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			For Brian Kenny, who taught me everything worth knowing about how to practice law with integrity

		


		
			Prologue

			It was just after midnight, and Vernon Platt was seated in a large easy chair in the bedroom of his penthouse apartment, wrapped in the soft comfort of a white terrycloth bathrobe, feeling as relaxed as he allowed himself to feel lately. His hair was still damp from the hot shower he had just taken, and he used the collar of his terrycloth robe to wipe at the moisture that trickled down the back of his neck. Then he picked up the book on the table beside him and, while his guest was dressing in the bathroom, tried to read.

			Despite the effort to enjoy this quiet moment, his thoughts about the pending congressional investigation soon intruded, and he was forced to once again confront the impossibility of his situation.

			All his influence, all the political favor he had courted over the years, all the prestige he had coveted like a miser accumulating a bag of sovereigns—suddenly it all counted for nothing. Platt was realistic enough not to be surprised, but human enough to be disappointed. How could they do this to him?

			He had been served with a subpoena that compelled him to appear before congress. If he refused to answer their questions, word on Capitol Hill was that the committee would give him immunity. That would strip him of his constitutional right not to incriminate himself, obliging him to reveal everything they wanted to know.

			My God, he thought, how about immunity from the destruction of my reputation? More significant, he thought, who is going to protect me from the people my testimony will incriminate?

			An old friend who served as counsel on the minority panel gave him a preview of the transactions they were investigating. There were various deals Platt had brokered over the years, involving large federal and municipal contracts awarded to vendors of questionable character, but he was confident he could navigate his way through most of that. The main problem related to work he had recently done for a pharmaceutical company seeking FDA approvals.

			“I have an attorney-client relationship to protect,” Platt had told his contact, intending to hide behind the veil of professional secrecy.

			But his friend cautioned him not to count on that. “Majority counsel has documents proving you were acting as a lobbyist, not as a lawyer.” In addition, Platt was told, there was paperwork showing he received substantial fees from both sides for negotiating the arrangement. That meant there was no way he could claim he legally represented either party. To make that even clearer, Congress had evidence each of the parties had used their own attorneys.

			Platt was the classic power broker in the middle.

			He had privately assigned two associates in his firm to research the issue, and they came to the same conclusion. Even though he was a lawyer, he had been acting as a dealmaker, and there was no confidential privilege that would shield him from testifying.

			What a disaster, he told himself yet again.

			It was clear what the subcommittee wanted from him. Platt knew what had been done, who was involved on the business end, and the identity of the politicians who participated. Once he was given immunity, he would have to answer their questions or face charges for contempt of Congress.

			“Goddamnit,” he said aloud. How in the hell could they force me to choose between a life-threatening betrayal and a career-ending jail term?

			Just then he heard the hair dryer go on in the bathroom and found himself wondering why, with everything he was facing, he had wasted the evening with this vulgar pretender.

			They had known each other for a few years, but Platt regarded some minimal emotion as a required element for anything he would describe as a relationship. Earlier tonight they had a few drinks, a few laughs, shared his bed and then a shower. It was superficial at best but, Platt would have to admit, an enjoyable diversion.

			Platt was an extremely cautious man, a trait he hoped would be his salvation in Washington next week. He understood that discretion was the price one paid for becoming a public figure, especially when indulging in a personal life that was, as some would describe it, not exactly mainstream.

			Now, seated in his favorite armchair, he gazed at the doors that led to a terrace providing a generous view of New York City’s incandescent summer skyline. For an instant he lost himself in the image of the expansive city out there. His city. He became absorbed in thoughts of who he had worked so hard to become, and the utter injustice of what he would face at the hands of these hypocritical bureaucrats.

			Feeling the anger rise inside him again, he did not hear his guest quietly enter the room and come up behind him.

		


		
			PART ONE

			MARRIAGE

		


		
			Chapter One

			Early the following morning, attorney Russell Palmer was in his office, about to meet with Christina Franco. One of his former clients had introduced him to Christina when they ran into each other a few nights before at one of his favorite restaurants. Palmer was not so sure the encounter was accidental after she asked if Palmer would take some time to discuss Christina’s marital problems. Yet, despite the clumsy staging, and although he rarely handled divorces, he agreed.

			To begin with, Palmer knew Christina Franco’s husband was a prominent businessman. He was also aware her father was a United States congressman and her mother the heir to a large family fortune. Added to that, the Francos were members of New York’s elite social circles. The result caused him to wonder why a woman with so much going for her was having trouble in her marriage—all the while reminding himself that curiosity can be a costly instinct.

			At the appointed time, Christina arrived and was shown into Palmer’s office. She removed her dark Chanel sunglasses extended her hand, and said, “It’s good of you to see me.”

			“My pleasure,” he told her. “Can Maureen get you something? Water, coffee?”

			“I’m fine,” Christina said, then insinuated herself into one of the upholstered armchairs facing his desk.

			Palmer nodded to Maureen, who responded by raising one eyebrow as only she could, then turned and closed the door behind her, leaving the two of them alone.

			In her late thirties, Christina had smooth skin that was slightly tanned, long blonde hair brushed neatly in place, a mouth and nose that were nearly perfect, and shining green eyes that were even more so. She was tall and shapely, and he judged her a fair study in what you get when you combine good genes, regular exercise, and the right estheticians.

			Taking a seat in the black leather chair behind his oak desk, he said, “If it’s all right, I’m going to have my colleague join us.”

			“That’s fine. Beryl spoke highly of him too.”

			Palmer nodded, hit the intercom, and moments later Robbie Whyte walked in.

			Palmer stood again and made the introductions. “Since Mr. Whyte is an investigator and not an attorney, I cannot technically call him my partner but, for all practical purposes, he is.”

			She stood, putting the entire package on display as she took Whyte’s hand. “As I told Mr. Palmer, I’ve heard a lot about you and your firm.”

			Whyte turned to Palmer. “You and I have a firm?”

			Palmer did not bother to reply. “The important point,” he told Christina, “is that Robbie works with me and his presence therefore does not invalidate the confidential nature of this discussion.”

			They all took their seats, Whyte and Christina facing Palmer.

			“As I mentioned when we met with Beryl—” Palmer began.

			But she stopped him. “I know. You’re not actually a divorce lawyer.”

			“That’s correct, I’m not.”

			“But Beryl told me you have a reputation for handling—how shall I say this—uncommon problems. When we ran into you at Cellini’s, it just seemed, I don’t know, fate? Because my situation is definitely unusual.”

			“It was kind of her to introduce us,” Palmer said, offering up a polite smile. “But with all respect, Mrs. Franco, almost everyone believes their problems are unusual.”

			She was wearing a gray skirt and a cream-colored blouse wide open at the neck. She took a moment to cross her long legs, and Palmer could not help noticing she did nothing to adjust her skirt as it rode slightly up her silky thigh. Then she said, “I suppose that’s true,” sounding as if there might be more to the thought.

			Palmer waited, but when it appeared she was done, he said, “I think you also know that the matter I handled for Beryl was not a divorce.”

			“But it was a difficult situation. She’s told me all about it.” Then she added with a killer smile, “And she said you were brilliant. Both of you,” she added with a glance at Whyte.

			“I appreciate the compliment,” Palmer replied, “but—”

			“All I ask is that you hear me out before making a decision.”

			“I told you I would, and I will.”

			She sat up a little straighter. “To begin with, I assume you know who my parents are.”

			“I do,” he said.

			“You’re probably also aware that my husband is extremely successful.”

			“I am.”

			“Our assets are not only considerable, they’re also rather complicated.” She paused, and Palmer watched as she had a slow look around. They were on the ground floor of the three-story Manhattan brownstone where he lived and worked, his office decorated in the style of a cozy den rather than a sterile workplace. It had a wood-burning fireplace that was currently on vacation for the summer season; a colorful Persian rug on the floor; and framed, signed lithographs that hung on the gray, grass-cloth covered walls—no diplomas or awards or photos of the famous people he might want you to know he had represented. When she was done with her survey of the room, she turned back to him. “I suppose many of your clients are people of means.”

			“Some of my favorite clients are poorer than you can imagine.”

			She nodded, her expression suggesting this might be useful information. “Beryl told me you’re not about the money. That you even take cases where your clients can’t afford your fees.”

			Palmer responded with a brief nod. “Getting back to your situation, if we—”

			“Yes, my situation.” She paused before saying, “I have a very comfortable existence.”

			“I know something about your husband, as I’ve said. Describing your life as very comfortable is quite an understatement.”

			“Then you understand I wouldn’t be here if there were not serious problems.”

			“Such as?”

			“He’s been unfaithful. Repeatedly.”

			“When you say repeatedly—”

			“Different women. Some affairs longer than others. And an impressive string of one-night stands, or so I’m told.”

			“Told by whom?”

			“Friends.”

			Palmer bit at his lower lip, a lousy habit he couldn’t shake. “Friends,” he repeated.

			Treating him to a lower voltage smile this time, she said, “I take it you don’t believe real friends would tell me such things.”

			“I’m not here to judge, at least not yet. I’m still in the listening phase of this exchange.”

			“I appreciate that.”

			“How long has your husband been unfaithful?”

			“That I know of?” She took a moment before saying, “We’ve been together almost fifteen years, and I would say throughout most of our marriage.”

			“What’s taken you so long? To consider divorce, I mean.”

			“Honestly?” she asked, but did not wait for an answer. “In the end, life is all about compromises, isn’t it?”

			“Is it?”

			“I thought you weren’t going to judge.”

			“I’m not judging, I’m asking. You’ve been putting up with this for years, why ask for a divorce now?”

			Christina pressed her lips together, looking as if she needed a moment to consider the question. “I suppose I could say enough is enough, but it’s more than that. He’s become increasingly arrogant, as if he doesn’t care what I know or how I feel about it.”

			“How have you, uh, reacted to his infidelity up to now?”

			“You mean, have I also had lovers?”

			“We can start there if you like.”

			She stared at Palmer, and he felt her intense gaze appraising him, like a painting at an auction. “Is this discussion truly confidential? Even if you don’t take my case?”

			“Same as if you were in the confessional.”

			“Then yes, once I realized what he was doing, I haven’t been perfect either.”

			“You make that sound rather casual. What I’m really asking is—”

			“Whether I’ve had another relationship,” she interrupted again, making that last word sound as if it were some awful concept she didn’t want to deal with.

			“Have you?”

			“No.”

			“Then this is about two people engaging in sex outside their marriage, until one of them decided it isn’t fun anymore. Do I have that right?”

			“That sounds nasty.”

			Palmer began laughing, which he did frequently and often at the wrong time. But her attitude toward cheating had pushed a button, and humor helped him get past the lousy feeling. “Sorry,” he said, “but you think I make infidelity sound nasty? You’re from a distinguished family, married to a very rich man, living in luxury—all of which you admit. Yet despite these advantages, you and your husband seem to have some rather peculiar ideas about marriage.”

			She took some time to look him over again. He was just over six feet tall, trimly built with handsome features, dark wavy hair kept short without a part, and light brown eyes, all of which somehow worked to make him appear a bit younger than his thirty-eight years.

			When she continued to gaze at him without speaking, he said, “We’re in the business of helping people in trouble, not people who create their own problems. Especially issues which they can easily resolve themselves. If you think there’s any chance you can save your marriage, see a therapist. If not, skip the therapy and get yourself a good matrimonial attorney. It’ll be easy to find someone to help you take as much of Mr. Franco’s money as possible, and you can go on living your very comfortable existence.”

			For the first time, he saw a fleeting hint of vulnerability in her eyes. “That’s rather harsh, don’t you think.”

			“I’m sorry, I don’t intend to be harsh or nasty, but I am inclined to say what I think. I told you that when you asked for this consultation.”

			“Yes,” she admitted, “you did.”

			“It’s clear you have to make some serious life decisions ahead, but I’m not the person to get you there. Have you spoken with other lawyers?”

			“I have. All highly recommended, all very expensive, and all the same. They look at my situation and see dollar signs. As I’ve said, Beryl told me that’s not your style.”

			Palmer’s interest in the matter was waning, and he felt the urge to get out of his chair and bid her a good day. But he could see that Mrs. Franco was not going anywhere. Not yet.

			“You asked why I haven’t filed for divorce before now,” she said.

			“I did, and you answered.”

			“There’s another reason.” She paused. “If I do, he’ll have me murdered.”

			“Mrs. Franco—”

			When she cut him off again, this time with a raised hand, Palmer marveled at how comfortable she seemed with this maddening pattern of sudden interruptions and silent pauses.

			“I know what you’re going to say,” she told him. “That it’s not the first time you’ve heard that sort of intimidation from an angry spouse, but in my case it’s literally true.” Then she added, “If he even knew I was here today…” but did not finish the thought, allowing her voice to trail off as if the remainder of what she would say was obvious.

			Whyte finally spoke up. “Your husband is a very successful man. Why in the world would he say something so absurd? Why not just make a financial arrangement and send you on your way?”

			Before he could finish the question, Christina Franco was already shaking her head. “You may be familiar with Edward’s public image,” she said, “but you don’t know who he really is, how abusive he can be. You don’t know the people he associates with. Dangerous people.” They watched as she reached into an alligator-skin Hermes purse Palmer knew had cost as much as a small car. She pulled out her cell phone, punched in the access code, and placed it on his desk. “Edward obviously has no idea I recorded this,” she told them, then hit the arrow that began a video.

			The images were dark, and the angle of the shot was not very good but, as the two men leaned forward, they could make out the image of her husband pacing back and forth in what appeared to be a large bedroom. As he moved in and out of the frame, the audio remained clear, his voice as cold as a cemetery breeze. It began as an argument that ended suddenly when Edward Franco stated exactly what would happen if she tried to leave him. Then, at the end of his threat, he leaned forward and—with a look of sheer malice they could make out even in the dim lighting—he whispered a name in Christina’s ear that was clear enough to be heard on the recording.

			Peter Frost.

			Palmer and Whyte looked at each other. It was a name they knew only too well, and they could see from the concern in her eyes, Christina did too.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Palmer sat back and slowly swiveled his chair as they watched her turn off the phone. He took a few seconds before saying, “I admit your husband sounds serious.”

			“Believe me, he is. And the man he mentioned,” she added uneasily, “he’s very serious. I’ve heard Edward talk about him.”

			Palmer took a deep breath. “Even so, you should find an attorney—”

			“You mean a matrimonial barracuda trolling for rich women? I told you, I’ve already spoken with more than one.”

			He nodded. “Have you shared this recording with any of them?”

			“There was no point; they wouldn’t know how to handle it. I need a lawyer who’ll fight for me and protect me. Someone who won’t back down. You have a different skill set. Different experience.” She hesitated again before adding, “For instance, just now, I could tell you both recognized that name.”

			Palmer shook his head very slowly. It was another of his habits, this one usually reserved for moments when he realized he was about to make a bad decision, even as he tried to talk himself out of it. But she was right. When Palmer heard her husband whisper Frost’s name, he felt his stomach tighten and his protective impulses kick in.

			Christina went on. “I hope the two of you remember, contrary to what you said before, I did not create this problem. And you admitted, when you take on a client, it shouldn’t matter whether they’re rich or poor.”

			“Did I say that?” Palmer asked.

			“More or less. Trouble is trouble, right?”

			“It’s an argument.”

			“Any other lawyer would love to represent me,” she said. “The money, my family, the headlines.” Then she sat back and had another good look at him. “I realize you choose your cases carefully.”

			“I do.”

			“That’s a luxury most attorneys don’t have.”

			“I’m very fortunate in that regard.”

			How Palmer came to be that fortunate was not something he was about to share with Christina Franco. Instead, he asked if Whyte had any questions.

			“I’ll start with two,” the detective said. “How many times has your husband resorted to this sort of conduct, and how many times has he followed through?”

			“Followed through?” she repeated with a dismissive wave of her well-manicured hand.

			“Yes. I want to know how often he threatens you and whether he actually engages in violent acts.”

			“Edward has a bad temper; and mostly it’s just talk. But there have been a few incidents. He shoved me against the bathroom door last year, bruised my arm. Another time he knocked me to the floor.” She treated Whyte to one of her theatrical pauses. “Once he slapped me across the face. I told him if he ever did that again I would kill him.”

			Whyte glanced at Palmer, but neither man said anything.

			When she showed Whyte one of her smiles, this one was filled with melancholy. She must have a thousand varieties, Palmer thought.

			“I know what you’re thinking,” she told Whyte. “You’re thinking that we’re rich, spoiled, irresponsible people who throw around death threats like they’re party favors.”

			“It crossed my mind,” the detective admitted.

			“Well, I’m not that way, I’m really not,” Christina insisted. “But when someone slaps you across the face…” She hesitated. “It’s so demeaning.”

			“Can’t argue with that,” Whyte replied. “Have you ever made a report to the authorities about these attacks?”

			She showed them one of her sadder smiles. “And be smeared all over the news? I don’t think so.”

			“All right,” Whyte said. “Tell me about the other day, when you had this confrontation in your bedroom.”

			She nodded. “It was different.”

			“Why?”

			“That morning, when I told him I was going to leave, he knew this time I was serious. The children were at school, and the argument got loud. When he made his threat, I knew he was serious.”

			“How is it that you happened to record him?”

			“The fight started in the kitchen. He became so abusive that I walked out and went into our bedroom. I sat on a chair and began texting a girlfriend. When he came in, I could tell he was still furious. I managed to hit ‘Record’ before I set the phone down next to me.”

			“He didn’t notice?”

			Christina sighed. “He was in a rage, as you’ve seen from the video. When Edward gets that way, he can’t see straight.”

			Whyte sat back and ran his hand through his silver hair. “Please try to understand my natural skepticism. People having marital trouble say a lot of things they don’t literally mean.”

			“Maybe so, but that morning was bad. I told him I wasn’t going to put up with his cheating anymore. We went back and forth until I stood up, told him we were finished, and as I explained, headed into the bedroom.”

			“That leads me to an obvious question,” Whyte said. “If he’s serious about this threat, what do you know that worries him so much?”

			She blinked. “I’m not sure what you’re asking.”

			“I think you know exactly what I’m asking.” Whyte had turned to his right, looking directly at her as he engaged in this interrogation. “If he wants to keep you as his wife, threatening your life doesn’t seem an effective way to do that. It certainly isn’t going to endear you to him, am I right?”

			Christina frowned. “I would have to agree.”

			“That means he’s threatening you for another reason. Maybe a divorce would expose something that won’t look so great in the light of day. Or maybe you know something you might use against him.”

			Palmer had remained quiet as he observed their exchange but, when Christina took one of her breaks to think things over, he decided to change course. “You told us he’s been engaged in adulterous conduct for a long time,” he said. “When did you first start talking about splitting up.”

			She sighed again, as if they had pivoted to a tiresome issue. “I knew I’d made a mistake marrying him early on, but it’s hard to admit that to yourself. It was easier to get caught up in the life we lead. The travel, the glamor, the people, I plead guilty to all of that. Especially as he became more successful. I organized his social events, hosted parties, went everywhere he asked me to go, hoping things would improve. But at some point, I had to be honest with myself. He was all about appearances and possessions. I was just another part of the picture. Arm candy. A congressman’s daughter. Someone filling a role in the movie that’s always about him.”

			“That doesn’t answer my question,” Palmer said.

			She nodded. “A couple of years ago, maybe more. That’s when I finally told him things had to change or I wanted out.”

			Palmer looked at Whyte, who turned back to her. “That’s a long time. Did the two of you work on your problems?” the detective asked.

			“Of course,” Christina said as if the answer was obvious. “We saw a counselor, talked about our relationship, all of the things couples in a failed marriage do. None of it made a difference.”

			Palmer was not convinced her regret sounded all that sincere. “You think his resistance to a divorce is part of that movie, as you call it? That it might damage his image, something like that?”

			She shook her head. “Most of our friends are on second or third marriages by now. So no, if that was the issue, he would just blame the divorce on me. Paint me as a selfish bitch and move on.”

			“For someone so unhappy, you’ve hung in there a long time,” Whyte said.

			Christina did not disagree. “I enjoy a wonderful lifestyle. Then, of course, there are the children.”

			“Where is he about that?” Palmer asked.

			She responded with a disdainful smirk. “He thinks he’s the father of the year, of course. But he couldn’t tell you the name of a single teacher our son or daughter has ever had. He doesn’t let those details get in his way.”

			Whyte nodded. “You could have left years ago and still had a wonderful life with your children,” Whyte said.

			“That’s why hindsight is so clear, isn’t it? As I said, I was trying to make it work.”

			“And now that you told him you’re leaving—” Palmer began.

			“He responded by threatening me,” she said, finishing the thought.

			“Let’s get back to your finances and how that factors in. You ever argue about his money?” Whyte asked. “He ever say anything about not letting you take his assets, any of that?”

			“Not really,” she told them. “Let’s face it, I don’t need anywhere near half of what he has. My mother controls my trust, so he can’t make any claim against that, and in a few years the principal becomes mine.”

			“Does he ever mention that trust?” Palmer asked.

			“Never.”

			“You think he’s trying to postpone a divorce until you receive all the funds in the trust?” Whyte asked.

			“No. He does quite well on his own, as I think you know.”

			“Then I’m back to the same question,” Whyte said. “What do you know that scares him enough to threaten murder?”

			Christina tilted her head slightly as she said, “I may be missing something, but I have no idea.” Then she asked, “If I figure it out, wouldn’t he be at risk whether I leave him or not?”

			“Not necessarily,” Palmer told her. “If it’s serious enough to threaten his assets, as long as you’re married, you’re less likely to want to tear down that Jenga tower.”

			“Jenga?” Whyte said with a puzzled look.

			“A children’s game,” Christina told him with an indulgent smile. “You add or pull out a block at a time, trying not to make the pile collapse.”

			“Can you think of anything,” Palmer asked, “a transaction he wouldn’t want exposed?”

			“For instance?”

			“Just as a hypothetical, maybe he had you sign documents or tax returns that implicate the two of you in something improper. If you’re married, under the law you can’t be compelled to testify against him,” Palmer explained. “That means there is less risk to him as long as you stay together, as compared to an adversarial divorce.”

			Christina looked even more puzzled than Whyte had at the Jenga reference. “That seems too fantastic to me. We’re discussing this as if Edward’s done something terrible. I realize he’s a tough man, but if he’s doing something wrong, I’m not aware of it.”

			“That may be,” Palmer said, “but if this firm is going to become involved, we’re going to have dig through everything you know about his business, past and present, and where you think he might be vulnerable.”

			When she did not reply, Whyte said, “That name your husband dropped, at the end of your argument.”

			“Peter Frost,” Christina responded with a nod.

			“Have you ever met him?”

			“Not that I recall, but I know who he is. And I know enough to be afraid of him.”

			“You said your husband knows some dangerous people—”

			“And from what I understand,” she interrupted, “Peter Frost would top the list.”

			“We’re going to need details,” Palmer told her. “Anything you’ve ever heard about Frost, what he has to do with your husband’s business.”

			She nodded.

			“I have no idea how serious your husband was,” Palmer said. “To be candid, I certainly have my doubts. But you’re going to have to trust someone.”

			“That’s why I’m here.” she said.

			Whyte turned to Palmer with a look that made it clear the detective still had more questions than answers about Christina’s story. He also knew Palmer was ready to jump in with both feet, as usual, without checking to see how deep the water was or what might be lurking below the surface.

			In this case, they would soon learn the pond was deep and infested with sharks.

			Meanwhile, Christina’s phone had buzzed a couple of times, but she ignored the intrusion. Now they heard a different ringtone. “My mother,” she explained, “I’ll only be a moment.” Then, as she listened to the call, Christina rose to her feet, a look of shock on her face. She finally replied, “I’m on my way,” and the discussion ended.

			“You all right?” Palmer asked.

			“Vernon Platt,” she said in a dull tone.

			“The lawyer?” Palmer asked.

			“He was my mother’s best friend.”

			“Was?”

			Christina looked down at Palmer. “He’s dead,” she told them.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			After Christina took a moment to compose herself, Palmer accompanied her to the front door of the brownstone and showed her out. Returning to his office, he pulled back the curtain on the window facing 64th Street, watching her climb into the rear of a chauffeur-driven Bentley. As he was about to turn away, he noticed another car. It had been parked just a few spots behind Christina’s sedan, and now quickly pulled out and proceeded after her.

			Coincidence? he wondered.

			Palmer hated coincidences.

			“Did you see that?” he asked as he turned to Whyte, who was still seated in the armchair facing him.

			“See what? You’re the peeping Tom.”

			Palmer described what happened after Christina left the office.

			“Let me get this straight,” the detective said. “You’re suspicious about two cars traveling east on Sixty-Fourth Street in Manhattan in the middle of the morning? I mean, you have heard of traffic, am I right?”

			Palmer responded with a frown.

			Whyte was almost twenty years older than Palmer, half a dozen inches shorter and several pounds heavier—his thick build and spreading middle leading Palmer to suggest a few hundred daily sit-ups, to no avail. Whyte had a jowly face, a mouth that was almost always expressing something between suspicion and cynicism, an uneven nose, and steely eyes that could look right through you if he had a reason to do so. All of that was topped by a thick mane of silver hair that made him appear older than he was.

			He was a devoted friend to Palmer and an invaluable mentor.

			Maureen came in and Palmer asked what she had learned about Vernon Platt.

			“Seems he either committed suicide or had a terrible accident,” she told them as she took the chair where Christina had been sitting beside Whyte. “At least according to the early reports.”

			“How?” Whyte asked.

			“Fell or jumped off the balcony of his apartment,” Maureen told them.

			“Suicide?” Whyte said. “Not what I would have expected, given that guy’s reputation.”

			“Agreed,” Palmer told him.

			“How was your interview with Mrs. Franco?” Maureen asked.

			“Depends which of us you want to hear from,” Whyte said.

			“She really is quite the looker in person.”

			“No argument there,” Whyte admitted.

			“You know who she is?” Palmer asked.

			“Of course I do,” she told him. “You may be shocked to know this, but when I’m not slaving away in this office, I actually find time to watch television and read the occasional magazine.”

			“Good to keep yourself informed,” Whyte replied with a smile.

			“In an effort to keep the two of you informed, I pulled together some background on her and her husband,” Maureen told them. “Kind of mind-boggling.” She stood and went to Palmer’s computer, which sat on the credenza in back of his desk. Turning the monitor so they could all see, she began to bring up a series of images.

			The hits seemed endless, stories featuring Christina and Edward, both together and individually. As to the latter, there were articles from major financial periodicals cataloguing Mr. Franco’s triumphs in the venture capital world. A founding partner at Breakfinch Capital, he had investments everywhere from tech start-ups in Silicon Valley to independent motion pictures in Hollywood to microchip factories.

			There was another stream of reports, chronicling his wife’s ubiquitous presence at fashion shows, charity events, and exclusive resorts around the world. Photos displayed her in an array of gowns, bathing suits, and stylish lounging attire.

			As to the Francos’ life as a couple, there were items covering international appearances at various A-List events such as the Grand Prix in Monaco, the Cannes Film Festival, fashion shows in Paris, as well as glamorous festivities at home, including the Oscars and the annual Gala at the Metropolitan Museum.

			“I’m exhausted just reading this,” Maureen said.

			Palmer bit his lower lip as he stared at the screen. “She did say her life is very comfortable.”

			Maureen turned from the monitor and stared at him. “You think?”

			After Maureen scrolled through another collection of photos, Palmer said, “He can obviously afford to pay her off if she wants out. Why make stupid threats?”

			“Threats?”

			“Saying he’d have her killed if she tried to leave him,” Whyte explained.

			“Sounds like nonsense from an angry husband,” Maureen said.

			“That’s my take,” the detective said. “But then he mentioned our old friend Peter Frost.”

			Now they had her attention.

			Maureen O’Brien was approaching fifty, a petite, raven-haired, dark-eyed ball of energy. She was tough, smart, fair, loyal, and capable of providing perspective whenever Palmer or Whyte lost theirs—for instance, when their desire to uncover the truth in things took them far beyond their obligation to simply represent their clients.

			“Peter Frost?” she repeated. “Look for the pony in the picture, RP.”

			Palmer smiled. It was one of Maureen’s favorite expressions and, if it never quite made sense, he always got the point. “This was obviously not the first time the Francos have argued, which she admits. But she claims this was different, and whether her husband meant his threat or not, I would have to say she believes him.”

			“Does she?” Maureen asked Whyte.

			“Seems to,” he conceded.

			“Which means she’s in need of our representation,” Palmer said.

			“Don’t you mean worthy of your representation?” Maureen asked with a wry smile.

			“Funny,” Palmer said.

			“Then we’re taking the case?” she asked.

			“That’s the question,” Whyte said.

			“There’s going to be a very large fee,” Palmer told them.

			“We don’t need the money,” Maureen pointed out.

			“And we don’t need to be tangling with Peter Frost,” Whyte said.

			Palmer drew back slightly, as if requiring a better look at the two of them. “Are you guys a tag team?”

			“Maybe we should be,” Whyte said.

			“Especially since you cannot resist a damsel in distress,” Maureen added.

			“I admit that may be true, from time to time.”

			“And, when it comes to women, you almost always make the wrong decision,” Whyte said, regretting it as soon as he uttered the words.

			Palmer did not immediately reply, taking a moment to reflect on his latest failure, where the young woman he was seeing turned out to regard fidelity in a relationship an outdated notion.

			Seeing the look on his young friend’s face, Whyte said, “Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way.”

			“Sure you did,” Palmer replied, “and you aren’t wrong.”

			After another brief silence, Maureen said, “How about we get back to Mrs. Franco. I assume it doesn’t hurt that she’s stunning as well as rich.”

			“Come on,” Palmer said. “You know very well I never cross that line with clients.”

			“But she won’t be a client for long. Soon she’ll be divorced, but she’ll continue to be beautiful and rich.”

			Palmer turned to Whyte. “Remind me again why she works here.”

			“She’s the conscience of the place.”

			“Ah, right, I remember now.”

			“What would a man like Edward Franco have to do with Peter Frost?” Maureen asked.

			“Good question,” Whyte said.

			Palmer said, “We don’t know, not yet, but Franco used Frost’s name when he threatened his wife. And we know that, just as Frost gets involved in all kinds of deals, Franco’s company has its fingers in a lot of pies.”

			“Companies don’t have fingers,” Maureen said.

			“Forgive the mixed metaphor, el Exigente. The point is, Frost works his way into all sorts of situations. Maybe he became involved in some of Franco’s transactions, one way or another.”

			“Frost is a ruthless sociopath,” Whyte reminded them. “Whatever he’s up to, Mrs. Franco should get herself a high-end divorce lawyer and a bodyguard. Move out of their house. File for an order of protection. Finished business. This is not what we do.”

			“You never scare off that easily,” Palmer said.

			Whyte shook his head. “I do when there’s reason. Even Christina had the sense to be frightened just hearing his name.”

			“That’s interesting,” Maureen said. “She knows who he is?”

			“Yes,” Whyte told her. “But on the other hand, she claims to have no information about her husband’s business or what Frost might have to do with it. How do you square those things?”

			Before Palmer could respond, the phone rang. He turned to Maureen. “Excuse me, Jiminy Cricket, you mind getting that?”

			Maureen took the call at Palmer’s desk. After listening for a moment, she said, “One second please,” then put the call on hold. “Some jerk is on the line,” she said. “Third time he’s called today and won’t give his name. Should I tell him you’ve left the country?”

			“He say what it’s about?”

			“Not a clue. When he called this morning you were tied up with our newest client.”

			“All right,” Palmer said, and picked up the phone. “Hello?”

			“Russell Palmer?”

			“That’s right.”

			“I’m calling for an old client of yours. He’s about to get himself in a jam.”

			“What friend might that be?”

			“Marvin Taub. I hear that you’re the loyal type, especially for a lawyer. That’s why I’m calling.”

			“Who are you?”

			“Me, you don’t know. But our friend, you should take care of him.” Then the man hung up.

			“I tell you,” Palmer said as he replaced the phone in its cradle. “The beauties you meet in this business…”

			“What was that about?” Whyte asked.

			“Not sure.” After repeating what the caller had said, he turned to Maureen. “See if you can trace the call, then find me a phone number for Marvin Taub.”

			She nodded.

			“I’m not done discussing this Franco case,” Whyte told them.

			“We’re listening,” Palmer said.

			“What about her reaction to the news that Vernon Platt died?”

			“She said he was her mother’s best friend.”

			“Yet another complication,” Whyte said.

			“I’m listening.”

			“The whole thing feels a bit off,” Whyte told them. “She comes here to discuss a divorce, which we don’t generally handle. She plays a video where her husband is threatening her, and Peter Frost’s name is tossed around. Next, she gets a call about Vernon Platt dying.”

			“From her mother.”

			“I don’t care if it came from the Pope.” Whyte treated them to one of the well-practiced scowls they had come to know all too well. “You’re the one who hates coincidences.”

			“Duly noted.”

			“I’m serious.”

			“I can see that.”

			“But you’re determined to protect this woman from whatever she’s up against.”

			“Not sure yet.”

			Whyte took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I know you’ve made up your mind,” he said. “Just remember, I’m not always right about these things, but I’m never wrong.”

			“As you’ve mentioned more than once.”

			“Then what do you see as our first move?”

			“I’m glad you asked,” Palmer said. “I’ve already got an idea.”

			“I can hardly wait,” Whyte groaned. “Is it incredibly clever?”

			Palmer smiled. “If we’re dealing with Peter Frost, is there another way to go?”

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Early that afternoon, after spending the past few hours with two junior officers inspecting Vernon Platt’s penthouse, Detective Lieutenant Hugh Lawson decided to take a break. He was nothing if not thorough and by now these surroundings were becoming as familiar to him as his own living room in Woodlawn. Maybe more familiar, since his wife was fond of moving things around their modest Bronx apartment.

			As the lead police officer on the scene, he had gone over every inch of the place, then went over it again. Now, easing himself into the upholstered armchair in the bedroom for a short break, he had no reason to guess it was the spot where Platt had been sitting last night just before he fell to his death from the balcony of his twenty-second floor apartment.

			Lawson was African American, fifty-two years old, standing just under six feet tall, solidly built with short hair, dark skin, and blunt features. Robbie Whyte had long ago judged him the most talented homicide detective he ever worked with, one of the few active NYPD officers with whom Whyte remained in regular contact since retiring from the force. He was convinced Lawson should be a squad commander by now, figuring he would already have been promoted if the captain above him wasn’t a jealous, racist piece of shit.

			But Lawson never complained. He knew he was a good detective, had spent years doing what he loved, and was proud of his record for uncovering the truth in matters of life and death. He also knew there were some things he could not control—such as bigotry—and did his best to take the high road. Most of the time.

			“It doesn’t figure,” he said aloud to no one in particular. The two men from his unit were with him in the bedroom, searching for clues they had come to believe did not exist. Both turned to him as Lawson repeated himself. “It just doesn’t figure.”

			“Sir?” Officer Nally asked.

			“Look around you,” Lawson said. “We know Vernon Platt was successful, just look at this place. And he had a great reputation. Why would a man like that commit suicide?”

			Nally shrugged. “People kill themselves for all kinds of reasons.”

			Other detectives from Lawson’s precinct had spent the morning speaking with people in Platt’s law firm. There was no indication he had been depressed, or even in bad spirits. On the contrary, Platt had lunch with a couple of his partners the previous afternoon, and they described him as being in a confident frame of mind. It was well known that Platt had been summoned to appear before Congress but, according to his colleagues, he viewed his upcoming visit to DC as just another day at the office.

			Lawson received that information in a call from one of the detectives, but he was extremely hands-on and would be sure to follow up with his own interviews. For now, all Lawson knew for certain was that Platt was a lawyer and wasn’t likely to kill himself over a subpoena.

			It just didn’t figure.

			His gut told him that Platt had been murdered. It was the only logical conclusion, and murder was Lawson’s business. Complain to your accountant that you’re suffering from a headache, he’ll tell you it’s being caused by your pending tax audit. Talk to a podiatrist and tell her you’ve got a backache and she’ll say you need to have your bunion treated. Lawson understood that everyone’s point of view was informed by their unique perspective. He was in the grisly business of solving homicides, and he believed he could smell a murder from a borough away.

			However, the apartment bore no evidence of a struggle. If Platt was murdered, how did someone just toss him off the terrace without some evidence of a fight?

			Maybe the killer did a great job of cleaning up afterward, but that did not seem likely. If Platt had been shoved over the railing, whoever did it would split the scene as soon as possible.

			Maybe someone had broken into the apartment and taken him by surprise, but there was no sign of forced entry at the front door.

			Which told Lawson that if Platt had been pushed off the balcony it had to be by someone he knew. Presumably someone he knew very well, since Platt was wearing nothing but a bathrobe when he hit the pavement.

			And yet no fingerprints were found, not even on the doors to the terrace.

			Not even Platt’s, Lawson noted.

			The doorman who was on duty did not recall Platt having any visitors last night, but he also did not even remember Platt arriving home. He explained that Platt could have driven his car into the underground garage, using the automatic door opener, then taken the elevator up from there. There were closed-circuit monitors, but the man admitted he could have been doing something else and simply missed the arrival by Platt.

			And any possible guest.

			Lawson shook his head. Some doormen keep an eye on everything; others make lousy witnesses—especially the ones working overnight, who often doze off during their shift.

			Meanwhile, there was something that especially bothered Lawson—there was no suicide note. Would a man like Platt take a flying leap off his balcony without telling the world why?

			Lawson stood up from the velvet armchair and walked toward the terrace. After a few minutes looking around, he called out to his men, who were making another cursory run through the living room. “Beckwith. Nally. Get out here.”

			They were hopeful he was about to call the detail to an end. They were tired of combing through the place and finding absolutely nothing, stumbling into one another, bored with the futility of their effort. When they walked out to the balcony they found Lawson outside, on his hands and knees.

			Getting
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