty admits. There might still be some delay.” Another elaborate shrug. “I don’t know.”

Hardy had heard more than enough. “Okay, Lieutenant, let’s cut the bullshit. I demand to see my client now. If he’s not in detox immediately, you personally can probably look forward to being named in about a billion-dollar lawsuit against the city . . .”

Davies held up an authoritative hand. “Keep your shorts on, Mr. Hardy. I’m sure he’s here. We’ll find him and get him checked out. He’ll be upstairs in jail or on his way to County Hospital. You can see him either place when we’re through, Mr. Hardy. But not before.”

 

Cole Burgess wanted to be dead.

There was nothing but the pain and no way he could make it stop. Not here. Not without the god.

When he was a boy – still active, still doing sports – he’d get cramps in his legs that woke him, screaming, from sound sleep in the middle of the night. The calf on his right leg, or a muscle somewhere under the tendons of one of his feet.

Knotted muscle curled on itself, squeezing every nerve around it in a concentrated orb of agony.

But localized, at least. One place. One muscle per spasm. His mom would come in and rub it, knead it out, talk to him. It would pass, though the memory – the ache – would linger for days.

But it wasn’t like this, now, when it was everywhere all at once. Never ending. Unbearable.

Somebody, please, come and kill me.

Did he say it? He didn’t know. It was his only thought, but there really wasn’t any thought as such, any words. There wasn’t even consciousness outside of the pain. It consumed his entire being. Only the pain. He hadn’t had any god in three days.

His body was draped in the jail’s orange jumpsuit. It twitched, making small noises, on the floor of the cell used for the psychologically impaired.

The guard opened the cell door and held it while two other guards lifted the body onto a gurney and began pushing it down the hallway to the elevator that led to the jail’s rear entrance.

Cole Burgess was sure he was getting his wish now. Dying. Any second it would end. It would have to.

Lights were exploding in his brain, every flash accompanied by another blinding stab, more intolerable agony beyond where he would have said – if any communication were possible, which it wasn’t – that no more could be borne. No one could take this much torture and survive.

Kill me! Kill me! god god god god god

 

Davies returned without any sign of Cole Burgess. “Mr. Hardy.”

“Where’s my goddamned client?”

The lieutenant remained tolerant. “Your client is fine. We had a computer problem and lost him for a few minutes, that’s all.”

“Where is he? I want to see him.”

The smile didn’t change. “You can see him, but he’s not here to see. He’s at County. I can’t guarantee he’s conscious right now, but you’re sure welcome as all hell to go and find out for yourself. You want, I could call over and tell them to expect you.”
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Frannie Hardy had pulled her long red hair back into a ponytail and it hung halfway down her back. Barefoot, she wore a pair of old jeans and an oversized green pullover sweater. She was standing in the front doorway, waving good-bye to her children as they ran out to their car pool. Hardy came up behind her, put a hand on her shoulder, called out. “Have a good day, guys. See you tonight.”

They turned together and walked through the family room back to the kitchen, where Hardy took his seat in front of his coffee. Frannie silently moved some dishes to the sink, wiped a surface or two with a dishcloth. Finally, some psychic energy shifted and Frannie came over and sat down with him. She smiled wearily, reached a hand over and put it on her husband’s. “Hi.”

A reflexive sigh, Hardy’s own weariness breaking through. “Wow.”

His wife nodded. “I know. She is trying, you know.”

“Yep.”

“It’s not some scam to get our attention. She really does worry.”

He nodded, never doubting it for a moment. This morning, once again, his daughter had been afraid to go to school, and they’d done their parental tag team, trying to calm her myriad fears, for nearly an hour while their son Vincent grabbed his English muffin and disappeared into his bedroom so he wouldn’t have to deal with it.

The Beck’s fears.

The constant flow of news and information, even her school curriculum, kept the Beck hyperkinetically aware of and sensitive to every disaster that happened on the planet – a plane crash in Calcutta, a hostage crisis in the Balkans, famine and genocide in Rwanda, church burnings in the South. All the world’s problems brought home to her own little plate every day.

This was the backdrop of everyday life, the white noise of her daily existence.

Hardy had trouble believing that the nature of human beings had changed so completely in one generation. Surely there had always been criminals and perverts, ugliness and evil; it just hadn’t felt as if it was everywhere. Perhaps life now for his children was not really much more precarious than when Hardy had been a boy. But now it seemed that nearly every detail of every crime everywhere got into the societal fabric via the front page, television, the Internet – a racial killing in Detroit happened here; an abusive father killing his wife and kids in Miami was here; a massacre at a school in North Dakota might happen here, today.

The Beck seemed to feel that if she let her guard down for an instant, she would die. Kidnappers lurked in every public bathroom, you got cancer if you caught a whiff of secondhand tobacco smoke, bombs and handguns proliferated in high schools everywhere, you caught AIDS if you even kissed your boyfriend. God forbid you got a sunburn, or forgot to fasten your seat belt.

Government warning: Everyone who breathes, dies! Watch out!

She was trying to sort it all out, one fear at a time. Three out of seven days a week for at least the past year. At bedtime. On school mornings. Whenever something struck her. It was wearing her parents down.

“She worries,” Frannie repeated.

“I worry, too,” Hardy replied. “But I’m old, that’s my job. The Beck’s a healthy kid whose parents love each other and have enough money. She ought to spend a couple of seconds thinking about that every week or two. The good stuff in the world. There is some left, I hear – sunsets, food, the occasional tasteless joke.”

“She tries, Dismas. She’s doing the best she can.”

“I know.” Hardy sipped at his cold coffee, let out another lungful of air. “I really do know. It just breaks my heart.”

The phrase hung in the room. After a long minute, Frannie squeezed his hand. “What else?” she asked.

Hardy paused, then feigned ignorance. “What else what?”

“Good try,” she said. “But not flying. Something else – not the Beck – has been bothering you since you got home last night.”

Hardy glanced across at his wife. She brushed a stray strand of gleaming red hair from her lovely forehead, offered him a sympathetic look.

“You’re good,” he said.

She shrugged. “Part of the job description. So what is it?”

He sighed a last time and gave in. “Abe.”

 

“That doesn’t sound like him at all,” Frannie said after she’d heard the story. “Do you think it’s possible he had a crush on Elaine?”

The question was unexpected and Hardy considered it carefully, then shook his head no. “She was engaged. Besides, Abe isn’t what I’d call the crush type.”

“He had a crush on Flo for almost twenty years.”

“That wasn’t a crush, Frannie. They were married.”

She gave him a pretty pout. “And the two are mutually exclusive?”

He took her hand, kissed it, shook his head. “What I mean is I can’t see him carrying some kind of torch. He’d come out with it . . .”

Frannie broke a half smile. “Abe? We’re talking the effervescent and loquacious Lieutenant Glitsky? You want my opinion?”

“At every turn.”

“I think if he was attracted to somebody who was somehow off limits – like engaged – wild horses couldn’t drag it out of him.”

Hardy sat up straight. “You don’t think he would even mention it to the involved party?”

“No. Especially not her. Not unless she gave him some signal that she might be interested. Why do you think Abe hasn’t had a date in three years?”

“Women hate and fear him?”

“Dismas.”

“He’s a hideous gargoyle?”

It was no secret that Frannie considered Abe one of the more attractive men on the planet. “I don’t think that’s it either.”

“How about if he hasn’t liked anybody enough?”

“Maybe, but not mostly, I don’t think.” She came forward on the couch. “He hasn’t asked anybody out – I’d bet you anything – because he doesn’t want to reveal anything going on inside him. It’s his protection since Flo.”

Hardy knew that his wife was mostly right on this. Since Flo had died, he’d spent hours with Glitsky, both socially and professionally, and knew that his friend wasn’t exactly the poster boy for celebrating the inner child. The walls were high and thick. But Frannie hadn’t gotten it all, and Hardy’s expression grew serious. “I think he’s scared, all right, but not about having somebody see who he is. I think he’s afraid that if he starts with somebody he might get to care about her. That might turn into caring a lot. And then he might lose it all again.”

Frannie put her hand back over his. “That was your demon, Dismas,” she said softly, “maybe it’s not Abe’s.”

Hardy’s first son, Michael, had died in infancy. The event had plunged him into divorce with his first wife, Jane, and then a decade of lethargy in a haze induced by Guinness stout, during which he eked out an empty existence on his bartender wages at the Little Shamrock. His passion for his work and for justice – for sunsets and food and sexual love, too – had dried up. And then, somehow – the precise mechanism of it was still a mystery to him – Frannie had gotten through to him, and he’d begun to feel again, to be able to handle feeling.

Now he tightened down his mouth, looked over at her. “Maybe that’s why I recognize it, though. With Abe. How did we get on this anyway?” he asked.

“Abe dating. His possible crush on Elaine.”

Hardy gave it another minute. “Whatever it was, it was serious. He wanted the kid to suffer. It was personal.”

“So what are you going to do now?”

“About Abe?”

“I don’t suppose you’ll have to do anything about Abe. He’s got a way of taking care of himself. I was thinking about the boy. What’s left for you to do? Are you in this?”

After a minute of consideration Hardy said, “Let’s say I’m not comfortable with the idea of defending the person who killed Elaine. I liked her. If Cole did it, I’ll turn Dorothy onto somebody else, tell her I’ve got a conflict of interest.”

“You just said ‘if Cole did it.’”

“He did, Frannie. He’s confessed. That’s usually a tip-off.”

“But you’re going to want to find out a little more, aren’t you? Make sure.”

Hardy’s reluctance showed like a fresh bruise. His expression changed two or three times until it rested on a grimace. “Probably, knowing me,” he admitted, “although there’s no such thing as sure. It just feels a little pat up to now, that’s all. I’d want to talk to him at least, get his side of it. But if it seems like he did do it – strung out and screwed up or not – I’ll let David or somebody else take him. I wouldn’t want to be involved in defending him.”

“But what if . . . ?”

Hardy held up a hand. “Let’s not go there. Not yet, okay.”

“Abe would be pretty unhappy, though, wouldn’t he, if you did?”

He nodded somberly. “You know, my love, sometimes you show a remarkable talent for understatement.”

 

It surprised Hardy, but neither Jeff nor Dorothy Elliot had any real problem with his decision not to represent Cole. They even said they thought it was a smart one. As they talked, it came out that the boy had done a pretty good job of alienating everybody in the family.

When he’d first begun having “problems,” Jeff and Dorothy had tried to be understanding and supportive in his struggle. Cole told them that he’d come out to San Francisco because there wasn’t any real empathy regarding his situation in the Midwest. He was trying but people just didn’t understand.

So the Elliots invited him to stay with them and their children until he got settled in. In the next month, Jeff “lost” a watch and they had a daytime break-in where the burglar got away with most of Dorothy’s jewelry. Dinners became upsetting for the children when Uncle Cole’s place would be set and he wouldn’t show up. On top of that, Cole had two minor traffic accidents while he was driving Dorothy’s car, both of them the other driver’s fault – except that in both cases the other car had fled. Finally, when one of the girls’ piggy banks that had held four hundred dollars turned up missing, they’d told Cole he had to go and not come back.

So they understood Hardy’s decision. He was a friend to have gone to the jail in an emergency and make sure he got into the detox. They didn’t expect him to do anything else.

But for his own peace of mind, Hardy did want to eyeball the man and get to the bottom of this confession. What had Cole said? Glitsky’s behavior had stuck in his craw as well. It wasn’t that he thought Cole might be innocent, but the fact that everyone was treating him as though it had already been proven bothered the lawyer in Hardy.

He didn’t need certainty beyond a reasonable doubt. He was ready to cast Cole off in a heartbeat, but he couldn’t let go completely until he’d at least totally satisfied himself that the man had actually killed Elaine.

Then let him be damned. Hardy wouldn’t care.
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In the women’s room at Rand & Jackman Law Associates on Montgomery Street, Treya Ghent tried to fix her eyes, but she knew it was a losing fight. Between the horrible, senseless murder of her dear friend and boss Elaine Wager and the unrelenting demands of her wonderful but high-maintenance fourteen-year-old daughter Raney, she had averaged less than three hours of sleep for the past four nights.

She was at work this morning because she didn’t want to use up any more sick days frivolously. She needed to keep a bank so that she would be available if her daughter absolutely needed to have her stay home to care for a real illness, or to counsel her during a real crisis. And Treya didn’t kid herself. Raney was a teenager – she was desperately going to need her mother from time to time in the next couple of years, just as Treya had needed her own mom. And thank God Raney – like Treya had been – was the kind of child who would ask.

Certainly she wasn’t going to waste any of those precious sick days on herself – she hadn’t missed a day of work for anything related to herself in six years. They paid her to be here and contribute and she wasn’t going to let her employers down. They counted on her.

But the eyes were going to betray the fact that this morning at least she was a functional zombie, and she hated to have anyone, much less Clarence Jackman, the firm’s managing partner, see that. When she’d gotten the summons that Jackman wanted to see her in his office, she’d been sobbing quietly in her little cubicle.

And why not? How could somebody have killed Elaine? It had wrenched her heart when she’d first learned of it, and the pain hadn’t let up much since. Elaine had been a friend and confidante; they often joked that they were sisters separated at birth. She and her boss had been the same age – thirty-three. Both were smart, neither of them entirely black or white. Intuitively, they both understood that the sometimes vast differences between their social standing, their jobs and their prospects were merely the products of background, education and – that greatest of all variables – luck.

She threw a last splash of cold water over her eyes, blinked hard and patted them dry with a paper towel. She’d kept Mr. Jackman waiting long enough, too long really. Staring at herself in the mirror for one last second, she willed a tiny spark of life into her tired eyes, squared her shoulders, lifted her chin. “Okay, girl,” she whispered firmly to herself. “No whining.”

 

Sixty-three-year-old Clarence Jackman was a power player. The company he’d founded with Aaron Rand thirty years ago was the most successful majority-black law firm west of Chicago. Though Rand & Jackman represented perhaps fifteen percent of the Bay Area’s minority-owned businesses, the rest of their receivables came from a mix of premier entities without any reference to ethnicity. The firm’s client roster included banks, hotels, construction firms, HMOs, several Silicon Valley companies, dozens of sports and entertainment celebrities, and hundreds of other lower-profile but high-income individuals and corporations.

Imposing nearly to the point of intimidation, Jackman had been a star fullback at USC in the sixties. He carried nearly 250 pounds of muscle on his six-foot-three-inch frame. He favored Italian suits, double-breasted in browns and greens, white shirts, conservative ties. Intensely black-hued, with an oversized head capped now in tightly trimmed gray knots, just two months ago he’d had a middle-aged applicant for the firm’s CFO position walk out of the job interview before a word had been spoken while Jackman looked him over to see if he could take it.

Understandably, Jackman had not risen to his current eminence by having a soft heart. The law business was competitive enough if you weren’t black. If you were, it could be startlingly brutal. Rand & Jackman had known this at the start. They’d felt that they had had to build their firm on the assumption that if things ever went wrong with a client or a case, they would never under any circumstances get the benefit of the doubt. They could afford no mistakes. They had to be the best. Not just the best black – the best, period.

And so, perhaps ironically, the firm was much more a meritocracy than most of its competitors. The younger associates worked endless hours like – well – slaves, so that they could become partners and keep working even harder. Mental or physical weakness, excuses, moral lapses, failure – all were grounds for termination.

Jackman, unhampered by any laws mandating sensitivity to race issues, ran what he thought was a good, old-fashioned firm. When he and Aaron had first started out, they’d set the tone immediately, getting rid of deadwood on sight. And soon enough the word got out and the stars came calling from the good law schools and from other firms – the diligent, the brilliant, the ambitious. Workers all. Here his attorneys could accomplish great things, could kick some real ass and make real money without anyone wondering whether they’d been hired to meet some quota or kept on because they couldn’t be fired.

Now, saddened on many levels by the murder of one of his true stars, Elaine Wager, Clarence Jackman was going to have to deliver one of the tough messages to one of the good people. He had seated himself behind his desk – always an effective tool for reinforcing emotional distance – and was shuffling papers as the door opened. He kept at it for a few more seconds, then looked up. “Ah, Ms. Ghent. Thanks for coming up.”
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