

[image: Cover]




Table of Contents


Copyright

Whatever Doesn’t Kill You

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty‑Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Thirty-Three

Thirty-Four

Thirty-Five

Thirty-Six

Thirty-Seven

Thirty-Eight

Thirty-Nine


Whatever Doesn’t Kill You

By Gillian Roberts

Copyright 2016 by Judith Greber

Cover Copyright 2016 by Untreed Reads Publishing

Cover Design by Ginny Glass

The author is hereby established as the sole holder of the copyright. Either the publisher (Untreed Reads) or author may enforce copyrights to the fullest extent.

Previously published in print, 2001.

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher or author, except in the case of a reviewer, who may quote brief passages embodied in critical articles or in a review. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This is a work of fiction. The characters, dialogue and events in this book are wholly fictional, and any resemblance to companies and actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Caught Dead in Philadelphia

Philly Stakes

I'd Rather Be in Philadelphia

With Friends Like These…

How I Spent My Summer Vacation

In the Dead of Summer

The Mummers' Curse

The Bluest Blood

Adam and Evil

Helen Hath No Fury

Claire and Present Danger

Till the End of Tom

A Hole in Juan

All’s Well that Ends

You Can Write a Mystery

Murder, She Did: 14 Killer Short Stories

Time and Trouble

The Amanda Pepper Mysteries: Bundle #1

The Amanda Pepper Mysteries: Bundle #2

The Amanda Pepper Mysteries: Bundle #3

The Amanda Pepper Mysteries: Bundle #4

The Amanda Pepper Mysteries: Bundle #5

www.untreedreads.com


Whatever Doesn’t Kill You

Gillian Roberts


One

The sign above the door said “MOVING ON.” Emma Howe wished that were true, that she were free to move on to lunch, instead of embarking upon another sure-to-be futile interview.

This was the sixth such interview and so far Emma had learned nothing useful except that nobody actually had known—or cared about not knowing—the accused. This was, she thought, a record of some sort. Never in her experience had so much energy and breath been expended for such pitiable results.

And she had tried because this case felt different from most. Emma’s reputation was based on going the distance, doing solid work. She believed that everyone was entitled to the best possible defense, but that didn’t mean she believed in the innocence of 99 percent of the accused she helped.

She didn’t believe in Gavin Riddock’s innocence, either. She thought he’d killed his best friend, Tracy Lester, in a fit of anger or confusion. She didn’t know his motives, and she feared he didn’t, either. From everything she’d read about him and the case, and from the interviews she’d already completed, it was clear that nobody really knew the twenty-two-year-old young man.

Gavin was different; robbed of oxygen during delivery, he was mentally slow. Because of that or because of his sense of being different, he was a shy, somewhat withdrawn loner who’d never found a comfortable place for himself.

He couldn’t explain himself clearly, couldn’t defend himself, and was even more withdrawn, in deep mourning for his lost friend, whether or not he’d killed her. And that terrible image was what stayed with Emma. Not that she had suddenly become a sentimental fool, but still, it bothered her to imagine him shackled, although she knew he wasn’t physically bound except by his own neurological and emotional ropes. And she knew his shackles were a life sentence, no matter what the courts ultimately said.

Which left it up to Emma to find the words that would explain Gavin Riddock, and so far, she’d found not a one. She pushed open the door of MOVING ON and took a deep breath.

Fourteen minutes later, when she checked her watch, she was hungrier than ever but no closer to the elusive truth of Gavin Riddock’s identity or guilt.

“This is ridiculous,” the young woman she’d been interviewing—or attempting to—said. “I don’t know anything about that murder, or about Gavin Riddock. Not anything real. And I don’t want any PI investigating me.”

Emma resisted the impulse to check her watch again. All she’d know if she did was how much more time she’d wasted. “I’m not investigating you. I’m trying to get a better sense of Gavin and Tracy, and you may know more than you think you do.”

Marlena Pugh tossed her platinum hair. Emma didn’t pay much attention to styles, but Marlena’s seemed to belong on an old movie reel. Her parents may have dreamed of a young Dietrich, but the girl was modelling herself after Monroe, with her lemon cotton-candy hair, polka dotted dress, red lips, and high-heeled shoes. Why would anyone want to replay the uncomfortable fifties, Emma wondered.

Monroe herself—even in her current state—would have provided the same amount of information as Marlena Pugh had. But she’d have been more entertaining—even dead. This girl confused looking catatonic with looking sultry.

Emma reminded herself that she was being paid for this boredom. That in fact, the less obliging the Marlenas of the world were, the slower their minds moved, the more hours Emma could bill the lawyer.

This knowledge did not improve her mood. She thought she was on the verge of coming down with something, felt it stalking her, trying to lay a claim. She’d decided she was too young at fifty-five for a flu shot—a possible mistake.

Now she’d be sick, her work undone and her business—already shaky because of the new, cheap searches available on the Internet—collapsing altogether.

She’d wind up on a freeway exit, holding up a cardboard sign, “will sleuth for food,” all because Marlena couldn’t or wouldn’t think.

“This isn’t an investigation in the sense that we aren’t looking for facts about the crime.” Emma was positive she’d said this already. “We’re preparing Gavin’s defense, and in order to present a clearer picture of who he was, we need to find out more than we know.” Scratch Marlena, even if the girl could prove she had a pulse. Emma had to wind this down, beat a quick and efficient retreat. “Maybe something you say will lead to someone else who knows something.”

In whose dreams? When a mentally-challenged young man is found with a murdered friend, her blood all over him, it’s “only” circumstantial, but how much more would a jury want? You didn’t need a motive when the accused was considered less than normal.

If the accused’s parents hadn’t been wealthy, the case would be over by now, open and shut, and Emma wouldn’t be cultivating germs in a nondescript moving company’s office, squeezed beside a desk, her chair banked by flattened cardboard boxes. She wouldn’t be the day’s entertainment for apathetic Marlena, and for a co-worker who was trying not to snoop too obviously as she counted inventory a few steps away.

If Gavin’s family hadn’t been swathed in assets, Emma also wouldn’t be listening to her own stomach growl as she watched Marlena pick at a fragrant take-out burger with still more fragrant fries. Was it feed a cold and starve a fever or the other way around? And what was it for the flu or the aches and pains of middle age?

“Couldn’t go to lunch today,” Marlena said sullenly. “Because of you.”

A real charmer, this girl. Emma put on her Granny Em face, which she wore only as needed as a form of makeup, or disguise.

Emma was indeed a grandmother, but not a Granny Em, that harmless, soft, ignorable, fluffy-minded sweet old thing. This was the face people expected, the acceptable middle-aged woman. The un-crone. The not-possibly-a-witch old lady. Powerless. “There’s nothing you can say that’s wrong, and no reason I should make you nervous,” she said sweetly.

Apparently, Granny Em worked even on Marlena. Her brow uncrinkled, and she smiled back tentatively. When she spoke, it was more gently than before, and even a shade less sullenly. But it was still without the hint of an operating intelligence. “Gavin Riddock killed Tracy, didn’t he? I mean I read the papers. So what’s to ask?”

“Help him get the best possible defense.” Emma skirted the question. Innocent till proven, she silently repeated, even when there’s blood on the hands. Not as if he’d confessed. The pathetic boy-man couldn’t really say if he’d done it or not. Emma tried a different path. “Did you know Tracy Lester?” she asked.

“Know her?” Marlena shook the pale blond hair again. “I met her. She was in here now and then—worked across the street at the travel agency. We talked. So I couldn’t say I knew her, but I knew who she was. We were in a group together for a little while, that’s pretty much it. You get the difference, right?”

It amused Emma how idiots always assumed their listeners were as stupid as they were, thereby proving they were idiots. “What brought her over here?” Emma asked.

Marlena shrugged. “She was moving, I think. Is that right, Heather?”

The other girl in the office looked startled, then nodded.

“Moving herself. People do that, you know. People who are moving themselves still need boxes and the supermarkets, they cut them right up for recycling. Used to be you could get them there, but not anymore.”

Emma made note of this overlooked modern heartache. “Was that the only time she was over here?”

She shook her head, then flicked the wave of platinum hair that nearly obscured one eye. “She knew my boss, Mr. Vincent. Came over to talk to him a couple times. That’s how I knew her. Her and me, we said hello and all. Enough to give me the creeps when I read about her.” She shuddered. “Right in Blackie’s Pasture, by the horse statue. I mean jeez! There’s always kids around there, joggers, bikers…”

Tracy Lester’s bludgeoned body had been found at dawn near the Tiburon bike path, on public land named for a swaybacked horse whose pasture it once had been. Blackie’s neatly fenced-in gravesite was nearby, and a statue of the saggy horse was in the center of the field. Gavin Riddock found Tracy Lester at Blackie’s base just after dawn on a winter morning and the bloodstained Gavin was found in turn by a jogger. The murder weapon, however, had never been found and probably wouldn’t. The theory was that it had been a rock, later tossed into Richardson Bay, a few steps away.

Tracy Lester’s murder was the second in the history of the quiet town of Tiburon, and the first had been an open-and-shut family dispute. This one seemed equally obvious, but this time, unlike the first murder, in which a son had killed his father, the accused had money. Therefore, Emma was fully employed.

“All the same, I don’t want to get involved,” Marlena said. “I mean, a murder, uck!” She shuddered dramatically, excessively. “I could not be a witness.”

“Oh, please,” Emma said. “This isn’t a gangland hit. You aren’t in danger. I’m asking for what you know about Gavin Riddock, human being.”

“Nothing. That’s what I know. I don’t even know why you’re here. Did he give you my name?” Marlena glanced at Heather, the other girl in the office, her eyes wide, her jaw slightly open, making sure her incredulity was acknowledged. She was playing this interview like a bad actress auditioning for a role.

“Tell me about Gavin.” Emma wondered whether the lawyer on the case had checked out the names his client had given him.

“What’s to say? He came here once to get cartons. Come to think of it, it was around when Tracy was moving, so maybe he was helping her. I don’t know. We talked a little so one thing I know is that it isn’t easy talking to him. But business was slow that day so I wasn’t in any rush.”

As if business was ever not slow here. As if troops of people suddenly wanted to move their households with the help of a significantly unimpressive looking organization when there were so many other options nearby. Emma considered the stacks of flattened packing cases. The other girl, still pretending to be busy, turned away. “You worked together against animal testing, didn’t you?” she asked, after double-checking her notes.

Gavin had, in fact, listed Marlena as a friend, someone who knew him. This, even more than Gavin’s blighted life, made Emma sorry for him.

Emma needed specifics. It mattered whether Gavin Riddock had belonged to a radical animal rights group, or even whether he’d participated in a violent demonstration. She had to unearth whatever was there before the prosecution did.

Marlena blinked, chewed a fry, examined her manicure—the appearance of her ring-fingernail seemed to trouble her—and finally answered, sounding as if speech exhausted her. “Not work together exactly. We just both belonged. Well, I belonged awhile. Tracy said CoXistence was cool. New people to meet.” Marlena shrugged with world-weariness. “Then, like she dropped out. So did I. Didn’t meet anybody and it was boring.”

“What did that group do?”

She shrugged. “‘All things animal.’ That’s their motto. Anything bad for any animals—except humans—they do something about it. Gavin likes animals. Likes them better than people, he said.”

“Did he say why?”

Did Emma care why? She liked most animals better than most people, too. Give her a comfy dog any day over Marlena. Dogs didn’t dawdle and put you into afternoon commute hell, like slow Marlena was doing. Emma’s pulse accelerated at the thought of sitting in exhaust fumes for the better part of an hour, with nothing to show for her day except multiplying flu microbes.

“Animals weren’t afraid of Gavin.” Marlena waved at the air, red nails physically searching for words. “That’s why he liked them.” Amazing. She’d just said something semi-insightful.

“People,” the girl said. “Well, he’s different. That can be scary. He isn’t scary, I don’t think. But, like, people think he is because sometimes the things he says—they’re weird. But it’s not like he does bad things or didn’t, until now. But animals don’t worry about words that way.”

Had his parents, or at least his mother, not been both protective and enormously wealthy, Gavin might be living on the streets now. Instead, he lived in a “cottage” in Belvedere—a million-and-a-half dollars’ worth of small shingled home on the bay—and he lived there alone, with daily companionship from a woman who was half housekeeper and half nurse.

Gavin kept a low profile. He had no records of any association with violence.

“Animals trust him,” Marlena said. “He volunteers, or he did, at the place in the hills where they rescue seals and all?”

“The Marine Mammal Center?”

Marlena shrugged and nodded at the same time. Emma wondered if she voted, if she ever made a clear choice. “Those are wild animals,” Marlena said, “and they trust him, too.”

“Maybe cause they’re sick,” the girl with the boxes suddenly said. Marlena glared at her. She in turn twisted her face away so vigorously, her hair billowed, as if in a wind.

Marlena settled back down, picked up another fry, bit it, and sighed. “That’s all I know. Now you know it, too. I went to one meeting, I swear, and it was a nothing and that was it for me.”

“Was Tracy Lester at that meeting, too?”

Marlena did her shoulder-and-head shimmy. Maybe yes, maybe no. “Gavin brought her in. He was the animal lover. She was like, kind of a fake, all excited suddenly about doing something. That’s what she said, she had to ‘do something.’ So, like I had to do something too, like join that stupid group. And then she quit.” Marlena rolled her eyes to over-express her disdain for the dead girl’s fleeting enthusiasms.

“All I can sanely hope for is to throw a little sand in the jury’s eyes,” Gavin’s lawyer, Michael Specht, had said. “Create doubt. De-monsterize people who are different just because they’re different. The guy’s a gentle creature, but it’s hard finding somebody who believes that. You have to find that person. And if you stumble across anybody else with any kind of motive against Tracy Lester, then blessings on your head.”

So with Emma’s help, they would counterbalance the newspapers, which were behaving as if Gavin and others whose IQs and personalities weren’t smack dab in the middle of the norm were time bombs planted all over Marin County.

Hercules’ job description sounded easier to her.

Marlena ate the last of her french fries, then slowly folded the grease-stained paper that had cradled them before putting the resulting square in her wastepaper basket. She glanced at the clock, then picked at the hamburger’s roll. One of Emma’s kids had gone through a phase like that, eating in sequence. All of one food group gone, then the next begun. But Emma’s kid was over that phase by age nine.

“Boring,” Marlena said.

“Excuse me?” Emma was boring the world’s most boring young woman?

“The meeting was boring. I didn’t go back.”

Perhaps Gavin hadn’t given them Marlena’s name at all. Emma hoped that was the case, that instead, Michael Specht had copied a list of all the people CoXistence claimed as members and sent Emma chasing after them.

Marlena stared at Emma with barely a flicker of life in her eyes. Emma didn’t even know what the girl did in this pitiable office. Surely nobody had hired her to interact with customers.

She felt sick. And sick and tired of this. She wanted to go home and take aspirin and drink brandy until she killed all the flu bugs while she watched the most stupid TV show she could find.

“It’s like this,” Marlena said. She might have meant her tone to be civil, but she wasn’t good at it.

Emma thought with envy of her trainee, Billie August, sitting in comfort in front of the computer, conducting lovely on-line background searches while she, poor Emma, endured this idiot. From now on, Billie could do the Riddock interviews and Emma could sit in peace with a cup of good coffee—and food when she was hungry—letting the computer do the legwork. No traffic snarls, no tedious young women.

It would be good practice for Billie, anyway. She hadn’t gone out on interviews of this sort yet. Emma had wanted to give her more time, let her get her legs. She’d only been at the agency a few months.

Now, Emma felt that a few months were quite enough. Surely Billie—surely anybody—was quite capable of talking to people who said nothing back in return.

“It’s like what?” Emma prompted.

“I only meant,” Marlena said, rolling her eyes. “Isn’t it obvious? I don’t know anything.”

It was obvious. She knew nothing and neither had the five others before her. From now on, let Billie face the know-nothings. They’d be a good match.


Two

Zachary Park hung up the phone as Billie entered the office and pulled off her raincoat. He turned and smiled, raising one eyebrow. “Is that a Lego tower in your pocket or are you just glad to see me?” he asked.

Billie patted her hip pockets. Empty.

“The blouse,” Zack whispered, shielding his mouth as if they were conspirators.

Damn. She had felt relatively together today, too, liked how she looked in the bronze silk blouse and forest green wool slacks, her blond hair falling decently for once.

She pulled a red and white stack of plastic bricks out of her breast pocket. “The colors don’t go with the blouse, either,” she said dolefully. “Another fashion victim, but Jesse’s such a…you could break your…” She shrugged. Who cared why? Bits and pieces of her various lives stuck to her as she moved from one point to the other, and that’s how it was.

She went into her cubicle. After three months in the often frustrating job—working with Emma Howe was an exercise in learning patience—she nonetheless was delighted with this small space and its promise of a solid career.

The photo on her desk of her son reminded her of the Legos, which she put into her briefcase before she settled in at the computer. And then she remembered she needed coffee and returned to the small reception area where Zachary, office manager and all-around whatever-was-needed maintained a relatively fresh pot as self-defense against Emma’s foul brew.

Billie filled her cup and gestured toward the closed door of Emma’s office. “She in?”

“She? You talking about our employer, missy?”

Billie smiled. “Did your mother do that, too? You couldn’t refer to her as ‘she’?”

He nodded.

“Why do you suppose that is?”

“Beats me. But she is not in. She is home. Either getting sick, or being sick.”

Billie’s live-in sitter and entire support system, Ivan, had been showing signs of the flu this morning, too. The idea of what a sick sitter would mean made her feel ill herself.

“She’s nonetheless dragging herself in shortly.”

“Don’t let her in. People shouldn’t be allowed to spread their germs.”

“You’re so harsh!” Zack mimed horror. “She’s not that bad, not really.”

“Easy for you to say. She likes you. She has a thing for handsome men.”

“We have that in common. And more relevantly, we both have a thing for Emma’s son, whom she also loves.”

“So where does that leave me? Do you and Nathaniel want to make it a ménage a trois, so I, too, can enjoy her approval? Or make that a ménage a quatre—I’d have to bring my son the Lego-builder.”

Zachary shrugged. “Give her a decade or so, you’ll see. You’ll stop being afraid of her.”

“I’m not afraid! I’m…” Afraid. Or at least wary, with cause. Her employer was unpredictable and rough-edged, perpetually exasperated, as if Billie were the unpleasant by-product of a repugnant but necessary process.

“The two of you have different styles, is all,” Zack said. “She’s no-nonsense, and you’re—”

“Obviously, if you put it that way, then I’m nonsense.”

“Nonsense.”

“You talkin’ to me?”

Zack lifted the fishbowl from his desk. It contained, as usual, nothing aqueous, but instead, a variety of candies. “Eat chocolate.” The universal healing agent, he claimed.

“Too early.”

“Then you’re having a better day than I am.” He carefully unwrapped a miniature Snickers bar, and once again, Billie wondered how he avoided becoming blimp-sized, but when she’d asked, he’d said it was “a guy thing.” “By the way,” he said as he chewed candy, “what happened with the cowboy?”

Zachary complained that once he transmitted information he got over the phone to Billie or Emma, neither remembered to tell him the rest of the story. This was not a valid complaint, since he constantly requested—and received—updates.

“It’s my mother,” the client had told Zachary. “She’s seventy-eight and engaged to a man she’s never met, a man she calls ‘a diamond in the rough’ when she isn’t calling him her ‘soul mate.’ She met him on the Internet, and she will not listen to reason. I think she’s already sent him money.”

The betrothed mother found out what her son was up to and phoned. At that point, Billie spoke with her. “At first, I was furious with his meddling,” the woman said. “But I’ve changed my mind. I accept the challenge. I’ll show my suspicious son how wrong he is. I didn’t raise him to be heartless, but look how he’s turned out. Just because he believes old people can’t be in love, doesn’t mean it’s so. And I have the right to send gifts to whomever I like. It’s my money.”

She was right about the money and possibly right about her son, but what Billie actually heard was a searing, hard-core terror behind her forced jolliness, and a need to have her Internet lover be precisely who he said he was.

And she was wrong about “Potter,” as he called himself. It was, he said, his middle name, his mother’s maiden name. James Potter Redbranch, sixty, retired Texas Panhandle rancher, “but not one of the big ones, mind you,” he’d told mama. “Sheep, not cattle.” But big enough. “Took care of me and my family and as long as I watch it now, I’ll be okay.” A widower with one son who was off in the Peace Corps in Africa. Interests: golf, travel in his RV, and computers.

The woman called again. “He might think I’m a bit younger than I actually am,” she said. “I didn’t have a brand-new photo around, you understand.”

By then, Billie had understood too much. “A complete fake,” she now told Zack. “Con man. No Redbranch—he’s James Potter, age forty-seven. He must juggle his age to be whatever his correspondent wants. And of course in this case, his correspondent dropped seventeen years from her age. The man never had a ranch or a son in the Peace Corps, no dead wife, but five ex-wives. If they’re all ex. Been in jail twice for extortion, once for auto theft.” She waved her hand in the air, brushing away all the James Potters and the pathetic women who were so desperate to find love that they ignored all danger signs and all logic. “He’s always temporarily short of liquid assets because of a deal that’s pending. He can’t visit them without a short-term loan. He can’t complete the deal without a cash infusion. That sort of thing.”

“I wonder how long he could have kept it up—this long-distance extraction of funds,” Zack said.

“Doesn’t have to be that long if he’s got a big enough stable,” Billie said. “New people always come on-line and he can have dozens and dozens at all times. But guess what the grand finale was.”

“The newly disengaged mama is tracking Potter down and accusing him of extortion.”

“Wrong. Try again.”

“She’s apologized to her son for being a fool?”

“Wrong once more,” Billie said. “Mama’s no longer speaking to her son.”

Zachary shrugged. “I knew it all along. The basic truth of life is: Steal anything except my illusions.”

“Anyway, that’s done. I’m on another check and this one’s fine, as far as I can see. Is honesty as boring as it seems?”

“You want boring? That last caller would not shut up. Somebody’s been bothering her. Obscene phone calls. Actually, ‘kind of obscene’ calls, whatever that means. A month and a half ago. She meant to call sooner, but she was too upset. Then she thought the phone company would catch the person, but they didn’t read her mind. It’s making her too nervous to live, just about—even though the calls have stopped. Still wondering who they were from, and on and on and then on some more. Didn’t matter that I told her the calls were over, she should perhaps talk to somebody about her anxiety, and that there wasn’t much we could do after all this time.”

Zachary was great with those people. Billie had heard him field crazies and cranks and this last and most difficult group, the hysterical “Do Somethings!” as they privately called them. There was nothing to be done in most cases, nothing that would help or change the situation or ease anyone’s mind, but these people didn’t care.

Emma had instituted a new fee category which was filed under PA, as in “Permanent Acquisitions,” people who didn’t know what they wanted, but were going to keep on wanting it forever. Most clients were given an estimated fee, usually a few hundred dollars for a routine search, such as the one for the imaginary suitor. But the PAs were assured that there was little to be done, and then if they persisted, were asked to pay a thousand dollars up front for the non-service. It helped weed some out, though not all. Mostly, the firm relied on Zachary to sound sympathetic and compassionate while simultaneously keeping the vaguely needy at bay.

Billie took her coffee back to her cubicle and directed her attention to the screen, searching for liens or judgments against the client’s anticipated partner. She thought again of the furious woman who’d been suckered by a false fiancé. Nothing was as hard as an on-line search for love.

Except, perhaps, an off-line search.

*

She called it quits and decided to check the health status of her household when she heard the outer office door open and the somewhat hoarse voice asking Zachary about calls. Even through its scratchiness, Emma sounded softer-edged when she spoke to Zachary Park. Billie envied that tolerance, that bemused acceptance, despite what Zachary himself called his “time out for bad behavior.”

She accepted the idea that Emma was incapable of being the friendly mentor Billie had fantasized, and that in fact, Emma would choke if forced to say the word “mentor.” Billie had tried to convince herself that Emma had become how she was through working in a man’s world for too long, except that most men were more gracious than Emma Howe, and her brusque, battering approach seemed inborn.

But Emma was fair, in her fashion. Ethical in a profession where ethics were as fluid and unpredictable as mercury, so working for her more or less balanced itself out. It was a job with a paycheck and relatively flexible hours, and Billie was doing well enough. Not that the woman said so, but after three months of the Emma Experience, Billie interpreted a declining rate of criticism as her employer’s equivalent of praise.

“Not leaving, are you?” Emma said as Billie emerged from her cubicle.

“I thought…actually, I…” Billie paused, furious with herself for not simply saying “Yes I am” with equal force.

She reminded herself that she was not afraid of the older woman. “I have to be home early today,” she said firmly. Much better.

“I want you to take over the Riddock interviews for a while,” Emma said.

As if Billie’s answer had been nothing more than static. White noise.

“Michael Specht’s case,” Emma said. “We’re gathering whatever nondamaging information we can. Also damaging, if it comes to that. Character witnesses, anything that can help Michael’s case.”

Billie waited for more instructions, even though she’d learned not to expect anything resembling adequate explanation from Emma. She wasn’t surprised when Emma simply handed her a list of names. Six had check marks beside them. People she’d already interviewed? Check marks for special interest? People she meant to interview? Names supplied by whom? Any background Billie should know?

“Feel free to add anybody else you think is related or relevant, too,” Emma said. “The budget is considerable. I mean, you’ll talk to Michael, of course. Don’t go off without cause, but you don’t have to be in a panic about time. The family wallet is bigger than God’s .”

Was Emma suggesting that Billie could use her own brain following leads? That would be a quantum leap forward from anything else she’d worked on. A leap of faith on Emma’s part, too.

Billie knew that the Gavin Riddock case was stratospherically high profile. It was also important to Michael Specht’s career and reputation as the hotshot criminal lawyer du jour and therefore very important to the PIs Michael Specht hired.

“I’ll oversee it,” Emma said. “Maybe do one or two. This is for now, and we’ll see. Keep me informed, as well as Michael. You know the drill, right? You report to him in person.”

Billie nodded. Not that Emma had deigned to mention it; Zachary had explained it to her. Investigators’ reports were given verbally, to keep them out of the prosecution’s discovery process. Nothing written, nothing to subpoena.

Billie felt reanimated; she was tired of staring at the computer. She craved the drama of a quick glimpse into another life. Plus the acting—playing a role herself.

Emma was handing her a major case. Maybe that meant, in Emma-speak, that Billie was truly doing well. In fact, it had to mean that. Why else?

“I did these,” Emma said, pointing to the names with check marks. “My notes are attached. Nothing, really. A gum-snapper with ten hoops in one ear; a woman who lectured on our polluted Earth and what it was doing to the animals; a guy who couldn’t remember ever meeting Gavin; a movie starlet named Marlena; and two others so boring I can’t even remember what was boring about them. Nobody knew a thing worth knowing. But…” She looked at the list with something like affection and definitely with interest, and Billie feared that she was reconsidering her decision to entrust it to her. And then once again, Emma nodded, giving the transfer her stamp of approval. “Start in the morning. Maybe go see Michael Specht first, introduce yourself and get a handle on what he wants at this point.” She cleared her throat. “Make it clear I’m having you take over because—”

Billie tried not to smile, although the joy of validation so filled her, it wanted out. She mentally completed Emma’s sentence: Because:

—you’re such a quick study.

—I’ve been so impressed by your instincts, your style, your diligence, your wisdom, your learning curve, your…

—you’ve shown you can handle anything I toss your way…

—I’ve seen how your natural talents make you able to blend into a variety of situations and…

—in three short months, you’ve—

Emma blew her nose, then began again. “Because,” she repeated, “I feel like hell and these interviews are meaningless time-fillers. The kid murdered the girl and the only reason we’re doing this is because his parents have too much money and we don’t. I don’t want to waste my time and health, but I can’t afford to turn this case down or hand it back, and I’m afraid if I have to listen to one more idiot, I’m going to say all this to Michael Specht himself and lose an important client.”

So the answer was: none of the above. The answer was: You’re doing this, Billie, because it’s a stupid waste of time and energy that nonetheless earns me money.

Emma coughed. “Tell Michael I’m under the weather and you’re subbing.”

Not the script Billie would have written but she could live with that.

In fact, she would live with that.

What choice did she have?


Three

Gavin didn’t want to talk to Mr. Specht anymore. He didn’t like him.

But he was supposed to talk to him and to like him. Mother said Mr. Specht was here to help him get out of this mess. Mother was paying Mr. Specht to do that. She’d said so. Mr. Specht had to help him. He promised to. It was his job, and he was the best, she said.

But he didn’t like him. Didn’t believe him.

His mother wasn’t right about everything. She told him things that were wrong. She said people meant well, didn’t know any better than to call names.

His vision grew watery as he thought about how in school it was worse being called “dummy” than being punched.

Tracy had understood. Tracy had known the truth of how people were. She wasn’t like the other people, but she understood them and she never lied about how it was.

Nobody punched him anymore. He was too big now, and he was strong from the running and the weights, and Tracy had said to do that, too, and that was good. But his mother said people didn’t hate him, and she was wrong. They didn’t know better, she said. But Gavin was sure that somebody had told them that calling names was wrong, that it hurt, too. And even if nobody had, couldn’t they see for themselves?

His mother didn’t understand that, but he didn’t want to make her sad, so he’d stopped telling her she was wrong, that people knew what they were saying and that they didn’t like him. Nobody called people they liked those names, threw those names like rocks at his head, but mother wouldn’t hear about it. Didn’t like him to talk about “sad things.”

Didn’t like that he was different or that he couldn’t remember so much all the time right away. She said if he tried his best, he’d see how well he could do, but that wasn’t true, either. He did try his best but things felt hard that other people didn’t complain about. He thought it was different for him, but his mother said he was wrong.

Tracy understood. She knew what was true.

Mother said people didn’t mean to hurt him. They were ignorant, she said. That meant they didn’t know better.

He couldn’t understand why their mothers hadn’t told them. His mother had told him not to be mean to other children even though she didn’t believe other children were mean to him.

His mother said he was as good as anybody. That he had a learning disability. An accident had happened when he was getting born, so some things were hard for him, she said. She made it sound like not much. She said she was a taxpayer and the schools were public and that he partly owned them, too, so he should just ask the teacher to repeat herself if he didn’t understand. But when he did, the rest of the class got angry. Sometimes the teacher got angry, too.

His mother said it didn’t matter. Not the accident when he was born or the way he had to go slower than other people in school. “Slow and steady wins the race,” she said, but he never won. Except in real races. When he ran.

It didn’t matter to her, maybe, but it mattered to him. And it mattered to other people. They didn’t like him in their class and they didn’t like him at their parties. They didn’t like him anywhere. Sometimes, he didn’t have to do anything—not say a word or make one move—and they still looked angry that he was there.

That he was.

His father was like that, but he didn’t see his father much, so that wasn’t so bad.

He thought that was all over when he was out of school and in his own house not bothering anybody. But now, look. A jail cell and people hated him more than ever.

He couldn’t tell his mother how it had been, how it was. She was already too sad.

He told animals. It didn’t matter to them. And they had no words to call him. But there were no animals here and he wasn’t allowed to go where they were. And Tracy was dead and there was nobody to talk to.

Not Michael Specht, for sure. Maybe the lawyer was ignorant, because he looked like those people his mother said were ignorant. He talked too fast, and he wanted Gavin to answer too fast and his mouth curled when Gavin couldn’t, or when he was thinking, or said the thing Mr. Specht didn’t want him to say even though he wouldn’t tell Gavin what would have been the right thing to say. He said that was illegal. His voice changed, his lips got little and curled like they were starting to say something—something Gavin knew would be angry or mean. He never said it, though. There was a big space in the air where he wanted to say it.

He acted as if Gavin were a dumb kid. Gavin couldn’t answer as fast as Mr. Specht wanted, but that did not make him a dumb kid. He was a man, but he didn’t talk fast enough to explain that to the lawyer.

A lawyer who thought he was a dumb kid was not, no matter what Mother said, going to help him.

Gavin Riddock sat in his holding cell, his hands folded on his lap, head bowed. He looked as if he might be praying, but he seldom did. Instead, he was thinking about how much he hated being here, locked away from everything on earth he liked. From his dog and his cats and the animals that weren’t his and the people he liked.

They said he killed Tracy. Banged her against the horse statue or maybe hit her with a rock, he wasn’t sure.

They said maybe he was in love with her. Mr. Specht said that maybe Gavin loved Tracy. Maybe he tried to kiss her. Maybe do it, everything, with Tracy.

Those words made him feel sick low in his stomach and in his throat.

Maybe, Mr. Specht said, she was so pretty and nice but she didn’t love him back the same way? Was that the trouble?

Gavin didn’t know how he was supposed to know what Tracy felt. Tracy was beautiful and he liked looking at her and he did love her and he said so. He had loved her since fifth grade when she told everybody she was his friend, and the kids teasing him backed off. There wasn’t any trouble the way Mr. Specht said.

Tracy was kind, Tracy was his friend. But she married Robby a long time ago, so everybody knew Gavin wasn’t her boyfriend. It was dumb to think that if Gavin loved Tracy, he’d kill her. It didn’t make sense, but Gavin didn’t think he was supposed to tell the best defense attorney in the entire Bay Area when he was wrong. His mother would be angry if she heard he was rude to the lawyer. Getting out of line, she’d say.

Mr. Specht said maybe Tracy said something mean.

Mr. Specht got angry when Gavin said she wasn’t mean and shook his head fast, the angry way. Wrong answer, dummy. “I didn’t mean she was mean all the time, Gavin.”

Mean, mean. Confusing.

Gavin didn’t understand why Mr. Specht made Tracy sound angry, the way he was. “She was kind. She was my friend. She ran with me. She said she could tell me things. Could trust me. She made me tapes.”

“Of what?”

“Music. To listen to. To run to.”

The lawyer sighed. Wrong again, even though it was true. “She was scared,” Gavin said. “Not angry.”

“Scared of what?”

“I don’t know.” She said he could maybe help her, but he thought she didn’t say how, except now he didn’t know whether maybe she had said, and he didn’t listen right. Sometimes he only listened to the wind, or the air. Maybe then, and maybe that’s why she was dead, his fault.

“Why do you say she was scared?”

“Because she was.” Words jumbled between his lips and Mr. Specht’s ears. “But she was going to make it better.”

“What was ‘it’?”

“The thing that scared her. I was supposed to help.”

“How?”

“I don’t know.”

Mr. Specht took a deep breath. “Let’s go back to when Tracy died. Did the two of you…were there angry words between you? I’m not saying you were there when she actually was killed, let’s let go of that for now, but maybe at some point the night before she died.”

“No.”

“Meaning what? No angry words?”

Gavin’s head got swimmy because the pieces of what they already said were gone and he couldn’t look back and find them again and Mr. Specht acted like Gavin hadn’t been trying.

Gavin wanted to ask what was wrong, why Mr. Specht was so angry, and if he was supposed to help Gavin the way Mother promised, why didn’t he?

Mr. Specht leaned close, and when he spoke, every word came out as if it was all alone. “Okay. That. Morning. The. Night Before. Whenever. Did. Anything. Unusual. Happen?”

“What happened was Tracy died,” Gavin said. “That was unusual.”

“I’m here to help you,” Mr. Specht said. “But if you don’t try, Gavin, then I don’t know how much I can do for you.”

Do not cry, Gavin told himself. It was another thing he did that made people angry. Made them make fun of him, call him a baby. Do not cry. Do not.

Mr. Specht sighed, but more softly. “Without your help, my hands are tied. You’re vague on where you were, with whom, and Gavin, there is that blood. Tracy’s blood.”

Gavin nodded. “On me. On my hands.”

Mr. Specht looked sad. “Yes,” he said softly. “And on your warm-up, too. You do remember, don’t you?”

For once, Gavin knew exactly what Mr. Specht meant. “I remember that.”

“Can you tell me how it got there?”

That was harder. When he remembered that part, his head squeezed tight until there was no light and nothing to see. When he tried to remember that part, because his mother or Mr. Specht asked him to, it hurt, gave him that sick feeling, and what he saw behind his eyes was swimmy and confusing. She was there, Tracy, and so was he, and it was dark, the sun coming up behind the fog. He saw himself running in the cold dawn, heard the foghorns, saw the heron on the edge of Richardson Bay. He stopped to watch the way it walked on its long legs. Then he saw Tracy over at the statue, and the rest went black.

“You touched Tracy?”

“If you say so.”

“I didn’t say so. I won’t want to put words in your mouth, so tell me. Tell me about Tracy and you. That morning.”

“She didn’t come to my house.”

“Did she usually?”

“Not always. Sometimes she couldn’t run, so I went out by myself.”

“And?”

“So…I went to run by myself. And then…” In between his house and Tracy, still clear in that morning mist. The bird walking slowly, and then he ran straight into fog. “I couldn’t see much. Had to get close. I…she was there. I was surprised.”

“Why?”

Now who was dumb? Wouldn’t anybody be surprised to find a girl out before the sun came up, sitting on the wet ground in Blackie’s Pasture where people weren’t allowed to stay at night? “Because she never was there before when she didn’t come to my house.”

“Oh, Gavin…I meant…” He closed his eyes. Gavin knew that kind of look, like the person couldn’t go away like they wanted to, so they just didn’t look at him. The lawyer shook his head again and opened his eyes. “What was she doing when you saw her.”

“Sitting, kind of.”

“Was she alive then?” His voice was low, purry, like he was Gavin’s friend. Like he did want to help him. “Gavin?”

He was trying, that’s what was taking long. He was trying to look back through time, to before they put him in this place, to exactly what had happened before he started running and shouting—or was it before? Had he been running first? He did run there, early, when he could see his breath puff in the air that was still mostly nighttime.

It hurt to think about it.

Hard to breathe slowly and his eyes getting wet again, and he shook his head and tried not to cry in front of Mr. Specht.

“Gavin?” Mr. Specht said from far away, behind a wall or inside a cavern.

“I don’t remember.” Gavin closed his eyes, didn’t want to see the curled mouth. He heard a small snap. Mr. Specht broke his pencil tip again, the skinny lead in a mechanical pencil, because he pressed too hard with it. He broke the tips of pencils every time Gavin hadn’t answered the way he was supposed to.

“I want to help you,” Mr. Specht’s voice came from farther and farther away.

“I was running,” Gavin said. “There was blood.”

“Let me…” He was a foghorn, thick and indistinct and low. “You…” Sound, not words. Gavin shook his head and waved at the air, brushing away the sound, the foghorn in the cell. “Leem-mmmmmeeeeeeee…youuuuuuuu…” It was low, a moan, it bounced off the walls, in through his head.

“No words,” Gavin said. “No more words.” He put his hands over his ears and closed his eyes.


Four

“Do whatever you can. Ask around, see who you can find. We’re going to have to do it for him because he’s…” Michael Specht, who seemed a man never at a loss for words, faltered. “He’s not helping his case,” he said, his lips tight.

He was very much Prestigious Lawyer, tailored to perfection, fingers with manicured nails clasped in a pose of utter sincerity as he explained the situation to Billie.

“There’s a lot of bad history about the Riddocks in Marin,” Specht said. “The father, you know…”

Billie didn’t know. “I’ve only lived here four years.”

“Emma didn’t fill you in?” He frowned, then erased it. “She must really be down with that flu.”

Emma wasn’t all that sick. Billie wished she knew if Emma “forgot” so many things because she wanted Billie to look inept, because she had a dreadful memory, or because she was the worst instructor on earth.

“Gavin Senior?” Michael Specht said. “An early high-tech zillionaire. Biotech in his case. Made a pile and from that day on, behaved as if he’d bought the county and all its inhabitants. There was the malpractice business after his son was born. Then he wanted to build a house about the size of San Francisco City Hall on the ridge top. It broke every Tiburon zoning rule and the town turned him down. So he sued. Turned down again. Sued again. He boasted that his legal budget was larger than the town’s which was true, and he vowed to bleed the town treasury dry if necessary to get his house. He might have done it—this went on for years—except he lost interest. Met a new woman, got divorced, remarried, bought a Belvedere mansion and then repeated the cycle—new woman, new house, this time in Ross. But the Riddock name came to stand for the arrogance of extreme wealth. I still hear echoes of it, put-downs, as soon as I mention Gavin’s name. So the kid’s got two strikes against him from the get-go: his oddness and his family’s reputation. It’s tough finding friendly witnesses. It’s tough even finding neutral ones.”

“I’ll do my best,” Billie said. “I have your list as starters, and I’ll see where it takes me.”

“All anybody can ask.”

His smile surprised her by its ability to change him completely. Humanized him and made him undeniably attractive.

“Now the budget here is large, the divorce left Mrs. Riddock an exceedingly wealthy woman and her mission in life is to insist that her son is perfectly normal, whatever it costs to say so. So feel free to follow up on good-sounding leads and don’t overworry about that aspect, long as you keep me up to speed.”

“Fine. Should I phone you?”

“Better in person. Call and we’ll find a mutually good time.” His hands were now clasped, and he leaned forward, his flat abdomen up against his sweep of blond wood desk.

“No problem,” Billie said, amused by the obvious change in the lawyer’s attitude toward her. When she’d phoned for this meeting, he’d been audibly peeved by Emma’s defection, pointing out the significance and urgency of this case, and why it required an experienced pro, the woman he’d originally hired.

But his demeanor changed the instant she entered his office. She saw herself mirrored back, not as a possibly incompetent PI trainee, but as an attractive woman, and she watched with amusement—and interest—as Michael Specht tried to disguise his interest in her non-PI self.

Billie could stand being reminded that she was twenty-eight years old, and that despite the exhausting logistics of her life with a job, a child, not enough money, and no real support system, she hadn’t yet been sanded down to sexlessness.

“The Speck” they called him behind his back, but he was anything but a microscopic bit of nothingness. He was a somethingness indeed. And no wedding band, although that didn’t necessarily mean much. Was it unethical if something were to happen between an investigator and a lawyer?

She caught herself up short. She was here in a professional capacity. The Speck was trying to keep it that way and so should she. Shape up, pay attention, and ignore the signals the man across from her was trying to muffle. “Do you think my talking to Mrs. Riddock would be worth anything?” she asked.

“He’s not married.” Michael Specht realized his mistake, and covered quickly. “Oh, Zandra. His mother.” He considered this. “Maybe. Maybe she’ll remember somebody, something more. Maybe a woman…I’d thought Emma, more her age, although the two are nothing whatsoever alike. Wait till you meet her.”

“Why? What is she like?”

He rocked back in his chair, his fingers laced, and a small smile played over his features. He had a fine, expressive face and he knew it. “Somewhat mythic,” he said after a short pause. “The scary myths. She’s the sort who’d eat her own young if it would upset her former husband. She got more money in the split than she can ever spend, but she lost her status, her ranking as ‘wife of’ and is she ever still mad about it.”

Billie grimaced. “Something to look forward to.”

His expression grew more serious. “That’s part of why she’s so unintentionally hard on Gavin. She won’t allow him to be brain-damaged. She pushes, which would seem good, except she pushes him into situations where he’s doomed to lose. But I think it had to do with the father, with this war between them.”
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