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			CHAPTER ONE

			JOE BASHIR STOOD IN the glow of the streetlight shining through the triple-glazed windows of his girlfriend’s Berkeley townhouse, pulling up his trousers and staring thoughtfully at the tableau unfolding in the street below.

			Six years after a thicket of half-million dollar “green” homes had been built among the bungalows that stood on these streets for nearly a century, the long-term residents seemed unimpressed with their hipster neighbors. As Joe watched, a skinny woman in a stained parka tugged at something protruding from a drain next to a shopping cart loaded with cans and junk; a few paces away a boy who looked about fourteen palmed a baggie to a man in a knit hat pulled low on his brow. In this neighborhood, it was likely to be a doub, a twenty-dollar rock, but Berkeley was well outside Joe’s jurisdiction. In Montair, folks tended to chase their highs with wine racks and hydrocodone prescriptions.

			Amaris padded down the stairs, coming to rest on a step near the bottom. She’d put her bra and panties back on, but that was all. Today she’d managed to get most of Joe’s clothes off before they made it to her bedroom. Joe still hadn’t gotten used to the vertical nature of her place: a kitchen and living room perched above the garage, and a couple of bedrooms on top of that. He’d had to come downstairs just to find his pants.

			Joe watched her watching him, buttoning and zipping by feel, unwilling to look away. This was part of it, for him.

			“Mother found me a cardiologist to date,” Amaris said. “He’s taking me to the symphony.”

			Joe shook his head and sighed. “Amaris, you really don’t understand how this works. If you’re going to rebel by dating a non-Jew, you have to actually tell your parents you’re doing it.”

			Amaris flicked out her tongue at him and smiled. “But you’re Muslim. That’s like, quadruple points.”

			“I’m hardly Muslim,” Joe said. “I go to the mosque with my dad a few times a year to make him happy, and I feel guilty when I order lunch during Ramadan. That’s about it.”

			“Yeah, but my parents don’t need to know that. Besides, look at you.”

			Joe finished tying his tie, then sat down next to Amaris on the stairs. An odd and not terribly comfortable tenderness hit him.

			“Amaris,” he said, taking her hand, lacing his fingers through hers. “What do you see when you look at me? Because if it’s all about provocation for you—not that you aren’t very, very good at that . . .”

			Amaris pulled his hand to her face and rubbed his knuckles against her forehead. “I see a beautiful, dark, righteous man,” she mumbled, pressing his fingers over her eyes.

			It was not lost on Joe that she wouldn’t look at him. He sighed. “Amaris, I don’t really care when I meet your parents. Or what they think. But what about you? Sometimes I can’t tell if you’re terrified of what they’ll do, or if you want to throw a grenade right into the middle of your family. Sometimes . . .”

			He was going to add that sometimes he felt like the heat when they made love was Amaris imagining that explosion, the immolation of everything that bound her to the life she’d always known.

			There wasn’t an easy way to put that into words. Instead he gently pulled his hand away. He was still trying to figure out what to say when his phone rang. He answered as he always did, his attention diverted by watching Amaris disappear behind the facade she maintained so carefully, the one that only fell away completely when they made love. She examined a flaw in her manicure and pretended not to listen.

			“I have to go,” he said after a brief conversation, slipping the phone back into his pocket.

			“Why hurry? Whatever it is, the deed’s already done,” Amaris muttered, stretching luxuriously, looking both feline and predatory. “Right?”

			“I guess you could say that,” Joe said. “Guy’s dead. Hurrying won’t change that.”

			“Really? Where?”

			“The Foothills, if you can believe it.”

			“Oh, I believe it. Rich people are the unhappiest. And the angriest.”

			As Joe got to his feet, steadying himself with the handrail, he considered that it was easy to make statements like that when your father was still paying your bills a few months shy of your thirtieth birthday.

			“I’ll call you if it’s not too late.”

			“Don’t worry about it,” Amaris said lightly. Only her refusal to look at him gave her away. “I’ve got a ton to do. I’ll be up forever.”

			“Lock up after me.”

			“Mmm.”

			“I mean it, Amaris. Don’t forget.”

			Letting himself out the front door, he tried to put out of his mind the shining tears he’d seen trembling under her lashes.

			JOE’S MOOD darkened as he cruised through the tidy, manicured streets of Montair toward the Foothills, a massive gated community nestled into the base of Mount Diablo. He had to figure out what to do about Amaris. She was almost frighteningly intelligent; she was beautiful and she was a tornado in bed. But Joe wasn’t sure how much longer he could tolerate her eternal dissatisfaction, especially when it seemed like what she loved most about him was an illusion. Joe suspected that Amaris found him exotic—how could he make her understand he was the opposite?

			Joe’s father emigrated from Pakistan in 1967, his mother six years later. Osman found work as an accountant; Mumtaz raised her boys, watching Sesame Street and Schoolhouse Rock with them to practice her English. They blended the life they’d brought from home with the culture that lapped at the edges, coming ever closer like a summer tide. Half the kids at Joe’s elementary school were white, something he and Omar didn’t even notice until they’d been there a few years. Their classmates’ ancestors came from everywhere, or so it seemed when his fourth grade teacher had every child show on the world map where their grandparents had come from. Joe’s best friend in middle school was a boy named Jojo, who lived with his Filipino grandparents; Joe could still recite every Tagalog insult Jojo taught him on long summer afternoons skateboarding in Central Park. Joe’s first girlfriend was an older woman, a high school sophomore named Cindy Bell who played harp and wore her hair in a fluffy blond perm. Joe spent most of his freshman year making out with Cindy in the band building every chance he got; it was the first—but certainly not the last—time he would disappoint his parents.

			Joe liked girls and sports and Xbox; he excelled at science and math when he tried, and did pretty well when he didn’t. He moved effortlessly between his brother’s desi friends and the other cliques at school, got himself elected to student government, and quit when he got bored with the meetings. He hated disappointing his parents, and lied to avoid doing so, which on one memorable occasion made his mother cry. There were a few boundary-testing incidents—minor vandalism, a little weed, a few missed curfews—that served to label Joe as trouble among his parents’ friends, but all in all the Bashir family survived the boys’ adolescence relatively unscathed.

			Joe was the second son of a happy American family, a member of the MTV generation. He arrived at adulthood culturally as well as spiritually agnostic, and would have remained so if it hadn’t been for the days following 9/11. These had marked him forever, but this was not a subject he discussed with Amaris or, for that matter, with anyone. He was a good cop, a loving son, a decent boyfriend—but as he arrived at the Foothills with Amaris’s scent on his skin, he wondered if that was enough for her.

			Joe slowed at the guardhouse long enough for the guy to wave him through. He recognized the man, a heavily mustachioed Croat who’d worked the gate on weekends for as long as Joe could remember, keeping the criminal element from sullying the pristine streets, golf course, and country club within the gates. Which was a joke, because if you counted narcotics and white-collar crime, there was probably more lawbreaking going on within the gates than outside them.

			Murder, though—the last one to take place in the Foothills had been before Joe’s time. And it had been an unusual situation—the disabled adult son of a wealthy widow in her sixties had bludgeoned his mother to death in her bathrobe; he’d been declared unfit long before the case ever went to trial. Word was the house sold cheap because of what happened, knocked a few hundred thousand off the price.

			Of course, the economy had hit the Foothills as hard as anywhere else: as Joe drove slowly past the enormous estates, he noticed more than a few with dried-out lawns and untrimmed shrubs, which in this zip code hinted at bank ownership.

			Eight fifteen Apache Drive wasn’t one of these, however. The flower beds were in full and glorious bloom despite the fact that summer was past. In Northern California, time and money could make a garden thrive all year long. Joe braked a little too late and snugged the curb in front with a rubbery impact. He felt no remorse, though: the department-issued Dodge Charger was hardly a model of precision engineering.

			He took a few seconds to check his reflection in the pull-down mirror. No lipstick on his collar, and his tie was reasonably straight. Satisfied with his appearance, Joe took a long, appraising look at the house. Set far back from the street behind faux-stone retaining walls and staked trees, it was lit up like Christmas. Sconces, well lights, path lights, spotlights—Joe did a quick inventory and figured the place for twenty grand in landscape lighting alone.

			In a pool of brighter light, a BMW 735 and a Lexus sedan were parked front to back in the driveway. Past the cars, Joe could make out the profile of the cop who’d taken the call. Odell Collier’s sloping gut was as distinctive as the painstaking comb-over that invited constant derision from his colleagues.

			Joe got out of the car and made his way up the curved stone walk. These Foothills homes—every one tackier than the last—were huge echoing monuments to new and tainted money. Odell had set up a few tripod lights on the driveway, in front of the four-car garage. As Joe got closer, he could see a dark, lumpy form casting shadows on the etched concrete.

			“Hey, Joe. You beat Marty here again,” Odell said in his thick drawl. “He must be driving over on a damn golf cart or something.”

			“Now, now,” Joe said soothingly. “Traffic on 680 was terrible. He probably got hung up.”

			“Well, you’re here, aren’t you?”

			“Mmm.”

			“Coming from Amaris’s?” Odell pressed. “She lives in Berkeley, doesn’t she?”

			“Yes.” Joe pressed gently past Odell so he could take a closer look at the body.

			“Nice evening y’all were in the middle of having?”

			Joe sighed. He’d never brought a woman around before Amaris, but he’d been dating her for nearly a year—a record—and there was a general hue and cry: everyone wanted to meet the woman who’d settled him down. When Joe finally brought Amaris to Nate’s, the one bar in Montair down-market enough for the police department regulars to hang out in, most of the guys had been stunned into slack-jawed silence. Amaris tended to do that to men, with her panther-like build and overripe lips and cascades of ink-black hair.

			“Nice enough, until this guy got himself offed. So what do you have so far?”

			Odell nodded at the body. “Got a damn mess is what we got. He’s lying in enough blood it’s like somebody stuck half a dozen pigs. Crazy thing is, I can’t see much damage on him.”

			Joe looked closer: the blood pool, black and rusty smelling, was indeed enormous, and its outlines irregular, as if it had splashed out of the body instead of seeping.

			“Nobody bleeds out like that.”

			“Yeah. Well, I’ll wait out here for evidence, if you want. Bertrise is inside.”

			“I appreciate it,” Joe said. “What do we know about him?”

			Odell squinted at his dog-eared notebook. “Tom Bergman, age forty-nine. Guest of the folks who live here, Bryce and Gail Engler; they were having a dinner party. He came out for a smoke. Lives a couple doors down. Wife says he’s a strategy consultant, whatever the hell that is. And I need to check when we get back to the office, but I’m pretty sure I’ve been out here before.”

			“Here? You mean, like this house?”

			“Yup, this very one. Problem is they all look so dang much alike, but me and Army were out here a couple of months ago on a disturbance call.”

			“A domestic?”

			“Naw, protestors, if you can believe it. They walked in right past that guard shack, nearly gave the guy a heart attack, carried their little signs and whatnot in here and stood around in the middle of the street chanting. I don’t think anyone even saw them but a handful of gardeners and housewives. And they pretty much took off with their skirts in a bunch the minute we explained how these are private roads and we could ticket their asses.”

			“No kidding?” Joe shook his head. “Protesting’s just not what it used to be. Back when I was at Berkeley—”

			“Yeah, whatever.” Odell cut him off. “Save your flower power stories. I think they were just hoping one of the news stations would come around, anyway.”

			“What were they protesting?”

			“Some kind of environmental something. The house they were in front of, which I kind of think was this one, belongs to some sort of developer.”

			They both stared at the dead man lying on the ground.

			“Any chance it was this guy?” Joe asked.

			“Maybe, but that would be too easy, wouldn’t it? Besides, he’s a consultant, not a builder.”

			“Maybe he’s a building consultant,” Joe suggested. When Odell merely snorted, he added, “And you seriously can’t see anything wrong with him?”

			Odell pointed with the toe of his scuffed black brogue. “I’m pretty sure he took a knock on the head. Didn’t want to roll him before evidence took photos, but see—it’s all matted there—”

			Joe accepted the flashlight Odell offered and crouched low, careful not to step in the black pool of blood. He saw what Odell was talking about—just out of sight under the curve of Bergman’s skull, what might have been a broken place with a white outcropping of bone and a red-black crust of blood. It didn’t look like much—not the work of a claw hammer, for instance, or a baseball bat.

			Joe stood, considering. “It’s a stone wall . . .”

			“Yeah, I thought that, too. Fell, pushed, whatever.”

			“Pushed, you’re thinking.”

			“No doubt.” Odell knelt down and touched the surface of the decorative ledge.

			“That’s not really stone, Odell,” Joe said. “That wall. Places like this—half the stuff you see isn’t real.”

			“I hear that, I do.”

			“Might as well lay down a few rubber plants . . . plastic grass . . . hell. Cut down on the watering.”

			Odell glanced at the lawn, glistening in the gentle spray of the sprinkler system, then up at the sky, where a pale freckling of stars was visible.

			“They might just do that, they think of it. These crazy-assed Californians.” Odell had followed a woman to California half a dozen years earlier, but the girlfriend got homesick and hightailed it back to the Lake of the Ozarks. Odell liked California enough to stick around, though he had never completely adapted to the culture.

			Joe took a last look and shook his head. The guy’s legs were tangled together awkwardly as though he’d gone down trying to dance, white guy style, bobbing from side to side and waving his hands in the air, maybe stumbling on his date’s shoe.

			 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			INSIDE, THE HOUSE WAS too cold, the air conditioner humming. In Montair, thirty miles East of San Francisco, scorching September days were followed by beautiful, cool evenings, and Joe wondered why the Englers hadn’t opened up the windows and let the breeze in. Maybe the rich lost their taste for unfiltered air.

			He heard voices farther inside the house, and passed through the mosaic-tiled entry and the two-story living room to find a knot of people in what might have looked more like an office if there were any books on the shelves besides the old cloth-bound volumes stacked next to vases and framed photos. Joe would bet money that a designer had arranged those books, and that no one in this house had ever turned their pages.

			Bertrise sat on the edge of an overstuffed armchair, tapping a pen against a slim notebook open to a blank page. A woman of imposing posture and stature, she managed to look regal even when seated. Tonight she was wearing a long, silky jacket the color of a honeydew melon, buttoned to reveal just a fraction of her smooth brown cleavage. Platform sandals—Bertrise never wore flats, even though she was almost six feet tall. Her hair was swept into a short, sculpted style.

			A handful of attractive, shaken-looking men and women clustered around a fireplace with a huge marble mantel. Bertrise barely glanced at Joe, her steely gaze fixed on the two women facing her on a cream love seat. One, a striking blonde, patted the arm of the other as she sobbed softly. Something about the gesture seemed proprietary, and Joe figured this was the lady of the house.

			Joe cleared his throat and got a curt nod from Bertrise in return. “This is it?” he asked. “Anyone else?”

			Bertrise inclined her head toward the kitchen. “Caterer,” she murmured softly, her eyes never leaving the women on the couch. It was unsettling to watch Bertrise work people; she said little, and revealed even less. While on the job, all but the faintest trace of her Jamaican accent disappeared from her voice. She was tireless; Joe had never seen a witness or suspect outlast her in an interview. Joe had wondered from time to time whether people gave up their stories just so Bertrise would stop staring at them.

			Of course, she was the single mother of two teen girls; that had undoubtedly built up her endurance.

			The most junior detective in the department, Bertrise had been forced to take some time off when her husband left her and again when her girls ran wild and got into some trouble a number of years earlier, which hadn’t pleased her past bosses. The posting to Montair was an effort to start fresh and untarnish her image, and she took her job very seriously. She had been promoted only six months earlier; her interview skills were one of the things that made Joe push hard on her behalf.

			Joe made his way down another hall, this one tiled and appointed with cabinets and sinks and rows of glistening upside-down stemware. Butlers’ pantries: yet another suckhole of money and space.

			In the kitchen, the caterer worked at the sink, her back to Joe. She was scrubbing at a crusted oven rack, black grime and suds wetting her turned-back shirt cuffs. Too-curly dirty blond hair was secured haphazardly by a tortoiseshell clip, but much of it had come undone, looping its way past her shoulders.

			A Bosch dishwasher purred softly and water ran in the sink, and the woman herself was humming—if you could call it that, her soft voice tuneless. Not a cheerful sound.

			“Excuse me,” Joe said.

			The woman froze, then slowly and deliberately rinsed her hands before tugging off her pink rubber gloves. She turned and looked Joe full in the face. He was surprised to see something defiant in her expression.

			He stood a little straighter, wondered if he should go for the shield. “I’m Detective Joe Bashir.”

			“Marva Groesbeck,” she said, and extended her hand. Her skin was surprisingly hot—from the dishes, Joe supposed. The hair around her face corkscrewed in the humidity from the steam.

			“You were working tonight? The dinner party?”

			Marva Groesbeck raised her eyebrows and her expression changed: cloudy, bleak, almost angry. “Is that what Gail said?”

			Joe studied her more closely, got it. The same fine nose, the same lovely straight jaw and smooth-planed cheekbones. On her sister, they were flawless. On Marva, they didn’t quite gel. A bit too much space between the eyes, maybe. Too many freckles. An uneven mouth, tugging down more at one corner than the other.

			He smiled, trying for disarming, regretting his gaffe. “I’m sorry. I thought you were the caterer.”

			“Gail won’t have them. Caterers. She does it all herself.” Marva gestured at the expanse of pearly granite, dishes stacked neatly. “At least, she plates and presents the food after they drop it off. She likes to take credit.”

			“And yet here you are, doing cleanup duty.”

			Marva picked up his thread. “I get anxious—I had to get out of the room once . . . you know, Gail went out there and found him. Tom.”

			Joe laid a hand on the round kitchen table, its bare wood surface gleaming. “Would you like to sit down? Maybe I could get you a glass of water?”

			Marva nodded, her thin arms hugging her body, and sat down in one of the carved-back chairs. Joe found glasses and filled them from the tap. He sat in the chair across from Marva and slid a glass toward her.

			“Your sister seems to be holding up well.” It was a question. There was something here; with sisters there generally was.

			Marva kept her gaze focused on her nails. They were pretty, short and shiny and pink, healthy-looking. No acrylic, no dark paint. After a moment she looked him in the eye and said only, “She does.”

			“So she’s maybe what you’d call stoic, in stressful situations. Calm.” Thinking of her hand on the other woman’s quaking shoulder, the soothing tone of her voice.

			“Yes . . . I suppose you might call her that.”

			There was more to it, he was sure. The way Marva glanced away when she spoke of her sister, subdued by the ghosts of old slights and unsettled arguments. But Joe sensed it was too soon to press her.

			“And she’s the one who found the body?”

			“Yes . . . she said she saw all that blood and she knew he was dead.”

			“The wife of the victim wasn’t with her?”

			“No. Just Gail.” Marva bit her lip, her face paling. “I just met the Bergmans tonight. Tom and Elena. They live up the street. I think they have kids the same age as Gail’s.”

			“Were your sister and her husband close to them?”

			“No, they . . . I don’t think they were more than friendly acquaintances, really. Gail was repaying an invitation from a few months ago, a barbecue or something.”

			Joe watched as Marva’s eyelashes trembled. She really wasn’t very good at half-truths; her features betrayed her.

			“The other guests?” he prompted.

			Distaste flashed across Marva’s face, but she quickly recovered. “Political friends. Of Bryce. Harold—the one with the hair gel? He’s got pretty deep pockets, and Bryce is thinking of a run for the Monte Vista County Board of Supervisors and he’s lining up campaign funding. Though we’re all sworn to secrecy.”

			These last words were laced with a sneer. Marva evidently didn’t care for her sister’s husband.

			“When Gail came in with the news, what happened next? Did she call the police right away?”

			Marva shook her head. Her fingers went to her necklace, a silver pendant slippery between her fingers—a curved form that might have been a leaf. “She asked me to. She came into the dining room and told me she thought Tom was dead—I mean she whispered, so no one else would hear—she said call nine-one-one and tell them. And after I got up she told the others there had been an accident and they all went outside.”

			“Everyone?”

			Marva nodded, then brushed her hand across her forehead, pushing the wayward curls aside only to have them spring back immediately. “Bryce was kind of holding on to Elena’s arm—I don’t think they should have let her go. She started screaming. I could hear it from in here. Gail said Bryce had to hold her back. Because, because of the clues, you know . . . he thought of that.”

			“You mean because of the evidence. Bryce was concerned that she might disrupt evidence?”

			“Yes, that’s right.”

			Joe nodded. He wondered if he should offer Marva comfort, and was surprised at the impulse. Ordinarily detachment was not a problem for him. “He did the right thing. The less the scene is disturbed, the better.”

			Marva didn’t seem to be listening. “I don’t think Sheree and Harold should have gone outside, either, really. Who needs to see that? And we’re all practically strangers to each other. I mean, except for Gail and Bryce.”

			“Does your sister often do that—have people to dinner who aren’t intimates . . .”

			“And then add me.” Marva took a drink of her water and set the glass down carefully. She licked her lips as though they were parched, as though no amount of water would help. “I shouldn’t complain; at least they invite me. I could be home with Netflix.”

			Joe was surprised. Marva struck him as the sort of woman who’d have no shortage of invitations, although it wouldn’t be the first time he’d found that his tastes ran outside the mainstream. Marva was certainly attractive, but it was a quiet intensity, a directness in her gaze, that made her exceptional. Granted, the circumstances were unusual, so it was hard to get a fix on what she was really like, but he still had trouble seeing her in the role of a lonely-heart.

			“And so when the others went outside, were you alone in the house?”

			“Yes. I was on with nine-one-one, and then I just, I started clearing. I mean I suppose that sounds heartless, but I needed something to do. With my hands. It helps with the anxiety.”

			Even now, he could see her slim fingers moving, pressing the fabric of her pants into pleats.

			“Before it happened. You didn’t hear anything, see anything—”

			Marva was shaking her head before he got the question out. “No one did. Tom said he was going out for a smoke. I could tell Elena didn’t like that.”

			“She said something?”

			“No, she just—you know how husbands and wives are. She, like, looked at him, not exactly angry but—” Marva paused, made a gesture with her hands, squeezing the air. “Tight, I guess I would say. He turned the other way, so he could pretend he didn’t see it.” After a moment she added, softly, “My ex used to do that.”

			Something, Joe thought, to remember for later. Though why, he wasn’t sure; Marva was telling the truth when she said she didn’t know anything. He’d bet on it. If Bertrise’s gift as a cop was excavation, getting to the bottom of things, his own was these little blips of certainty. Not psychic, nothing like that; he was just a good reader of people.

			“And everyone remained at the table?”

			“Talking, yes. Tom went outside, then after a while Gail went to get the dessert. I would have gone with her to help, but Harold was talking about the school redistricting and I thought it would be rude of me to leave.”

			“How long was she gone?”

			“Oh. Maybe ten minutes. She came back in here and . . . took me aside to tell me to call nine-one-one, and then she told everyone.”

			“So she said she was going to get the dessert, but then she went outside instead?”

			“There’s a door in here. See—three steps down, the mudroom, then the door.” Marva pointed to the corner of the kitchen; another tiled nook leading to the outside. “She must have gone out that way.”

			“But why would she go outside?”

			Marva’s eyelashes fluttered and then she wasn’t looking at him anymore, but at the table, caressing a dark groove in the wood with the pad of her thumb.

			“Well, to call Tom for dessert, of course. She wasn’t about to serve with guests out of the room.”

			“Of course,” Joe echoed softly, certain she’d just told him a lie.

			BY ELEVEN Joe was ready to leave. Evidence had come and done what they could without daylight; they’d be back in the morning. He would take formal statements tomorrow: there wasn’t much point in going beyond what Bertrise had already managed, given the hour and the guests’ exhaustion.

			He’d left Amaris only a couple of hours earlier. There was still time to go back. She’d said she’d be up late. She usually was, tweeting and answering email and whatever else she did. But her mood was a gamble that Joe was too tired to take.

			Joe let himself out and waved to Odell, who’d pulled watch duty until the evidence guys came back to finish with the scene in the morning. He was sitting in what looked like a deck chair from the backyard, and he yawned and gave Joe a weary peace sign.

			As Joe reached for his car door his phone rang. He checked the ID: Amaris. Thought about not answering. Did anyway.

			“Lelakek et Ha’etzba’ot,” she whispered into the phone, practically purring. The little bit of conversational Hebrew she knew was only sex talk; it amused her. “Come over here and remind me why I like you.”

			 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			AT TWO THIRTY IN the morning, Joe was sitting in Amaris’s office with her wireless keyboard in his lap, his feet up on her desk. The sound of glass breaking in the street below had awoken him and he couldn’t get back to sleep. He’d had to move a messy stack of mail and a plate bearing the dried crusts of a sandwich off her desk chair, and he had to work hard to resist the urge to further straighten her workspace. Joe was hardly a neat freak, but Amaris’s lax attitude about her surroundings led occasionally to alarming conditions, like the moldy takeout cartons crowding the fridge, or the dust and hair lodged into every corner of the bathroom.

			Joe had used Amaris’s computer before, but never in the middle of the night and never without asking. He was just messing around online, waiting to get tired enough to go back to bed. He’d move the mail and plate back where they’d been, and hopefully she’d never notice. He hadn’t intended to stay over, but Amaris had fallen asleep in his arms and it seemed somehow impolite to leave without making his excuses.

			Joe had to dig in his wallet for Marva’s business card to figure out how to spell her last name. The card was printed on thick, textured blue-gray paper, with an abstract design that turned out, when Google brought up her website, not to be abstract at all, but rather a close-up of a handmade quilt. Earlier, when they talked in her sister’s kitchen, she’d said she was an instructor; now he saw that she was an artist as well. He took his time scrolling through her online gallery, admiring her work, which was unlike anything he’d seen before: organic, flowing designs constructed from richly colored fabric and shimmering threads. Reading her bio, he learned that her work hung in galleries all over California, Oregon, and Washington, and a few museums as well.

			From the bedroom adjoining the office, he heard a few mumbled syllables followed by a sigh. Amaris talked in her sleep sometimes, occasionally managing to wake herself up, and Joe hastily clicked out of Marva’s site. The last thing he needed was to have to explain what he was doing looking at quilts in the middle of the night. He opened a new browser window and typed in Bryce Engler’s name and address instead.

			The first few results seemed to be related to Engler’s business, something called EUI, whose site featured graphics of earthmoving equipment and men in hard hats standing next to a section of pipe disappearing into a raw seam in a hillside. There was a picture of Engler himself, wearing a sport coat and a shorter haircut than he’d had tonight. Not a builder, then, but a related occupation.

			The fourth hit linked right to the Monte Vista Times, a short piece on a protest that took place at the Engler home on July 1. So Odell had been mistaken—the protest hadn’t gone entirely unnoticed. Someone had managed to snap a picture of a few twenty-somethings in T-shirts and sunglasses, carrying signs reading “Don’t Kill the Hills” and the words “Sycamore Estates” in a red circle with a slash through it. The brief article said that the environmentalists claimed the proposed development was in violation of Montair’s Scenic Hillside and Major Ridgeline Ordinance, and that Bryce Engler was not available for comment.

			So Bryce had managed to piss off the tree-huggers. Environmental activism wasn’t the furor in Montair that it was in other parts of the Bay Area, but there was an increasingly vocal effort to protect what little unbuilt land remained. These guys were worth a follow-up, certainly, though it seemed like a stretch to go from chanting in front of a guy’s house to killing someone on his property.

			Joe yawned and stretched. He really needed to try to get some rest, since a case like this was going to have him running hard. He closed down the browser and snapped off Amaris’s enormous monitor, and tried to rearrange the desk the way it had been before, leaving no trace of himself behind.

			WHEN SHE heard a key in the door, Marva sat up groggily in her nest of blankets on the couch. Carefully, she folded the quilt she’d been working on when she fell asleep; the hoop had fallen from her lap to the floor. The quilt was a commission piece, a long, narrow panel that would hang in the reception area of the Montair branch of Bank of America.

			It had to be Gail. Of course she would come; it was just a matter of time. That was why Marva hadn’t bothered to go to bed.

			She glanced at the clock on the mantel. When Gail came through the door, jingling car keys and silver bracelets, Marva muttered “Three o’clock?” by way of a greeting.

			“Bryce kept me up for ages—he couldn’t get to sleep.”

			“The kids?”

			“Isabel said they went down at eight and never even woke up. Not even with all those people there. Actually we had to wake Isabel up—she says she fell asleep at nine watching TV in her room. The woman detective just loved that, looked at me like I was some sort of ice queen keeping the nanny locked up in her room while we all partied downstairs. Do you mind if I open some wine?”

			Marva wrinkled her nose. It was morning. More morning than night, anyway. But she felt a little guilty about having come home while there were still cops at Gail’s house. At least she’d waited until the body had been taken away. That was something.

			“Whatever. But check—I think there’s some fumé blanc open.”

			Gail laughed, a faint manic note edging her voice. “Marva, you still drink like such a girl. Fumé blanc?”

			Marva reached for a different quilt, an Ocean Waves design she’d constructed from scraps of batik fabrics, and spread it on her lap. Wanting a sense of security more than warmth.

			“So what’s Bryce doing now?” she asked, trying to keep her tone neutral.

			“Sleeping. When I left, anyway. He took an Ambien.” Gail brought a bottle over—a cabernet—and the corkscrew. Only one glass. She pushed the folded quilt out of the way and sat down next to Marva, so close their hips touched.

			“Aren’t you afraid he’ll wake up and you won’t be there?”

			“So? What if he does?”

			“It’s just—”

			“He’ll know I’m here. Where else would I be?”

			Marva let the unanswered question hang between them. Where, indeed?

			But she was never any good at pushing Gail. It was a one-way tug. Despite Marva being a year older, Gail gave the marching orders and always had.

			“Are you okay?” Marva asked, relenting.

			Gail shrugged, took a sip of wine. “Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be? Anyway, so far it’s been just putting one foot in front of the other. You know, dealing with everyone, answering all those questions. You were lucky,” she added, tapping Marva’s knee lightly with a fingertip. “You got the cute one; we got creepy Detective Wellington.”

			“The woman?”

			“Yeah. You should have seen the way she stares at you when she’s talking. Oh, and that redneck cop? He’s sitting in the driveway, drinking iced tea out of a can. Where do you suppose he goes to, you know, relieve himself? The side of the garage?”

			“Did he see you leave? Didn’t he wonder what you were doing?”

			“I had to tell him I was going out for tampons and Advil,” Gail said.

			“And he was okay with that? Why didn’t you just say you were coming here?”

			“Marva, it’s none of his business. And it’s not like I’m under house arrest or anything. Besides, any time you say ‘tampons,’ they don’t want to hear any more about it.” Gail smiled, sipping; she hadn’t answered Marva’s question, but that was typical. “Anyway, how was he?”

			Marva knew who Gail meant. Detective Bashir.

			Gail had a talent for zeroing in on the most attractive man at any gathering. You could fill up Carnegie Hall, and she’d find him even with the house lights down. And Joe Bashir was a fine-looking man: middle thirties, the right height, right build, walnut-colored skin, glossy thick black hair, everything Marva liked, though she’d never voiced it. She’d covered her rogue tastes well, hadn’t she, marrying pale, blond Harmon—and dating only a few bland men before or since then.

			She felt heat in her face: imagine noticing, at a time like that. When he was asking questions about a dead man, questions about her sister. But there was something compelling about him, and she could tell that Gail had noticed it, too. He had a way of looking at you that seemed—careful, somehow. Curious, but cautious. As though he was conscious of your sensitivities, the things you weren’t comfortable with about yourself, and didn’t wish to intrude any more than necessary.

			Marva’s blush deepened: Gail would never notice something like that. She loved to be looked at, she invited scrutiny. There was nothing about her appearance that made her uncomfortable. What she had seen in Joe had probably been the way he took charge, his confidence. It was immediately clear that he was the more senior detective, even though he didn’t lord it over the other one, or tell her what to do. In fact, it was more the way he was deferential to her, observing her work without interfering, wordlessly assessing everyone in the room.

			“He was polite,” Marva said noncommittally. “He got me a glass of water.”

			Gail raised one well-shaped eyebrow. “You didn’t offer him something first?”

			Marva rolled her eyes. “Sorry. Next time I’ll mix him a drink, okay? Cut him some cake?”

			Gail gave her a devilish smile: “A shame about that cake. You didn’t think to cover it, did you? I mean, it would be so good with coffee.”

			Teasing, now; charming. Marva was increasingly uneasy as her sister slipped further into the role she played so well. “I have to go in tomorrow and do it again. Give an official statement.”

			“Oh, I think us, too. I don’t know if Bryce and I get some sort of, what do you call it, special inquisition, since it was our house and all.”

			“Maybe you’ll get a good cop and a bad one,” Marva suggested. She took Gail’s glass out of her hand and sipped—the warm yeasty smell suddenly appealed to her. “Or maybe they’ll try to get you and Bryce to give each other up.”

			Gail flashed a smile, but just as quickly it disappeared and she settled farther into the corner of the couch. Only then did Marva notice something new: a fine web of lines around her sister’s eyes, a crosshatching around her lips. Signs of age. So she wasn’t impervious after all.

			“It was horrible to see Tom like that,” Gail murmured suddenly, her lips trembling. “He was . . .”

			She swallowed, hard, and pushed impatiently at a few wisps of hair that had escaped her headband. Marva’s heartbeat hitched. This, she couldn’t stand—seeing Gail break.

			“I know,” she said softly, setting down the wineglass and taking Gail’s hands in hers. They were surprisingly cold, and Marva rubbed them gently.

			“In the porch light—he just looked so odd, the way he was lying on the ground. And by the time I got close—I was one step away from, from stepping in that blood, Marva—and I stopped with my foot in the air, you know, like in freeze tag—because I knew, I just knew he was dead.”

			She looked up, her pupils so small in the pale depths of her sea-glass eyes, as though she couldn’t bear to let in the light.

			Marva knew better.

			And yet.

			“Were you sleeping with him?” Marva asked, as gently as she could. And like that the shutters went up, the invisible ones, and Gail blinked and looked away, tugging back her hands and reaching for the wine.

			“You could have waited to ask me that,” she said, suddenly sounding exhausted.

			“Gail . . .”

			“But that wouldn’t be your style. So yes, I slept with him. One time. Though in truth I probably would have done it again, eventually. Come on, Marva, he’s two doors down, and Elena’s got that awful commute and she’s never home, we were two of a kind . . .”

			Marva shrugged; there was no point in contradicting her. The words were familiar, from other confidences she hadn’t asked to hear: Neglected spouses. Harmless entertainment. Ultimate discretion. Gail had been there before.

			“Are you going to tell anyone?” Marva asked. Anyone—meaning the cops.

			“Is anyone going to ask? I don’t think so,” Gail retorted with surprising conviction. “Besides, don’t they always suspect the spouse first?”

			“But Elena was inside, at the dinner table . . .”

			“So she could have hired it done. Or maybe Tom had gambling debts. Or, I don’t know, a secret gay lover. Come on, don’t you ever watch Law & Order?”

			Marva sipped at the wine and said nothing.

			“Listen, I overheard the detectives talking with the, you know, crime scene guys. All that blood?”

			Marva shuddered. “Yeah?”

			“They think it’s animal blood. They did some sort of test or something. Plus there was too much of it to be from Tom. And it was cold.”

			“They think Tom was lying in animal blood? But how—”

			“Like if someone brought it with them. In a container or something.” Her eyelashes fluttered and she blew out a short breath. “Marva, I think it was those ELF guys again. Bryce swore they wouldn’t come back, but . . .”

			“Oh. Wow, you really think so? I don’t know . . .” Marva had managed to miss the drama with the protestors because she’d been out of town at a quilt show, and it had been nice, for once, not to have to deal with Gail’s anxiety. The Earth Liberation Front had never taken credit for any of the vandalism on Bryce’s project, but when the protestors had come to Gail’s house—what was it, back in June? July?—Bryce had blamed them, embellishing the story every time he told it. Marva had gotten the impression Bryce thought that earning the ire of a handful of disorganized slackers reflected poorly on him, that he preferred to pretend he was the target of a powerful international organization. “I thought that project was dead, Gail.”

			She winced at her word choice, but Gail didn’t seem to notice. “Well, it got delayed, sure, but Bryce still thinks it’ll go through. It’s just more environmental studies, and you know how long those take.”

			“But Gail, even if it was them, why would they want to hurt Tom? He doesn’t have anything to do with the project.”

			“I don’t know, maybe that part was an accident.”

			Marva thought of something else. “How did you happen to hear all this?” she demanded. “About the blood?”

			“I said I had to check on the kids. I opened the window in the guest room over the driveway. I could hear everything they were saying.”

			“You eavesdropped on the cops?”

			“Come on. You would have done the same thing.”

			Marva stared at her sister, then shook her head once. No: she wouldn’t have, and they both knew it.

			She picked up the wineglass and drained it, then got to her feet, her back sore from napping on the couch, and picked up the bottle. Set it on the counter, a hint for Gail that it was time to go.

			She knew her sister was upset, but she was just so tired. And tomorrow was going to be a long day. She was teaching at a shop in Walnut Creek, an advanced class on machine quilting techniques. Plus the commission piece was due at the end of the week. She needed to try to get some sleep before she was due at the police station.

			She wished she hadn’t gone to the dinner tonight. But she couldn’t skip it; it was the one day of the year she had to be extra vigilant with Gail. This year she thought she might actually be able to get through the whole day without either of them acknowledging it, and everything that had happened that evening had almost made her forget once or twice. But watching her sister fumble while picking up her car keys from the glass table, her fingers trembling, she knew she had to at least mention it.

			“So . . . we never talked about what day it is,” she said gently.

			Gail’s expression twitched so slightly that most people wouldn’t notice. She backed toward the door, clutching her purse to her chest. “Not after all this, okay? I just can’t. Maybe tomorrow. Definitely tomorrow. Thanks for the wine.” And she was gone.

			Exhausted as she was, Marva stared at the door long after Gail left, wondering whether her sister meant to keep even half of the promises she made.

			 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			BERTRISE LOOKED UP FROM her tidy desk, sliding her mug a fraction of an inch to the right. Fragrant steam rose from her tea—jasmine, orange blossom, something herbal anyway.

			“Mrs. Bergman’s in Two. She seems pretty out of it. The Englers are in reception.” She cleared her throat. “Mrs. Engler is making quite an impression.”

			Joe could only imagine—Montair was full of trophy wives, but Gail was exceptional, and the station’s open plan ensured that everyone would have a clear view of her. There would be talk later, much of it crude. “Okay, thanks. I’ll head down in a minute.”

			“I have a little present for you.” Bertrise sounded pleased with herself. “Gervais called half an hour ago and you didn’t pick up.”

			Joe rolled his eyes. “I was here, I was just talking to my mother.”

			“Oh.” Everyone knew about Mumtaz Bashir. His mother called several times a week. Joe had long since given up on asking her not to. “How is she?”

			“Fine. So what did Gervais want?”

			“They went back out this morning when it got light and searched again—they found Tom Bergman’s cell phone. It was in a flower bed. Maybe he dropped it and it slid across the pavement.”

			“Still working?”

			“Yes. It figures, doesn’t it? Camille drops hers at the mall and the screen cracks, and we have another year to go on her plan so I have to buy a new one full price.” Bertrise grimaced. Now sixteen and seventeen, her girls had both run wild in Oakland for a while after their father took off. The move to Montair was an effort to start fresh, for all of them. Money was tight, but otherwise they seemed to be settling in well. “Bergman’s phone probably went flying, with him taking a hit like that. The corner is clipped a little, but it’s fine. And he didn’t password-protect it so I got his data before they took it for prints.”
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