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			Once again

			To Lisa Marie Sawyer, 

			My endless love

		

	
		
			“Woman’s virtue is man’s greatest invention.”

			—Cornelia Otis Skinner
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			AT SEVEN-FIFTEEN on the Monday morning after Thanksgiving, Dismas Hardy sat at his dining room table, the San Francisco Chronicle spread out before him. He reached for his mug of coffee, took an all but unconscious sip, put it back down.

			His wife, Frannie, coming in from the kitchen behind him, put her hands on his shoulders, then kissed the top of his head. “Are you all right?”

			“Fine.”

			“You sure?”

			“Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“I don’t know. You’re sighing just about every ten seconds.”

			“It’s a new breathing technique I’m working on.”

			“I’d say you’ve got it down.”

			“Every ten seconds?”

			“Give or take.” In her bathrobe, fresh from a shower, she pulled out a chair and sat as Hardy sighed again. “Like right there,” she said. “You’re also not zipping through the paper the way you always do.”

			Hardy looked down, turned a page. “Am, too.” He sat back. “Okay, so the kids stay here for five days, and the whole time I’m aware of how much space they’re taking up and the energy it takes to keep up with them, and by yesterday I am really, really ready for them to get back to their school lives and out of here. And now this morning I wake up and they’re not here and I wish they were. How does this make any sense?”

			“You miss them, that’s all.”

			“Yeah, but when they’re here . . .”

			“They’re great.”

			“Of course,” Hardy said. “Perfect in every way, as we’ve raised them to be. But I barely get used to seeing them and they’re gone again. Then I want them back.”

			“Kids,” she said. “Can’t live with them. Can’t kill them. Meanwhile, do you think you can spare me a piece of the paper?”

			Hardy sighed again. Reaching up, he tore off a corner the size of a postage stamp and slid it across to her.

			“Thank you,” she said. “Now could you please spare me a section of the newspaper? Any section would be fine.”

			“You said ‘piece.’ ”

			“I know I did. That was an egregious error, and I deserved what I got.” Striking quickly, she pulled the front section over to her. “How have I tolerated living with you all these years?”

			“That whole ‘never a dull moment’ thing?”

			“That must be it.” She scanned the headlines, turned the page, and after a minute or two gave a quick gasp.

			Hardy looked over. “What?”

			But she was reading and didn’t respond. Her hand went to her mouth.

			“Fran?”

			Now she looked up, puzzled and pensive. “Katie Chase,” she said. “One of my clients. It says here she’s gone missing.”

			“When?”

			“Looks like Wednesday night.” Frannie kept scanning. “Her husband, Hal, went to pick up his brother at the airport, and when he came back, she was gone.”

			“Gone how?”

			“I don’t know. That’s all it says here, missing from her house.”

			“Any signs of a struggle?”

			“I don’t know. It doesn’t say.” She looked across at him. “She’s got two kids, Diz. One and three. That’s part of why she was seeing me.”

			“What’s the other part? No, wait, let me guess. Her marriage.” Then he shook his head. “But the husband’s got an alibi.”

			“It’s not an alibi, Dismas. It wasn’t him. I’m sure it wasn’t him.”

			“No? Why do you say that? Do you know him?”

			Frannie lifted then lowered her shoulders. “They have their problems. This just in: Raising kids isn’t easy. You said it yourself. Hal was at the airport. Maybe somebody snatched her. Maybe she ran away.”

			“And left her kids?”

			“Maybe they weren’t there. Maybe Hal took them with him to the airport.”

			“Because toddlers are so much fun to be with? Especially at an airport. No, they were home with her.”

			“So what happened to them?”

			“They’re still home,” Hardy said. “They’re fine. If they weren’t, that article would have said something about it. It’s only her. She either left on her own or somebody took her. And sorry, but nobody kidnaps adults.”

			“Either way . . .”

			Hardy finished her thought. “Either way, I admit, it’s not good. And speaking of other things not good, you should read ‘CityTalk’”—a popular daily column in the paper—“third overdose in the jail in the last three months.”

			“Overdose in the jail? How do you get drugs into the jail?”

			“I’m going to rule out the Tooth Fairy.”
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			JAMORRIS “JAMBO” MONROE and Abby Foley wound up pairing off in Homicide because of softball. JaMorris played two years of varsity at Cal and, after finally reconciling himself to the fact that he wouldn’t get drafted to play pro ball, went to the Police Academy in San Francisco.

			Last summer he turned thirty-five and felt the need to come back to an approximation of the game he loved. He joined the Hammerheads and played the whole season with eight other guys and one woman: the catcher (the catcher!), Abby. He’d been blown away not only to have a woman on the team—it wasn’t a coed league, strictly speaking—but also to find out that she was a great athlete, almost forty years old and a full inspector with the Homicide detail. After the season—they’d batted two and three in the lineup and had clicked as people—she’d lobbied to get him assigned there, too. Because of some department shake-ups (a former lieutenant who retired, an inspector who moved up), it had worked out.

			Now, partnered for three months, they were sitting in the office of the new Homicide lieutenant, Devin Juhle, discussing an assignment that Abby wanted some clarity on. “I don’t know why this isn’t Missing Persons, Dev. She is simply missing, is she not?”

			Juhle nodded equably. “She is.”

			“You see my quandary?”

			“Of course. In my earlier days, when I wondered about things, that might have been something I would have wondered about.”

			“It’s just that—”

			“I know.” Juhle stopped her. “If we don’t have a dead person, how can it be a homicide? Maybe it’s because it’s the wife of a sheriff’s deputy. Maybe somebody knows somebody at City Hall. Ours is not to reason why.”

			“That’s what I was thinking,” Abby said.

			“And thinking is a good thing.” Juhle spread his hands on his desk. “We encourage thinking and the questions it raises. In this case, fortunately, we have an answer to the main question.”

			“The husband,” JaMorris said.

			Juhle nodded with approval at his newest inspector. “The husband. Hal. Missing Persons thinks he ought to be at least a person of interest. His alibi is squishy as hell.”

			“What is it?” JaMorris asked. “The alibi.”

			“He went to the airport to pick up his brother. But he says he left at seven-thirty for an eight-fifty flight. It’s a half-hour drive. Then the plane got delayed—that checks—so he pulled off and had a beer in South City, but he paid cash. Nobody remembers him where he says he stopped. So, all in all, squishy.”

			“Anything else?” Abby asked.

			“Well, the wife was seeing a marriage counselor—Hal admits this—about some issues between them.”

			“Just the wife was seeing the counselor?” JaMorris asked. “Not him, too?”

			“No. Just her. And another thing,” Juhle said. “Small but provocative. Blood in the kitchen.”

			“Blood is good,” Abby said. “A lot?”

			“Drops. Just enough for DNA. Hers. The point is, Missing Persons thinks it’s all coming back to Homicide eventually, so we might as well get in on the ground floor.”

			“Anything else in the realm of physical evidence?” Abby asked.

			“Not yet, no. But a couple of other things just the same. First, when Hal and his brother got home, the wife was gone, but the kids were still in their beds, asleep. I have a hard time seeing her walking out and leaving the kids behind. Better odds that something happened to her, right? Second, one of the neighbors heard some arguing—maybe fighting, maybe struggling—down on the street.”

			Abby let out a small sigh. “And how long has it been?”

			“Since Wednesday night.” Juhle put on a perky face. “So she’s officially missing since last night.” Absent signs of struggle or violence, because of the large number of random runaways, it took three days in San Francisco for a person who couldn’t be found to become a true missing person to the police.

			“Yeah, on that subject again,” JaMorris said, “just one more time. Why are we taking on a missing person? Everybody in town who goes missing is going to have a relative who thinks it’s a murder and goes after Homicide for not doing their job.”

			“I appreciate your concern, Jambo. But here’s the deal. They tell me. I tell you. And I’m telling you we’re on this one.”

			Abby stepped in. “So, in reality, she’s been missing for four days.” Everyone knew that the window on solving a homicide closed down dramatically after two days, and after four, the evidence trail tended to be very cold. But Abby understood that there was no point in arguing further. It was going to be their assignment, taking time away from their other, possibly solvable homicides. “How do you want us to handle this?”

			“Talk to the husband, of course,” Juhle said. “Start there.”

			“Is he being cooperative?” JaMorris asked.

			“He’s the very soul of cooperation.”

			With a defeated sigh, Abby reached out and lifted the case file from the surface of Juhle’s desk. Opening it, she asked as she scanned, “Where are we off to?”

			“That’s the easy part,” Juhle said. “Hal’s just next door. At the jail.”

			“He’s already arrested?” JaMorris asked.

			“No,” Juhle said. “He works there.”
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			THE DARTBOARD IN Dismas Hardy’s office was designed to look like an upscale cherrywood cabinet. Behind its dark polished wooden doors was a professional-quality board on a green baize backdrop—Hardy never, ever missed the board entirely. Not exactly camouflaged, but subtle, was a cherrywood throwing line built into his light hardwood floor.

			Now he stood at that line and threw a dart that landed in the center of the 4, his target. He was playing his third round of Twenty Down today, and so far this round, he hadn’t missed. His coat hung over the chair behind his desk, his collar and tie were loose, and he knew that he was in the zone, locked. He had one more dart this round. Taking very little time so that he wouldn’t think and screw it all up, he hefted his little tungsten beauty with its custom-made blue flights and let fly.

			Nailed it. The 3. One round away from perfection.

			He had come close once before, when the telephone rang and distracted him as he was setting up to throw, so now he hesitated a moment before going to the board to retrieve his last round. He knew he could walk over to his desk and take the phone off the hook. But by his own internal rules, that would be cheating. He could call Phyllis out in the lobby and tell her to hold his calls for exactly one minute, although she might—no, she would—ask him why and ruin his concentration. Or he could ignore the phone altogether, keep his head out of it, get his darts right now, and throw the goddamn things.

			Finally, giving these options no more than the split second they were worth, he moved forward, retrieved his round from the board, walked back to the baseline, turned in a measured and unhurried fashion, lifted his first dart, aimed, and threw.

			2.

			Second to last dart.

			1.

			No thought. Don’t think. Don’t fucking think. Throw it throw it throw it.

			Bull’s-eye!

			“Yes!” Hardy threw up his hands in a touchdown gesture. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” he said aloud, pumping his fist. “Yes!”

			After three quick knocks, his office door opened, and Phyllis was standing there with a look of alarm. “Is everything all right? I heard you calling out.”

			“I’m great. I’m at a peak moment.” Hardy, beaming, his arms again halfway raised, motioned her inside. “Check this out.” He gestured to the dartboard. “I ask you, is that a thing of beauty? A last-round two-one bull’s-eye. Twenty down and no misses! First time ever. Is that awesome or what?”

			His receptionist/secretary shot a nervous glance over at the board, then back at her boss. “Very nice,” she said with some uncertainty, “but I really think I should get back to the phones.”

			She had barely started back toward her workstation when a man in a uniform appeared behind her, tapping on the open door. “Excuse me,” he said. “I don’t know if I’m in the right office. I’m trying to find a lawyer named Dismas Hardy.”

			•  •  •

			HAL CHASE WASN’T aware that he’d made a rational decision to come to Hardy’s offices. All he knew was that after his interview with the two Homicide cops, he had to get out of the jail, like now, or he might crack. He needed to take a walk, clear his head. It was way early for lunch, but he didn’t care. By now, all of his coworkers knew Katie was gone—no one would call him on anything. He passed through the lobby without a word on the way out, and the guys behind the counter just watched him go.

			He turned uptown but didn’t consciously know it. Cruel and relentless, his brain kept replaying scenes of good times he had shared with Katie; in the early years, it seemed they’d never had anything else: the blessed couple, the golden couple, the pair all their friends envied. 

			Where had those two people gone?

			•  •  •

			THE ENORMOUS OLD seal lay sleeping in his usual spot right down by the water, on the ramp by the Santa Catalina ferry landing. Katie in her Dolphin shorts and the sexy tank top, as lovely as any swimsuit model with her long tan legs, her shoulder-length hair blowing in her face in the breeze, was urging Hal to get nearer to the seal for the picture.

			“I get any closer, he’s going to bite me.”

			“Is my big brave boyfriend afraid of a little old seal?”

			“That little old seal weighs about half a ton.”

			“Chicken.”

			“How about if I take your picture with him? You can sit on his lap.”

			“Seals don’t have laps. At least Ben doesn’t.”

			“That’s just your excuse. I think you must be the chicken.”

			“Come on. Look at him. He’s so cute. A couple more steps, and I get a classic picture. We’re making a memory here.”

			Hal hesitated another moment and finally said, “Only because I love you.” He moved a step closer down the ramp.

			The apparently sleeping seal suddenly lurched at him with an ear-­splitting angry cry. Which Hal pretty much matched with his own scream as he jumped out of his skin and ran back up the ramp to Katie, the seal hot on his heels, not nearly as slow as they might have supposed.

			When they stopped running, all the way up by the ticket window ­(although the seal had called off the chase after only a few yards), they were breathless, holding each other.

			And laughing, laughing, laughing.

			•  •  •

			HOLDING HANDS OVER the table after their pizza dinner at Giorgio’s, which was one of the few places they could afford in San Francisco. “Something seems wrong,” Hal said.

			“No, not really.”

			“ ‘Not really’ really means ‘yes really.’ ”

			Katie sighed. “It’s not that big a thing. The important thing is we’re getting married.”

			“But . . . ?”

			“But . . .” She took a small breath. “I’ve tried to get used to it, but I don’t really like the ‘obey’ part. ‘Love and honor’ I’m good with, but . . . I don’t want to have a fight about it. I mean, if it’s important to you.”

			“That you obey me? I’ve never thought of asking you to obey me. How weird would that be? We decide things together. That’s who we are. That’s who we’re going to be after we’re married.”

			“It would really be okay with you? To leave out ‘obey’?”

			“I wouldn’t even notice it. Now that we’re talking about it, I don’t think I’d even want it at all. I’m a little embarrassed that I didn’t think of it first. How about ‘love, honor, and cherish’? That’s got a nice rhythm, and it’s how I feel.”

			“Cherish,” she said. Her hand went to her mouth. Her eyes glistened in the pizzeria’s dim light. Nodding, she pushed her chair back, stood up, and came around to kiss him right in front of God and everybody. “I love you so much,” she whispered. “You are so who I belong with.”

			•  •  •

			WHEN KATIE WAS pregnant with their first child, Ellen, she and Hal had nicknamed her Zy, for zygote. Every night before they went to sleep, he kissed Katie’s stomach, and if that didn’t lead to something else, he would say, keeping his mouth close, “Hi, Zy. Your daddy loves you.”

			Now newborn Ellen lay swaddled on Katie’s stomach outside the delivery room. Twenty-five hours of labor with Hal by her side every minute of it, and then at last the delivery of the healthy child. Hal looked down on her tiny face, her eyes scrunched closed. He touched her cheek. Leaning over, he gently kissed his exhausted wife. Then he looked down at the baby. “Hi, Zy,” he said.

			Thirty minutes old, the baby opened her eyes—only for a second or two, but it was there, a definite moment of recognition—and she smiled at him. 

			Hal broke down and sobbed.
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			ALTHOUGH HE ALREADY had an idea of the answer, Hardy asked what he could do for Mr. Chase.

			“My wife disappeared from our home last Wednesday night, while I was at the airport picking up my brother. I was cooperating with Missing Persons every way I knew how, until this morning, when a team of hard-ass inspectors—Homicide, not Missing Persons—took over, obviously thinking I had something to do with her disappearance.”

			Over in the corner by the windows, Chase had taken one of the chairs in the more informal of the two seating areas in Hardy’s office. So far, he had left untouched the cup of coffee Phyllis had brought in; it sat on the table in front of him. He held himself with his hands clenched on his thighs, his back ramrod-stiff, his feet planted flat on the floor. His hazel eyes were shot with red, bruised-looking underneath. “I’m sorry to barge in without an appointment,” he said, “but I didn’t know I was coming here until I got to your front door.”

			“Walk-ins are always welcome.” Hardy gave him his professional smile. “Did somebody refer you to me?”

			“Not in so many words. You may know, though, that my wife, Katie, was—is—a client of your wife’s. In one of your last trials, Katie had put together who you were. All of a sudden this morning, I think I might need a lawyer. So here I am.”

			“Your wife’s missing. Is there some evidence indicating that you had anything to do with that?”

			“No. They say they found a few drops of her blood in the kitchen, but she was prepping the Thanksgiving stuff that night and probably cut herself. Big deal. Being more or less in law enforcement myself, I knew what they were thinking. These were not good cops wanting to help me find my wife. All they were interested in was me as a suspect, what I was doing when she disappeared.”

			“You were at the airport?”

			“Correct. Picking up my brother. Half brother. Warren.”

			“And these inspectors you spoke to, they had a problem with your alibi?”

			“Alibi. Jesus Christ. It’s not an alibi. It’s where I was. They didn’t know why I left my house when I did. An hour and twenty minutes for a half-hour drive? I tell them, ‘Guys. It’s the day before Thanksgiving, the biggest travel day in the world. Of course I went down early.’ I figured traffic would be hell, although as it turned out, it wasn’t. But who knew? I was checking my cell, and it turned out the flight was delayed, so I pulled off in South City and had a beer to kill some time.”

			“And they weren’t buying?”

			Hal wagged his head from side to side. “It’s like they were starting from the position that Katie was dead. And that I killed her. Okay, if we got home and she was dead on the floor, I could see where they’re ­coming from. I know it’s always the spouse. I get it. I’m a cop. It always is the spouse. But that’s if she’s dead, and she’s not. Thank God. Not that we know of, anyway. She’s missing, and nobody who knows how to go about it is trying to find her.”

			Hardy took all of this in, fighting his own skepticism. He’d been in the law business a long time himself, and his experience told him that in cases like this, the spouse was most often in the middle of it one way or another. Hardy felt, on the one hand, that Hal was smart to get hooked up with a lawyer as soon as he began to feel that he was a suspect; on the other, the fact that he’d decided he needed a lawyer this early on was in itself somewhat—perhaps illogically—disconcerting. There must be something more to the picture if, without any physical evidence, the police were already considering Hal a suspect.

			“I might be able to put you in touch with people who could help with trying to find her,” Hardy said. “Meanwhile, your job is to fully cooperate with the police, but through me. If they want to ask you specific questions about you and your wife, or the timing on the night she went missing, or anything that sounds to you like they’re considering you as a suspect, you direct them to me. Your main concern is that you’ve got a missing wife and want to know what they’re doing to find her. You’re not willing to concede that she’s dead, and you sure as hell didn’t kill her.” He sat back. “That’s where you are right now. If the inspectors come again, get back to me. No more talking to them directly, and never without me. When they talked to you earlier, did you tell them anything other than your concern about your wife’s disappearance?”

			“Not really. I saw where they wanted to go and cut off the interview.”

			“When you say ‘not really,’ do you mean no, you told them nothing? Or you got into it a little?”

			At Hardy’s questions, Hal’s lips went tight, and he cast his eyes upward as though praying for patience. “They asked me how our marriage was, if we were having problems, and I told them what I’d told the ­Missing Persons cops. Katie was seeing your wife about some issues . . .”

			“Yours? Hers?”

			A shrug. “Both, I’d say. We were working on it. The kids were wearing us down. Even if we were doing that, what did it have to do with Katie being gone? Then they pressed it. ‘So there was something wrong between you two?’ Which was when I told them I was done talking with them.”

			Because Katie was Frannie’s client, Hardy knew the marriage had problems, but what relationship didn’t? Eventually, he would probably find out all he’d ever want to know about the Chases and their life ­together. Meanwhile, Hal’s wife was missing, and Hardy thought that somebody should spend some time looking into that instead of trying to prove that this worried and exhausted husband must have been involved.
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			TEN MINUTES AFTER Hal Chase had left, Hardy was on the phone with Abe Glitsky. “You’re an ex-cop,” Hardy was saying. “You’ve investigated hundreds of murders. I know you could figure out a way I could kill her where I wouldn’t get caught.”

			“You want to kill Phyllis because she didn’t appreciate your dart game?”

			“No, that’s not the only reason. As you know, I’ve wanted to kill her for years on general principle. Today was the last straw. Really.”

			“I don’t know. It seems a little harsh.”

			“Hey. It’s not like I want to hurt her. Just eliminate her with something quick and painless.”

			“And untraceable.”

			“Ideally, yes.”

			“I’ll give it some thought. But what are you really calling about?”

			“I told you, my perfect round. I had to tell somebody who’d appreciate it. Share the excitement.”

			“Oh, okay. Whoopee.”

			“That sounded a little sarcastic.”

			“Not at all. I’m happy for you. Thrilled, in fact. You’ve made my day. A perfect round of darts. Yesirree. Now we’re talking.”

			“I was going to ask if you wanted to go to lunch and celebrate. Sam’s. On me.”

			“Now we’re talking.”

			•  •  •

			IT WAS A cool day of perfect sunshine and no wind. Hardy walked the six or so blocks from his office and got to the restaurant early, then decided that goddammit, even if nobody else cared, he had thrown that perfect round and he was going to celebrate. After he ordered his martini, he told Dan Sillin, his favorite bartender, about his moment of glory, and at last got the rise he’d been hoping for—and a drink on the house.

			He took his first sip; the door opened, and there was Abe.

			In truth, Hardy was concerned about his best friend. Never the most upbeat of humans, Glitsky had been pressured to leave the Police Department a few months earlier, and it had shaken him up. For nearly forty years, he’d been a cop, most recently head of Homicide. At one point, he’d served as deputy chief of detectives. He was a police officer through and through, and now he was hanging out by himself most days, reading and reading some more at his upper duplex in the suburban Avenues while his two young kids went to school and his wife, Treya, worked full-time as the secretary to San Francisco’s district attorney.

			Glitsky cut an imposing figure. A former tight end in college football, he was six-two and about two-twenty. His father was white and Jewish, and his mother had been African-American, so he was milk chocolate with piercing blue eyes and buzz-cut gray hair. He had a prominent nose and a scar that ran at an angle through his lips, top to bottom. His default expression was a frown, and most people found him, frankly, scary. It was a reaction that, as a cop, he had cultivated.

			Now he was showing off his version of a smile, a slight uptick of the corners of his mouth. Without a word of greeting, he pointed at Hardy’s cocktail and made a show of checking his watch. “Talk about getting an early start,” he said. Glitsky rarely touched alcohol.

			“It’s a special day,” Hardy replied.

			Dan Sillin leaned in over the bar. “He shot a perfect darts game.”

			“I heard,” Glitsky deadpanned. “It’s all they’re talking about out in the Avenues.”

			•  •  •

			SAM’S OFFERED BOOTHS for private dining; tables that seated between two and ten diners could be closed off behind curtains. In their small booth, Glitsky was waxing eloquent about one of the books he was ­currently reading, Edmund de Waal’s The Hare with Amber Eyes.

			“. . . about this collection of Japanese netsuke.”

			“Wait,” Hardy said. “Is there another kind?”

			“Kind of what?”

			“Netsuke. Ones that aren’t Japanese, I mean. You don’t hear much about, say, Ethiopian netsuke. By the way, what is a net-skey?”

			“It’s a small art object carved out of ivory or wood. It’s spelled like net-su-kay, but it’s net-skey.”

			“Got it. And you’re reading about these things why?”

			“They’re interesting. Fascinating, even. But the book’s really about this guy’s family, the author’s, who used to be as rich as the Rothschilds, and how, being Jews, they lost it all in Germany. Except for this collection of netsuke. Having a drop or two of Jewish blood myself, I feel some resonance.”

			“I can imagine.”

			“Anyway, that’s what I’ve been up to. Mostly reading.”

			“Are you getting bored?”

			Glitsky put down his fork. “Funny you should ask.” He paused, let out a breath. “Besides reading, yesterday I watched three episodes of Friends in a row. It looks like Ross and Rachel might be getting together again.” He held up a hand. “I know. You don’t have to say it. Any reasonable ­alternative suggestions about how to pass the time gladly accepted. And don’t say golf or fishing. Or darts.”

			“Have you thought about going to work for Wes?” This was Wes Farrell, San Francisco’s district attorney and a friend to both men. The DA’s office had its own staff of inspectors to assist in cases the office was prosecuting.

			Glitsky nodded. “That was my first thought, and I asked, but he’s got budget problems. If somebody leaves, he says he’ll do his best to try to bring me on, but adding staff is a luxury he can’t afford right now.”

			Hardy said, “Well, if you want to get out of the house, I could probably find a job or two to keep you busy, pay you enough to keep you off food stamps.”

			Glitsky cocked his head, unable to disguise his interest. “What about Wyatt Hunt?” For the past few years, Hunt had handled all of Hardy’s investigative work.

			“He’s on his honeymoon. Through New Year’s.”

			“That’s some serious time off.”

			“Tell me about it. I need to talk to him about his work ethic, but I don’t think he cares. He says if you’re going all the way to Australia, you might as well stay long enough to make it worthwhile. In any event, he’s gone, and my practice soldiers on.”

			Glitsky sipped at his iced tea. “It’s tempting, but I don’t have a PI license.”

			“I won’t tell if you won’t.”

			“And you’ve got real work?”

			“I could probably keep you busy a few days. And there’s one client who could be big—I’ve got a feeling his case might heat up. Hal Chase.”

			Without missing a beat, Glitsky said, “The missing wife.”

			“That’s her. I see you’re keeping your hand in.”

			“He kill her?”

			“He says no.”

			“What else is new? Have they charged him?”

			“Not as of an hour ago. But it’s on their minds. Homicide talked to him this morning. He came to see me afterward.”

			“Homicide is on it? How can that be? We don’t know she’s dead.”

			Hardy shrugged. “We all know what’s going on in the jail. Our sheriff’s an asshole, and his department is corrupt. Maybe SFPD thinks this investigation will get them into his organization. Normally, I would call my friend Abe Glitsky and ask him, but he’s all hung up on Friends just now.”

			Abe ignored that. “What exactly would you want me to do?”

			“Hal wants the focus to be on finding his wife, not his wife’s killer.”

			“Good luck with that.” Glitsky chewed ice. “What else is he going to say?”

			“I got the impression that he really didn’t expect the Homicide guys yet. He thought everybody was on the same bus he was, looking for his wife.”

			“He thought that, huh?”

			Hardy shrugged. “He could be faking me out, but I’m somewhat cynical by nature, and I believed him. At least about whether Missing Persons should be on this.”

			“What do you see as my role in this?”

			“I don’t know, exactly. See if you can find her?”

			Glitsky’s mouth twitched. “With all the vast resources at my disposal?”

			“Not to get your head all swelled up, but you are a seasoned investigator. So investigate. Homicide already thinks it’s Hal, or maybe it’s Hal. If you don’t find the wife, at least find an alternative suspect.”

			Glitsky chuckled. “Really? What about the Homicide guys I’ll be shadowing?”

			“Be subtle. Do it right, they won’t even know you’re there.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Could happen.”

			“World peace could happen, too. I’m not holding my breath.”

			Hardy sat back. “Hey, if you’re not interested, give me a call when you find out if Rachel and Joey get back together.”

			“Ross,” Glitsky said. “Not Joey. Ross.” He tipped up his glass. “You mind if I think about it?”

			“I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.”
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			NOT THAT IT was a tough decision, given his options, but by the time Glitsky left Hardy at the Sutter Street office, he’d made up his mind to look into the Katie Chase disappearance.

			Having ridden the Muni downtown, he was on foot and took the ­opportunity to get some exercise and walk over to the Hall of Justice. At the metal detector by the front door, an officer he didn’t know greeted him by name and former rank and waved him through. Apparently, though it had been several months, word of his retirement hadn’t reached everyone in the building.

			Glitsky turned left and walked down the long hallway on the main floor. Aside from housing the offices of the district attorney and the county sheriff, the Superior Court and its attendant departments, the Homicide detail, and one wing of the jail, the monolithic seven-story Hall of Justice was also home to Southern Station and the administrative hub of the city’s Police Department. Glitsky strolled into Missing Persons as if he owned the place, picked his way through the desks in the main room, nodded at a few familiar faces, and finally knocked on the open door to Lyle Wiedeman’s office.

			Trim and ridiculously handsome, the affable Wiedeman was alone at his desk, glasses on, studying a file. At Abe’s knock, he looked up and broke a smile. “Lieutenant,” he said, rising and extending his hand. “Been awhile.”

			“It has.”

			“What brings you down to our little piece of paradise? Grab a chair.”

			“I’m just getting my feet wet in the freelancing waters. If I spend another day at home alone, I’ll become a full-fledged menace. A lawyer I know offered me some part-time work, and I took it.”

			“I hear you,” Wiedeman said. “I’m down to my last three months myself. I’ve got no clue what I’ll do day to day. My son suggested I set up the old Lionel train set down in the basement. I shot him.”

			“Good for you.”

			“So who’s the lawyer?”

			“Dismas Hardy.”

			“He’s got you trying to locate a witness?”

			“Not so much that,” Glitsky said. “Katie Chase.”

			Wiedeman’s eyes lost a couple of degrees of warmth. “Her husband was here not two hours ago. Doesn’t think we’re doing enough, which is how I’d play it myself.”

			“You think he’s playing it?”

			“If he doesn’t confess, it’s pretty much his only move. The captains had a meeting and passed it upstairs to Homicide. That takes me out of it. Nothing personal.”

			“No, of course not. I just thought you might have formed an opinion.”

			Wiedeman shifted in his chair. “Let’s say I didn’t fight the decision.”

			“So you think she’s dead?”

			“Think, schmink. Her blood was in the kitchen. She was seeing a marriage counselor. She hasn’t used a credit card or phone in four days, going on five. She didn’t leave her babies at home and just walk out, and there’s been no ransom contact.” Wiedeman settled back in his chair, speaking with more resignation than passion. “It might not be the husband, okay, but he looks like as good a bet as any, and it’s a slam dunk somebody has killed her.”

			“I imagine you said this to Hal.”

			“Pretty much word for word.”

			“How’d he take it?”

			“It seemed to take the piss right out of him, to tell you the truth.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, he came in here ready to do battle with somebody because Homicide thought he was a suspect. If it was an act, it was a good one.”

			“What?”

			“Well, he came across as nowhere near ready to believe his wife is dead. He maintained that she’s just missing and we should be concentrating on finding her. But after I laid out the facts, like I just did with you, he saw the situation for what it was. It wasn’t even about him. It was about her being not just gone but really dead. Somebody, therefore, must have killed her. If he’s one of the suspects, that’s too bad, but can he blame us for thinking it? I asked him, was there any other scenario he’d like to offer where she might be alive?”

			“Did he have one?”

			“No. He was on the verge of tears, but you and I both know that he wouldn’t be the first killer to shed real tears in remorse over what he’d done.”

			•  •  •

			GLITSKY HADN’T BEEN in the building since the previous April, when his job had ended. Now he took the elevator up a couple of floors and walked down another long hallway, this one empty. His footsteps echoed under the dim fluorescent glow until he came to a floor-to-ceiling glass partition whose double doors opened to the lobby of the district attorney’s offices. Past those doors, he turned left and walked over to the reception window, where he told the clerk he had an appointment with Treya Glitsky. In a flagrant dereliction of protocol, the clerk said, “Sure, Abe,” and buzzed him right through.

			His wife’s door was open; she was at her computer, in profile, concentrating. Out in the hall, Glitsky hung back a couple of steps and, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, spent a few seconds watching her.

			Treya was a big woman who carried not an ounce of fat. Her father and mother were both African-American, but one of her great-­grandmothers had been Japanese, and her face carried a hint of an Asiatic cast—slightly exotic, classically structured, with a sudden and startling beauty. In ­repose, or when immersed in her work, as she was now, she projected a serenity that hit Glitsky like a drug.

			After eleven years of marriage, he was still utterly smitten.

			Moving up to the door, Glitsky knocked. Her fingers stopped over the keyboard as she turned, her eyes lighting up. Just as quickly, her face clouded and her eyebrows came together in concern. “Are the kids—?”

			Glitsky held up a hand. “Everybody’s fine. I just thought I’d drop by and say hi. Believe it or not, I was in the neighborhood.”

			Treya stood, came around her desk, and gave him a quick hug. “Not that this isn’t a nice surprise, but what in the world are you doing in this godforsaken neck of the woods?” After he gave her the short version, she frowned and said, “Dismas really needs you to do this?”

			“I think there was a bit of charity involved. Plus, Wyatt Hunt is out of town.”

			“What about Wyatt’s staff? Don’t they find missing people all the time?”

			“I think so. But for whatever reason, Diz asked me.” She gave him a look that was ambiguous enough to force him to ask, “What? Not a good idea?”

			“You’re a big boy. You can decide that for yourself. Evidently, you ­already have.”

			“But what?”

			She drew a breath. “But I was just getting used to the fact that you weren’t going to be living anymore in the regular company of murderers. Or people who know murderers. Or witnesses to murder. Any one of whom, I need hardly tell you, might be a murderer himself. Or herself. I didn’t think you’d really miss being around those people.”

			“I’m not missing those people. We don’t even know there was a murder yet, Trey. Diz wants me to try to find where the wife has gotten to.”

			“If it turns out she was killed, then what? You’ll identify the murderer, right?”

			“It may not go that far. If she turns up dead, as far as I know, the job’s over.”

			“Unless you’re on to something that might clear Diz’s client.”

			“Maybe that. If he even gets charged.”

			“In other words, you’d be at cross-purposes with Homicide.”

			“Again, not necessarily, although it’s possible, I suppose.” Glitsky backed away a step. “Call me clairvoyant,” he said, “but I’m sensing you don’t want me to do this. In which case, I won’t. I’ll call Diz right now and bail. He’ll find somebody else, if he really needs the work done.”

			“Of course he needs the work done. He’s got a client. The client needs his help. Diz didn’t ask you to help him because he felt sorry for you.”

			“You weren’t there. I was pretty pathetic.”

			“You asked him for work?”

			“Well, no. But he picked up that I was maybe slightly bored from day to day.”

			Treya touched his face. “Or, just sayin’, he knows you’re a world-class investigator and he really could use your help.”

			Glitsky broke a smile. “Okay, maybe a little of that. And you know, warts and all, I always loved the work.”

			“The work, yes; the job, you might remember, not always.”

			“More often than not, though. At least I felt I was doing something important. Instead of like now, when I’m waiting around for the next major life milestone after retirement, which I’m told tends to be death.”

			IF ABE THOUGHT Treya was unhappy with his decision to look into Katie Chase’s disappearance—and she was—he didn’t want to even casually run his freelancing by the personnel of the Homicide detail. If he wound up covering some of the same investigative ground as the inspectors assigned to the case, they’d find out soon enough and could deal with it as they saw fit. Glitsky didn’t want to have another discussion—or ­argument—before he’d even begun.

			So instead of going up another two floors, he went downstairs and out the back door, then into the admitting lobby of the jail, a separate oval building that adjoined the main rectangular edifice of the hall. The deputy behind the counter—his name tag read CREELEY—greeted him cordially and with no sign that he’d gotten the memo about Glitsky’s retirement. “Lieutenant,” Creeley said, “what can I do for you?”

			“I wonder if I could have a word with Hal Chase. Is he still on duty?”

			“He’s Mr. Popularity today, isn’t he?” Creeley checked his watch. “Shifts change over in about fifteen, if you want to wait. I’ll get word to him.”

			Glitsky thanked the deputy, decided to take a walk around the back parking lot to stretch his legs, and returned to the admitting desk to find Hal Chase—name tags were a wonderful invention—by the counter, his face a mask of worry.

			Glitsky introduced himself without a handshake, and Chase barely whispered, “So you found her?”

			“Why do you say that?”

			Chase’s temper flared. “Because you’re Abe Glitsky out of Homicide, and you wouldn’t be hassling me again after I told your inspectors to pound sand this morning unless you knew Katie was actually dead.”

			“Easy,” Glitsky said. “I’m not hassling you. I don’t know if your wife is dead. I’m not in Homicide anymore. I’m working with Dismas Hardy.” As he watched the gears shift in Chase’s head, Abe explained, “I retired six months ago. The word doesn’t seem to have gotten out too well.”

			Hal’s shoulders fell with relief. “I heard your name and I thought . . .”

			“I get it. But really, I’m retired. Hardy told me you wanted somebody working on finding your wife, not finding evidence that you killed her. It looks like I’m your man.”

			Chase nodded, then another thought seemed to strike. “Is Hardy paying you? Because I’m tapped out after the retainer I gave him.”

			“That’s covered. Hardy can afford it.” Glitsky shrugged. “The guy’s a little unorthodox, but for a lawyer, he’s actually got a heart. Plus, he seems to be about the only one who’s inclined to give you a chance.”

			“That I didn’t kill her, you mean.”

			“Yep.”

			“How about you?”

			“I’ve got an open mind. With your permission, I’d like to get ahold of some facts and see where they lead. I’m not going on any assumptions. I was just over in Missing Persons and got their opinion, which you already know.”

			“Katie’s dead.”

			“Right. But I’m not starting there. I hope your wife is still alive. I’m going to assume that. If there are other possibilities that might have driven her to leave, or somebody to have taken her, I want to find out what they were. You want to help me with that?”

			“I want to find her, whatever it takes.”

			“That’s a good answer. Are you on your way home now?”

			“That was my plan.”

			“If you don’t mind, I’ll ride out with you.”
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			“TELL ME ABOUT the night,” Glitsky said as Hal pulled his Subaru out into traffic. “Wednesday, wasn’t it?”

			Though Hal’s sideways look telegraphed what Glitsky read as ­impatience, he sighed in resignation and started in. “There wasn’t any drama before. It was just a regular night, except with me going down to pick up Warren. My brother. Half brother. He was coming up from L.A. for the holiday.”

			“What did you have for dinner?”

			“What does that matter?”

			“I’m not sure it does,” Glitsky said, “but when I was at Missing Persons, the lieutenant said there was blood in the kitchen. I just wonder if your wife was cutting something you were going to be eating.”

			“I don’t remember that. I don’t think it happened before I left. I saw the blood when I got back, of course, and left it where it was. It wasn’t like a flood of it. A few drops on the counter by the sink, a couple more on the floor. I don’t think the blood means anything. We had spaghetti and salad, so she might have been slicing tomatoes or bread and cut herself by accident.”

			“And she didn’t wipe it up?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe one of the kids started crying. In which case, she would have dropped everything and come running.”

			Glitsky noted the change of tone, the first negative thing about Katie that he’d heard out of Hal, namely that she might be a little fanatical about her duties as a mother. Maybe this was part of why she’d been ­seeing Frannie Hardy.

			“Okay,” Glitsky said. “Let’s leave the blood. Tell me about the kids. Two, right?”

			“Will and Ellen. What about them?”

			“They must have been asleep when Katie went missing.”

			“That’s my assumption. We put them down early when we can. Our goal is seven o’clock, so we can get a little time as adults. Wednesday, they were both in bed when I left, and still sleeping when we got back.”

			“Where are they now?”

			“At the house. My stepmother, Ruth, is staying with them. Warren’s here, too. They’re holding down the fort.”

			Glitsky sat back and watched the city roll by for a few blocks. The sun was low in the sky in front of them, but the day remained cold, clear, and windless as they made their way across Arguello and down into the Avenues. “So you left for the airport when?” he asked.

			“Seven-thirty or so. The Homicide cops don’t know why I left so early for an eight-fifty pickup, but hey, the day before Thanksgiving, I thought I’d be late, even leaving when I did.”

			“And then what?”

			“Then I picked up Warren—”

			“Before that. Did you park at the airport and wait?”

			“No. When I saw there wasn’t any traffic, I checked my cell for flight information and found out it would be another hour before he got in—”

			“You could have done that before you left.”

			“Right. I know that. Should have, in fact. But I didn’t. I didn’t think of it. To tell you the truth, I was looking forward to getting out of the house and having some company around to lighten things up. Katie and I had a lot we weren’t talking about. Anyway, when I realized Warren was going to be late, I stopped by the Hungry Hunter down in South City and had a beer and watched ESPN.”

			“Did you talk to anybody?”

			“I sat at the bar and ordered from the bartender. I paid cash, and I’m not a regular. We didn’t have any conversation. He might remember me, but I don’t know why he would. The place was jumping. I was one guy out of a barful. Even if he could ID me positively, there’s most of an hour unaccounted for. I realize that as alibis go, this one isn’t much, but that’s what I did.”

			Glitsky looked across at Hal. It occurred to him that, if anything, the weakness of the alibi spoke to its plausibility. If Hal were going to construct a story, he would have made sure the bartender remembered him. He would have established the time of his arrival at the bar. He would have made it seem impossible that he could have killed his wife. And he hadn’t done any of those things. “So,” Glitsky said, “then you picked up your brother?”

			“That’s the whole story, Lieutenant.”

			“Abe,” Glitsky said. “I’m not a cop, and I’m on your side, remember. Okay, so then you get home. When you drive up, do you notice anything suspicious?”

			“Nothing. I know Katie’s car is in the garage, so I pull into the driveway. The light outside the front door is on, and so are some inside lights, like they were when I left. So Warren grabs his stuff and we go in the front door and first I think Katie must be in with the kids, so we wait a couple of minutes, staying quiet so we don’t wake anybody up, then I go into the kids’ room and she’s not there. It’s totally bizarre. I mean, you come home and your kids are sleeping and your wife is gone. It takes a while to kick in.”

			“What did you do?”

			“Whatever I could think of. I tried her cell. No answer. Tried again. Texted her. And the whole time I’m with Warren, just stumped. It doesn’t seem real. I mean, where is she? Is this some kind of sick joke? There’s no way she’s not there. Finally, I go back upstairs. I go out in the backyard. I check the garage, and her car’s there. I leave Warren at the house in case the kids wake up, and I go knock on the neighbors’ doors, see if anybody’s seen anything. It starts to sink in. I mean, really.” He turned to face Glitsky. “You know?”

			“I can’t imagine.”

			“I didn’t kill her. I truly did not.”

			After a pause, Glitsky asked, “You think she might have just up and left? I mean, left the kids upstairs sleeping?”

			Hal drove in silence for most of a block before he shook his head. “Never,” he said. “Never ever ever ever.” Letting out a sigh, he went on. “Here’s the thing, Lieutenant. Having kids has been incredibly tough on her. At the same time, they’re the most important things in her life. That’s probably why raising them has been so hard. She cares so goddamn much about every part of it. If she was giving up so much of the rest of her life, she was going to be the absolute best at it. And they in turn were going to be perfect children. And then she felt guilty about how much she ­resented what they’d done to her life, how much of it they were taking up, and she hated herself for that. It was complicated, to say the least. But would she have walked out on them? Honestly, I can’t imagine it.”

			“All right. What about you and her? Did you have problems?”

			Hal shrugged. “Who doesn’t?”

			“Maybe they were more serious than you thought.”

			“No, I thought they were serious. We don’t have enough money, she’s too protective of the kids, I’m not sensitive enough with them, I yell, she doesn’t. She doesn’t like my job or the people I work with. We were getting pretty bad at just talking to each other, and that wasn’t good. So, yeah, some problems. But that’s the thing. We never had any kind of physical fight. I never hurt her. I never would hurt her. And really, what I said, she wouldn’t leave the kids.

			“That was one of her main things. We couldn’t even get a babysitter and go out on a date. Even with Ruth living half a mile away, ready to watch them at any time. But Ruth wasn’t good enough. Nobody else was good enough. Bottom line, she didn’t leave the kids sleeping and walk out of the house under her own power. Somebody took her and forced her.” He looked over again at Glitsky. “You’re not saying much.”

			“Nothing very comforting is springing to mind.”
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			THE HOUSE WAS a small stand-alone two-story on Stanyan Street in the Upper Haight-Ashbury District. Hal parked in the driveway in front of the garage door, and he and Glitsky walked up the sidewalk to the stairway leading to the porch. The front door featured a stained-glass half-moon window that glared in the rays of the setting sun. 

			Chase knocked twice, lightly, at the door. Footsteps sounded from ­inside, and then the door swung open and they were looking at an ­attractive fortysomething woman holding a swaddled baby up against her shoulder. Accepting a quick buss from her stepson, Ruth Chase pulled the door all the way open, while from behind her, another child came running up: “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy!”

			Hal Chase leaned down to grab up his daughter and press her to him, raining a flurry of kisses onto her face. “How’s my very, very favorite girl?”

			More kisses as the greetings continued to play out. Hal Chase might be an insensitive guy who yelled a lot, Abe thought, but his daughter gave every indication that she loved him absolutely.

			Five minutes later, Ruth had settled Will into a playpen in the living room. Effectively out of earshot, Ellen sat at her own little table across the kitchen, drawing with crayons. Hal and Warren drank coffee from mugs while Glitsky, across the dining room table from the brothers, waited for the tea that Ruth was brewing in the kitchen.

			If the half brothers shared genes, they weren’t much in evidence. Hal was medium to stocky, with thick dark hair and ruddy coloring. Warren, perhaps a dozen years younger, was tall and lean, with wispy blond hair that he wore almost to his shoulders. He sported some grungy facial hair, a UCLA sweatshirt, well-worn jeans, and flip-flops—to Glitsky’s mind, the typical college look.

			Hal was finishing up the explanation of who Glitsky was and why he was there when Warren cut him off. “You mean to tell me the actual Missing Persons police aren’t looking into where she’s gone? What’s that about?”

			“It’s about them thinking she’s been”—Hal looked over at his daughter, engrossed in her drawing, and lowered his voice—“done away with. And,” he added, “apparently, they think I had something to do with it.”

			“They can’t really think that.” Ruth, carrying a tray with a teapot and cookies, stopped in the doorway. “When did all this happen? Nobody was saying anything like that over the weekend.”

			“Maybe not, but they were thinking it. This morning, a couple of Homicide cops came to see me at work. It was obvious I was a suspect, and they thought Katie . . .” Again, he looked over to his daughter, who was paying them no mind, then he shrugged at the adults. “It was obvious what they thought.”

			“So you went to a lawyer?” Ruth asked.

			Hal nodded. “It seemed like a good idea. If they were going to be questioning me, I wanted some advice on what I should say.”

			“How about the truth?” Ruth asked.

			“Sometimes they can twist the truth and make it sound pretty bad.”

			“But getting a lawyer, isn’t that going to make you look guilty no matter what?” Warren asked. “I mean, you don’t need a lawyer unless you’ve done something.”

			“No. Sometimes you need a lawyer before anything happens. If only to keep it from happening.”

			Ruth crossed to the table, placed a cup and saucer in front of Glitsky, and poured. “The bottom line is that no one’s looking for Katie?”

			“They say they are,” Hal said. “But they’re looking for her body.”

			“That’s just wrong,” Ruth said. She turned to Glitsky. “That’s why you’re here, right?”

			“I hope I can help find out where she is,” Glitsky said, trying to keep everything low-key. “Basically, I’m investigating her disappearance. If she doesn’t use a credit card and we don’t hear from her or whoever took her, I can’t—”

			“What do you mean, whoever took her?” Warren asked. “You think somebody kidnapped her?”

			Glitsky put his cup into its saucer and held his hand out, palm down. “Easy,” he said softly to Warren. “Your brother and I talked on the way out here. He doesn’t think she would have left on her own, not with the kids asleep in the next room. Do you think it’s possible she did?”

			Warren, flustered, met eyes around the table. “She could have had some sort of breakdown, couldn’t she?”

			“Possibly,” Glitsky said. “She also could have slipped and banged her head and woken up and wandered outside. Neither very likely.”

			“You were saying,” Ruth put in, “that if she doesn’t use a credit card or get in touch with us . . . ?”

			“Then there’s no trail,” Glitsky said. “And without a trail, finding her is going to be problematic.”

			Ruth asked, “What are you looking for?”

			“A reason,” Glitsky replied. “Something that makes sense, that leads somewhere, possibly to where she is now.”

			“You mean, in her life?” Ruth asked. “What could that be? I mean, she was, is, a stay-at-home mother of infants. I don’t say that disparagingly. I raised two boys, and it can be a noble calling. Are you saying she might have been involved in something that got her in trouble? That seems a stretch.”

			“It might be,” Glitsky agreed. “If there’s a rational answer at all.”

			“What if it was a random crazy person?” Warren asked. “He saw Hal leave, and he looked through the window and saw Katie here alone and knocked at the door and had a weapon . . .”

			Glitsky nodded. “Entirely possible. I don’t have any idea. I’ve barely begun with this.” He sipped his tea. “At least I’m not trying to build a case against Hal. I’m trying to find out what happened to Katie and why. I’m not working with the police. Really. If there’s an answer to be found, wherever it leads, I’ll try to run it down. That’s what I’m here for.”

			“If there’s an answer . . .” Hal said. “What if there isn’t?”

			“Let’s not go there,” Glitsky said. “Not for a while, anyway.”
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			AT ABOUT THE same moment, JaMorris and Abby knocked at the front door of the Dunne home on Guerrero Street in the Mission District. It was a three-story structure on its own lot that gave the impression of ­having been the project of several shabbily genteel architects over its thirty years of life. Odd angles jutted from corners and roofs; the entire second floor seemed to float behind plate-glass windows; a fountain splashed over perennial reeds into a koi pond in the half-covered courtyard that doubled as the welcoming lobby on the first floor.

			Exposing a fairly common vein in San Francisco’s über-liberal culture, some past owners (or perhaps the Dunnes themselves) had spent serious money in an effort to render the home aggressively ­proletarian.

			The detectives, negotiating around the bicycles parked along the walls, followed the head of the household down the hallway that ran inside along the courtyard, and came to a large family room at the back of the house, where three women sat on stools in front of a bar, turned to face their incoming visitors. Each had a full glass of white wine at her elbow, and all of their eyes showed signs of tears.

			With an air of exhaustion, Curt Dunne stopped just inside the door and said with some formality, “These are Inspectors Monroe and Foley. Inspectors, my wife, Carli—Katie’s mother—and my daughters, ­Barbara and Sherrie. My son, Daniel, couldn’t get off work, but he told me he’d be glad to talk to you by appointment; I believe you have his numbers.”

			“We do, thank you.” JaMorris turned to the women. “Thank you all for agreeing to sit down with us this afternoon. I know it’s been, and continues to be, a tremendously difficult time.”

			He silently ceded the floor to Abby, who picked up where he left off. “As you know, it’s been nearly five full days since Katie’s gone missing, and in that time we haven’t heard from any third parties, such as kidnappers demanding a ransom. We haven’t gotten any messages from Katie, and we don’t have a record of her having accessed her credit cards or used her cell phone.” She paused. “Given all of these realities, we are forced to consider the possibility that Katie was the victim of foul play, perhaps even—I know you’ve all considered this—murder.”

			At the word, Carli Dunne brought her hand to her mouth. Curt crossed over to stand directly behind her, his arm along the bar. The younger women, in tandem, reached for their wine.

			JaMorris pulled up a stool from near the wall, sat down, and picked up the narrative. “This means that we’re shifting the object of our investigation somewhat. It’s not that we’re not doing everything we can to locate Katie or some sign of where she could be, but if she was murdered, our next order of business is to identify a suspect whom we might profitably question to see whether we can move along this investigation and get to the bottom of what happened to Katie.”

			“Since you are among the people who know her best and love her”—Abby, taking over, was careful to keep references to Katie in the present tense—“we thought an interview might help to get us off on the right foot. Now we understand, as you made clear to our colleagues last week, that you’ve always been on reasonably good terms with Hal, and that you’re all going through this tragic time together, but—”

			Suddenly, Curt Dunne blurted out, “No buts. Let’s forget all that. Hal was the last one to see her alive. He had almost three hours between when he left the house and got home with his brother. Which is more than enough time to have done whatever he decided to do and—”

			“Curt!” His wife put her hand down on his arm. “Wait! We can’t just . . .”

			“The hell we can’t. We can call a spade a spade. Can you give me any other plausible scenario? Who the hell even knew he would be gone at exactly that time?”

			JaMorris threw a glance at his partner. “So I’m gathering that you, at least, Mr. Dunne, think Hal might have played a role in Katie’s disappearance? Missing Persons didn’t mention anything about your suspicions. They said you were all coming from basically the same place, which was wondering what could have happened. Has something changed since last week?”

			Curt Dunne didn’t wait for a consensus. “You’re damned straight something’s changed. It’s become obvious that Katie didn’t just walk out on her own. None of us can imagine she would have abandoned the kids, not even for a couple of minutes. And once that’s clear, who does that leave?”

			“Well, sir,” Abby said, “it leaves the whole universe, unless you’ve got some specific reason to think it was Hal.”

			The woman nearest the inspectors spoke up. “We never really thought about Hal until we started talking about him. I mean, it’s just not something we’d ever considered. We’d always assumed that they got along the way most of us did.”

			“I’m sorry,” Abby said. “Your name again?”

			“Barbara. Barbara Payson.” She spelled her last name.

			“And what did you start talking about?”

			“You know, stuff between them that we didn’t think was very important before. Stuff Katie had told us.”

			“Like what?”

			“Well,” Barbara said, “you know she was seeing a family counselor. Hal wouldn’t go with her. He thought it was a waste of money and didn’t believe they needed counseling. But their fights were getting more serious, and she was worried about them.”

			“Physical fights?”

			“No. She never said that he hit her.”

			The other sister, Sherrie, said abruptly, “She wouldn’t have said if he did.”

			“How do you know that?” JaMorris asked.

			“That’s who she was,” Sherrie replied. “She was the oldest of us and . . .”

			Carli joined the discussion. “She definitely would have left him if he’d been abusing her. But I don’t like how we’re demonizing Hal because she was going to counseling and he wouldn’t go.”
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