
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]

      
   


JOHN LESCROART

GUILT

[image: Image]







Copyright © 1997 John Lescroart

The right of John Lescroart to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook in Great Britain in 2012 by Headline Publishing Group

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 0 7553 9339 8

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk





      
      Contents

      Title Page

      Copyright

      About the Book

      About the Author

      Also By

      Praise for John Lescroart

      Dedication

      Acknowledgments

      Epigraph

      
      
      Part One

      
      Chapter 1

      
      Chapter 2

      
      Chapter 3

      
      Chapter 4

      
      Chapter 5

      
      Chapter 6

      
      Chapter 7

      
      Chapter 8

      
      Chapter 9

      
      Chapter 10

      
      Part Two

      
      Chapter 11

      
      Chapter 12

      
      Chapter 13

      
      Chapter 14

      
      Chapter 15

      
      Chapter 16

      
      Chapter 17

      
      Chapter 18

      
      Chapter 19

      
      Chapter 20

      
      Chapter 21

      
      Part Three

      
      Chapter 22

      
      Chapter 23

      
      Chapter 24

      
      Chapter 25

      
      Chapter 26

      
      Chapter 27

      
      Chapter 28

      
      Chapter 29

      
      Part Four

      
      Chapter 30

      
      Chapter 31

      
      Chapter 32

      
      Chapter 33

      
      Chapter 34

      
      Chapter 35

      
      Chapter 36

      
      Chapter 37

      
      Chapter 38

      
      Chapter 39

      
      Chapter 40

      
      Chapter 41

      
      Chapter 42

      
      Chapter 43

      
      Part Five

      
      Chapter 44

      
      Chapter 45

      
      Chapter 46

      
      Chapter 47

      
      Chapter 48

      
      Chapter 49

      
      Chapter 50

      
      Chapter 51

      
      Chapter 52

      
      Chapter 53

      
      Chapter 54

     
      
  



      
      Influential San Francisco attorney Mark Dooher – affluent, powerful, totally in control – is accustomed to getting what he wants. When he meets a beautiful young attorney, he decides he wants her, too. But Mark Dooher is a married man, and as legal counsel for San Francisco’s Archdiocese, divorce is not exactly an option.

    Then Dooher’s wife is murdered, and Mark becomes a suspect in the case. Even then, there’s no cause for alarm. The woman he wants is close by his side. His best friend, the ever-loyal Wes Farrell, is his defence lawyer. And his own client, the Catholic Church, is in his pocket. Nothing – not past crimes, current scandal, or future desires – is going to stop him.

    Except, perhaps, the truth.
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      We do not see things as they are;

      We see things as we are.

      —TALMUD

      



      PART ONE




      
      
      1

      
      MARK DOOHER COULDN’T TAKE HIS EYES OFF THE young woman who had just entered the dining room at Fior d’Italia and was being seated, facing them, at a table ten feet
         away.
     

      
      His companion for lunch was, like Dooher, an attorney. His name was Wes Farrell and he generally practiced in a different
         stratum – lower – than Dooher did. The two men had been best friends since they were kids. Farrell glanced up from his calamari,
         his baleful eyes glinting with humor, trying to be subtle as he took in the goddess across the room. “Too young,” he said.
     

      
      “My foot, Wes.”

      
      “All parts of you, not just your foot. Besides which,” Farrell went on, “you’re married.”

      
      “I am married.”

      
      Farrell nodded. “Keep repeating it. It’s good for you. I, on the other hand, am getting divorced.”

      
      “I can never get divorced. Sheila would never divorce me.”

      
      
      “You could divorce her if you wanted to . . .”

      
      “Impossible.” Then, amending: “Not that I’d ever want to, of course, but impossible.”

      
      “Why?”

      
      Dooher went back to his pasta for a moment. “Because, my son, even in our jaded age, when ninety percent of your income derives
         from your work as counsel to the Archdiocese of San Francisco, when you are in fact a prominent player in the Roman Catholic
         community, as I am, a divorce would play some havoc with your business. Across the board. Not just the Church itself, but
         all the ancillary . . .”
     

      
      Farrell broke off a bite-sized piece of Italian bread and dipped it into the little dish of extra virgin olive oil that rested
         between them. “I doubt it. People get divorced all the time. Your best friend, for example, is getting divorced right now.
         Have I mentioned that?”
     

      
      “Lydia’s divorcing you, Wes. You’re not divorcing her. It’s different. God,” he said, “look at her.”

      
      Farrell glanced up again. “She looks good.”

      
      “Good?” Dooher feasted for another moment on the vision. “That woman is so far beyond ‘good’ that the light from ‘good’ is
         going to take a year to get to her.”
     

      
      “At which time, you’ll be a year older and forever out of her reach. Pass the butter.”

      
      “Butter will kill you, you know.”

      
      Farrell nodded. “Either that or something else. This calamari milleottocentoottantasei, for example.”
     

      
      “Or pronouncing it.”

      
      A handsome young man in a business suit – every male customer in the restaurant wore a business suit – was approaching the woman’s
         table. He pulled a chair out across from her, smiling, saying something. She was looking up at him, her expression cool, reserved.
         Farrell noted it, and something else.
     

      
      
      “Don’t look now,” he said, “but isn’t the guy sitting down with her – doesn’t he work for you?”

      
      Wes Farrell was on his schlumpy way up toward Columbus and the North Beach walk-up out of which he ran his law business. Dooher
         lingered in the doorway at Fior d’Italia, then turned and went back inside to the bar, where he ordered a Pellegrino.
     

      
      He sipped the bottled water and considered his reflection in the bar’s mirror. He still looked good. He had his hair – the light
         brown streaked with blond, camouflaging the hint of gray that was only just beginning to appear around the temples. The skin
         of his face was as unlined as it had been at thirty.
     

      
      Now, at forty-six, he knew he looked ten years younger, which was enough – any more youth would be bad for business. His body
         carried a hundred and eighty pounds on a six-foot frame. Today he wore a tailored Italian double-breasted suit in a refined
         shade of green that picked up the flecks in his eyes.
     

      
      From where he sat at the bar, he could watch her in profile. She had loosened up somewhat, but Wes had been right – there was
         a tension in the way she sat, in her body language. The man with her was Joe Avery – again, Wes had nailed it – a sixth-year associate
         at McCabe & Roth, the firm Dooher managed. (McCabe and Roth both had been forced to retire during the downsizing of the past
         two years. Now, in spite of the name, it was Dooher’s firm, beginning to show profit again.)
     

      
      He drank his Italian water, looked at himself in the mirror over the bar. What was he doing here?

      
      He couldn’t allow himself to leave. This was something he thought he’d outgrown long ago – such an overwhelming physical attraction.

      
      
      Oh sure, when he’d been younger . . . in college a couple of times . . . even the first few years of the marriage, the occasional
         dalliance, stepping out, somebody coming on to him, usually on a business trip or one of the firm retreats.
     

      
      But that had stopped after the one crisis, Sheila getting wind of what was going on with one of them. She wasn’t going to
         have it. Infidelity wasn’t going to be part of their lives. Dooher had better decide whether he wanted to sleep around or
         keep the kids.
     

      
      A hundred times since, he wished he’d let Sheila go, taking the kids with her.

      
      But in truth, back then, fifteen years ago, he was already unable to risk a divorce, already working with some of the charities,
         the Archdiocese itself. There was big money there, clean work. And Sheila would have scotched it if things had gotten ugly.
     

      
      He knew she would have. As she would today.

      
      So he’d simply put his hormones out of his mind, put all of his effort into real life – work, the wife, the kids, the house.
         He would be satisfied with the ten-fifteen-twenty days of vacation, the new car.
     

      
      Everyone else seemed to survive in that secure between-the-lines adult existence. It wasn’t so bad.

      
      Except Mark Dooher hated it. He never got over hating it. He had never had to play by the same rules as everyone else. He was simply better at everything, smarter, more charismatic.
     

      
      He deserved more. He deserved better.

      
      That couldn’t be all there was. Do your job, live the routine, get old, die. That couldn’t be it. Not for him.
     

      
      
      He couldn’t get the woman off his mind.

      
      Well, he would just have to do it, that was all. He’d call up his fabled discipline and simply will her out of his consciousness.
         There was nothing to be done with her anyway. Dooher didn’t trust the dynamic of lust, that hormonal rush and then the long
         regret. Well, he wasn’t about to get involved with all that.
     

      
      It was better just to stop thinking about her. Or at least not get confused, keep it in the realm of fantasy. It wasn’t as
         if he knew anything about her, as if there could be real attraction.
     

      
      In fact, if that turned out to be the case, it would be far more complicated. Then what? Leave Sheila . . .?

      
      No, it was better not to pursue it at all. He was just in one of his funks, believing that the opportunity that would give
         his life new meaning was passing him by.
     

      
      He knew better. In reality, everything disappointed. Nothing turned out as you hoped.

      
      He’d just suck it up and put her out of his mind, do nothing about the fantasy. He didn’t even want to take one step, because
         who knew where that could lead? He’d forget all about her. He wasn’t going to do anything.
     

      
      It was stupid to consider.

      
      Joe Avery looked up from the clutter of paper littering his desk, a legal brief that was already anything but brief. “Sir?”

      
      Dooher, the friendliest boss on the planet, was in the doorway, one hand extended up to the sill, the other on his belt, coat
         open, sincere smile. “A Mardi Gras party. Feast before fast. Unless you’ve got other plans . . .”
     

      
      
      “Well, I . . .”

      
      “You’ll enjoy it. Sheila and I do it every year. Just casual, no costumes, masks, taking to the streets afterwards, none of
         that. And pretty good food if you like Cajun. Anyway, eight o’clock, if you’re free . . .”
     

      
      Avery was young and gung-ho and hadn’t spoken to Dooher more than a hundred times in his six years with the firm, had never
         spent any time with him socially. His mouth hung open in surprise at the invitation, but he was nodding, already planning
         to be there, wondering what was happening.
     

      
      Dooher was going on. “If you’ve got other plans, don’t worry about it, but you’ve paid your dues around here – you’re up for
         shareholder this year if I’m not mistaken?”
     

      
      Avery nodded. “Next, actually.”

      
      Dooher waved that off. “Well, we’ll see. But come on up. Bring your girlfriend, you got one. Or not. Your call. Just let us
         know.”
     

      
      Then Dooher was gone.

  



      
      
      2

      
      A LONG WEEK LATER – PARTY DAY – AND IT WAS going to rain.
     

      
      Dooher had noticed the clouds piling on themselves out over the ocean as he drove out to his home in St. Francis Wood.

      
      He considered his neighborhood as the best of all worlds. It was both the city and a suburb, but without the blight of either.
         He had civilized neighbors. An elegant, gracious canopy of old boughs shaded the streets by day, enclosing them with what
         felt like a protective security by night. Stands of eucalyptus perfumed the air in the fall, magnolias in the summer.
     

      
      The street was quiet, with large houses, widely spaced. Most cars were in their garages, although – in the few houses with small
         children – vans squatted in driveways.
     

      
      The afternoon sun gave a last glorious golden shout through the clouds – and it stopped him for a moment as he turned into the
         drive in front of his home.
     

      
      
      Like the other facades on the block, his old California Spanish hacienda was impressive, with its tiled front courtyard behind
         a low stucco fence, ancient magnolias on the lawn, wisteria and bougainvillea at the eaves and lintels.
     

      
      Upstairs in the turret, Sheila’s office, a light had been turned on, although it wasn’t dark. Imagining her up there, Dooher
         felt a stab of what he used to call the occasion of sin – the frisson of excitement. One deep breath drove the thought away – after
         all, he had done nothing wrong.
     

      
      He pulled up his driveway.

      
      He parked in the garage and closed the automatic door behind him, then walked back down the driveway and into the house through
         the side entrance, as he usually did.
     

      
      “Hello!” Cheerfully announcing his arrival.

      
      He knew she was upstairs in the turret, probably talking to one of their offspring, which she did when he wasn’t around. He’d
         seen the light on up there and knew she wouldn’t be able to hear him unless he bellowed.
     

      
      So there was no answer except the silent echoes of his own voice. “Hello.” More quietly, with an angry edge.

      
      He went over to the refrigerator – stuffed with party supplies – and pulled out a beer. Opening it with the churchkey, he remembered
         days when she’d meet him at the door, his drink in her hand, mixed. They’d sit in the living room and she’d join him and they’d
         have a civilized half hour or so.
     

      
      In those early years, even after they had the kids, he’d come first for a long time. When had it ended exactly? He couldn’t remember, but it was long gone. He took another sip of the beer, staring out the French doors into their
         backyard.
     

      
      The wind had freshened in the long shadows. A first large raindrop hit the skylight over his head.

      
      “I thought I heard you come in.”

      
      He turned. “Oh? I didn’t think you had. You didn’t answer.”

      
      She used to be very pretty – short, slim-waisted and high-breasted. She used to work at maximizing what she had. She still could
         look good when she put her mind to it, but at home – just for him – it never happened anymore. It didn’t matter to her. Mark knew
         what she looked like underneath the clothes – slim waists and high breasts were in the past. She was forty-seven years old and
         in decent shape, but she didn’t look the way she did at twenty-five. No one could or should expect her to.
     

      
      Today she wore green sweats, green espadrilles. Her once luxuriant black hair was now streaked with gray – she loved the natural
         look – and cut to a sensible length, held back by a green headband. There had been nothing wrong with her face when he’d met
         her – widely spaced hazel eyes, an unlined wide forehead, an expressive, beaming smile. There was nothing wrong with her face
         now, except that he’d seen every expression it could make, and none of them had any power to move him anymore.
     

      
      She was up next to him and put her cheek against his, kissing the air – friends. “I was on the phone, Mark. The caterers. They’re
         going to be a half-hour late.”
     

      
      “Again? We ought to quit using them.”

      
      She patted at his arm. “Oh, stop. They’re great people and they make great food. You’re just jittery about the party.”

      
      
      She turned on the tap at the sink and filled a glass. He took a slow sip of his beer, controlling himself. She was having
         water. “You’re right,” he said. “It’s nerves, I guess. You want to have a drink with me?”
     

      
      She shook her head. “You go ahead. I’ll sit with you.”

      
      “Are you going to drink tonight at the party?”

      
      Challenging, she looked up at him. “If I want to, Mark. It’s all right if I don’t drink, you know.”

      
      “I didn’t say it wasn’t.”

      
      “Yes you did.”

      
      He tipped his beer bottle up, emptying it, then placed it carefully on the drain. “I’m sorry,” he said. “You’re right. I’m
         uptight. I’ll go take a shower.”
     

      
      Sheila was sitting at her dressing table in the makeup room behind the bedroom, wearing only her slip, her legs crossed, putting
         the finishing touches on her face. Outside, night pressed a gloomy and oppressive hand to the window. The lights in the room
         flickered as wind and driving rain rattled the panes. In the bedroom, Dooher had dropped a cuff link onto his dresser three
         times. More rattling.
     

      
      Sheila stopped with her blush brush and glanced over. “Are you all right, Mark? Do you feel okay?”

      
      He got the cuff link in, turned it so it would hold, looked up. “I’m fine. It’s nothing, maybe the weather.”

      
      Sheila went back to the mirror. “It’ll be all right,” she said. “Don’t worry. Everyone will fit inside. It might even make
         it more fun.”
     

      
      Dooher made a face. “Fun,” he said, as though the concept were foreign to him.

      
      She turned again, more slowly. “Can you tell me what it is?” An expression of concern. “Wes not being invited?”
     

      
      Because of Wes Farrell’s pending divorce from his wife, Lydia, Sheila had suggested with the force of edict that they not
         take sides. So they had invited neither. It was the first party they’d ever thrown that didn’t include either of their mutual
         best friends.
     

      
      Mark Dooher could not tell his wife that he’d had enough of the man he’d been pretending to be for so long. Something had
         to change, was going to change. “I don’t think that’s it. I’ve been known to have fun without Wes Farrell . . .”
     

      
      “Not as much, usually.” Teasing him.

      
      “Well, thanks for that,” he said. Then, as she began to apologize, the doorbell rang. Dooher looked at his watch. “That’ll
         be the band.”
     

      
      He turned on his heel and left the room. His wife looked after him, her face wistful, saddened. She sighed.

      
      The guests had been arriving through the teeth of the storm, and Dooher and Sheila were greeting the early arrivals in the
         spacious foyer. They’d hired a staff of five to handle the food and drinks and there was of course the band, cooking away
         early on the first of what would probably be twenty or thirty takes of “When the Saints Go Marching In.”
     

      
      Dooher’s palms were sweating. He didn’t know for sure if the woman in the restaurant had, in fact, been Avery’s girlfriend.
         She might be anything to him – sister, cousin, financial adviser, architect. But he did know Avery was coming, bringing a guest.
     

      
      He hadn’t planned what he’d do after he met her. It all synthesized down to the simple need to see her again. If she wasn’t
         with Avery tonight, he’d just . . .
     

      
      
      But she was.

      
      Dooher was moving forward, Sheila at his side, putting his hand out, shaking Avery’s as the woman shrugged out of her raincoat,
         passed it to one of the staff, shook the wet from a French braid. She wore a maroon faux velvet dress with spaghetti straps.
         There was a tiny mole on the swell of one breast. Her body was already subtly catching the rhythm of the music. Avery was
         introducing her, first to Sheila, then . . .
     

      
      “. . . and this is Mr. Dooher, er, Mark, our host. Mark, Christina Carrera.”

      
      He took her hand and then – without consciously intending to – briefly raised it to his lips. A scent of almond. Their eyes met
         and held, long enough to force her to look down.
     

      
      No one noticed. Other guests were arriving. He realized he was still holding her hand, and let it go, including Avery now
         in his welcome. “Thank you – both – so much for braving this New Orleans monsoon.” He lapsed into a drawl. “Sheila and I had ordered
         a couple dozen degrees of humidity for . . . for verisimilitude’s sake, but this is takin’ it a bit farther than I’d hoped, wouldn’t you say?”
     

      
      He had struck the right tone. They laughed, at home, embraced by the host. Sheila had her arm on his, appreciating the return
         of his good humor. He nodded again at Avery. “Go on inside, get yourselves some drinks, warm up. Have fun.”
     

      
      Now that she was here, he could be gracious. After his earlier apprehension, an almost narcotic calm settled over him. There
         would be time to meet her, get to know her. If not tonight, then . . .
     

      
      She was in his house now. He had her name – Christina Carrera. She would not get away.

      
      
      They had remodeled their kitchen five years before, and now it was a vast open space with an island cooking area. A deep well,
         inset into the marble, provided ice and a continual supply of champagne bottles. Across the back of the room – away from the
         sinks – a twelve-foot table was laden with fresh-shucked oysters, smoked salmon, three kinds of caviar, crawfish, crab cakes,
         shrimps as big as lobster tails.
     

      
      The band – cornets, trumpets, trombones, banjos and bass – was playing New Orleans jazz, getting into it. People were dancing
         throughout the downstairs, but here in the kitchen the swinging doors kept out enough music to allow conversation.
     

      
      Christina was standing at the well, alone, pouring champagne into two flutes that she’d set on the marble. Dooher had seen
         her leave Avery with some other young people from the firm, take his glass and go through the swinging doors into the kitchen.
     

      
      He came up behind her. “While you’re pouring, would you mind?” He put his glass next to the two others on the counter.

      
      She turned and smiled. “No, of course not.” Her gaze stayed on him a second. “This is a super party. Thank you.” She tipped
         his glass, poured a small amount of champagne, let the bubbles subside, poured again.
     

      
      “A woman who knows how to pour champagne,” Dooher said. “I thought it was a lost art.”

      
      She was concentrating on the task. “Not in my family.”

      
      “Is your family from around here?”

      
      “No. They’re from down south. Ojai, actually.”

      
      
      “Really? I love Ojai. I’ve often thought I’d like to settle there when I retire.”

      
      “Well, that’ll be a long time from . . .”

      
      “Not as long as you think . . .” She handed him his glass, and he touched hers. “When I think of the pink moment.”

      
      She laughed. “You do know Ojai.”
     

      
      The town was nestled in a valley behind Ventura, and many times the setting sun would break through the fog that hovered near
         the ocean and seem to paint the red rock walls of the valley a deep pink. The locals set great store by it.
     

      
      Dooher nodded. “I tell you, I love the place.”

      
      “I do, too.”

      
      “And yet, you’re here.”

      
      “And yet . . .” Her eyes glistened, enjoying the moment, sipping champagne. “School. USF.” She hesitated a moment. “Law school,
         actually.”
     

      
      Dooher backed up, his hand to his heart. “Not that . . .”

      
      “I’m afraid so.” She made a face. “They tell me it’s an acquired taste, though I’m done in June and I can’t say I’ve been
         completely won over.” She smiled over her glass. “Oops. I’m saying too much. Champagne talk. I should never admit that to
         a managing partner.”
     

      
      Dooher leaned in closer to her, dropping to a whisper. “I’ll let you in on a secret – there are moments in the profession that
         are not pure bliss.”
     

      
      “You shock me!”

      
      “And yet . . .” he said.

      
      “And yet . . .”

      
      A moment, nearly awkward with the connection. “Well, Joe’s champagne’s getting warm just sitting there . . . that, I take
         it, is Joe’s glass?”
     

      
      “The dutiful woman . . .” she said, softening it with a half smile, but there was no mistaking it – some tension with Avery. But she picked up his glass.
     

      
      “Are you clerking somewhere this summer? Have you applied with us?”

      
      Most law students spent their summers clerking with established firms for a variety of reasons – experience, good pay, the inside
         track at a job offer.
     

      
      Christina shook her head. “Joe would kill me.”

      
      “Joe would kill you? Why?”

      
      She shrugged. “Well, you know . . . he’s on the hiring committee . . . he thinks it would smack of nepotism.”

      
      “From the Latin nepos, meaning nephew. Are you Joe’s niece, by any chance? Perhaps he’s your nephew. Are you two related to the third degree of consanguinity?” He raised his eyebrows, humorous, but holding her there.
         “Love those lawyer words,” he said.
     

      
      She was enjoying him. “No. No, nothing like that. He just thinks it wouldn’t work.”

      
      “Well, I may have to have a word with Mr. Avery . . .”

      
      “No! I mean, please, it would just . . .”

      
      He stepped closer again. “Christina . . . may I call you Christina?”

      
      She nodded.

      
      “Look, are you going to be a good lawyer?”

      
      “Yes. I mean, I think I am. I’m law review.” Only the best students made law review.

      
      Dooher pounced. “You’re law review and . . .” He put his glass down, started over more slowly. “Christina, listen, you’re
         not doing yourself a favor, nor would you be doing our firm a favor, by not applying if you think there might be a good fit.
         A woman who is on law review and . . .” He was about to make some comment about her beauty but stopped himself – you couldn’t
         be too careful on the sexual harassment score these days. “Well, you’ll do meaningful work and you’ll bring in clients, which is quite a bit more than half the ball game, although that’s a dirty secret I should never
         divulge to an idealistic young student.”
     

      
      “Not so young, Mr. Dooher . . .”

      
      “Mark. You’re Christina, I’m Mark, okay?”

      
      She nodded. “But I’m really not so young. I’m twenty-seven. I didn’t start law school until two years after college.”

      
      “. . . so you’ve already got practical work experience? Look, Christina, after what I’m hearing, if you don’t come down and
         apply at McCabe & Roth, I will come out to USF and try to recruit you myself, clear?” He grinned.
     

      
      Her champagne was half gone. “I should really watch what I say when I’m drinking. Now Joe is really going to be upset.”

      
      “I bet he won’t be upset.” He touched her arm. “Don’t you be upset either. This is a party. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to push
         it if it’s . . .”
     

      
      “No, he will. He also said that there’s no sense applying if we’re going to get married because there’s a policy against attorneys
         being married . . .”
     

      
      “Are you engaged? I don’t see a ring.”

      
      “Well, not yet, not exactly, but . . .”

      
      Dooher pushed it. “Christina, Joe’s a good attorney but this doesn’t have to do with him. It has to do with what’s best for
         your career. It’s your decision. You come down and apply, and it’ll go through channels from there, capisce?”

      
      “All right.”

      
      “Promise?”

      
      She nodded.

      
      He clinked his glass against hers, and they drank.
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      HE AWOKE WITHOUT THE ALARM IN THE HALF DARK, listening to the water still dripping from the gutters. The digital clock on the nightstand read 5:30.
     

      
      He and Sheila hadn’t come up to bed until nearly two, but Dooher had always been able to wake up at any time he wanted, no
         matter how long he’d slept. It was a matter of control, of discipline.
     

      
      And he had made plans for early.

      
      Sheila slept on her side of the bed, the covers pulled high over her, and he slipped out and walked over to the window. It
         was cold in the room but the chill braced him. He stood, shivering, enjoying it.
     

      
      The storm continued with no sign of letting up. His spacious back lawn looked gray and somber, mottled with soaking clumps
         of plant matter. The old elm’s skeleton hung barren, the bushes in the rose garden reached out their swollen arthritic fingers – the
         whole place sepulchral within its enclosing hedges.
     

      
      It was Ash Wednesday.

      
      
      Abe Glitsky’s eyes opened to blackness and he was suddenly all the way awake, sprung from fitful sleep by the jack-in-the-box
         mechanism that had controlled his metabolism over the past five months, ever since Flo had been diagnosed.
     

      
      Unlike a jack-in-the-box, though, he didn’t move. Pop went the weasel and the lids of his eyes shot open, but that was all
         that happened on the outside.
     

      
      He lay there, listening in the dead room. His wife was breathing evenly, regularly. His head rang – an anvil for the staccato
         hammering of his heart.
     

      
      Glitsky was a homicide inspector with the police department. He’d been getting through the days by doing what he had to do
         in five-minute increments on the theory that if he could just make it through the next five minutes, he’d be all right.
     

      
      When the long vigil began, while he felt he still had some analytical powers left, he’d tried to make it through entire days
         at a time by force of will. He wouldn’t think about what was coming, what would be. But his focus on those days would keep
         splitting up, disintegrating into pointillistic little nothings, the stuff of his life unconnected, separating.
     

      
      Now he was down to five-minute intervals. He would function for five minutes, keep his focus. There were twelve five-minute
         intervals in one hour, two hundred and forty in twenty hours. He’d consciously done the math. He was doing twenty-hour days,
         on average. He was also into sit-ups, two hundred and forty sit-ups every day. A symbol.
     

      
      He wondered how he could be so tired and not sleep, not be sleepy at all. He was never sleepy – tired beyond imagining, far beyond what he’d ever thought were the limits of his physical endurance, but his brain never slowed.
     

      
      Sometime in the course of a night or post-midnight morning, the apparatus that was his body would shut down and he would lie
         unconscious for a few hours, but this never felt like sleep.
     

      
      Last night – a blessing – the boom had lowered while he lay in bed next to his wife, praying for it.

      
      Now – pop – he was up.

      
      The digital changed – a flicker at the periphery of his vision, the only light in the room – 5:15. Still deep dark, yes, but morning
         really. Far better than when the pop was 3:30, when he knew he was up for the day and it was still night.
     

      
      He swung his legs off the bed.

      
      At six-fifteen, Dooher was in the fifth row of St. Ignatius on the campus of the University of San Francisco because of a
         hunch that Christina Carrera would appear, as she’d implied jokingly when she’d said her good-byes last night.
     

      
      Dooher realized that the odds might be long against her actually getting up and coming down to church for ashes, but long
         odds had never fazed him.
     

      
      After all, what had been the odds, back when he was fifteen, that the baseball team he played for, from San Carlos, California,
         would go all the way to the Babe Ruth World Series? And then, beyond that, that Dooher would come up in the bottom of the
         seventh inning, two out, one run down, with his best friend Wes Farrell standing on second base? And that he would hit a home
         run to win the whole thing?
     

      
      Long odds.

      
      Or, when he’d managed the Menlo Park McDonald’s in 1966 and ’67 during his first two years at Stanford and decided to take the stock option they were offering to their “management
         employees” even though it lowered his pay by ten percent, to under three dollars an hour. He’d taken a lot of grief from friends
         about the thousand dollars he was throwing down the drain, but Mark had had a hunch, and when he got out of law school eight
         years later, that stock was worth over $65,000 and he and Sheila used it as the down payment on the home he still owned, which
         they’d bought for $97,000 in 1975, and was now worth well over a million.
     

      
      Longs odds.

      
      Kneeling in the pew, his knee jammed painfully into the space between the padding so it would hurt, some of the other riskier
         chances he’d taken came back at him. The time . . .
     

      
      But, halting his reverie, Christina appeared in his peripheral vision. He lowered his head in an attitude of prayer. She was
         wearing jeans, boots, a Gore-Tex overcoat, and did not see him. She kept walking, her own head bowed. A couple of pews in
         front of him, she genuflected, stepped in and kneeled.
     

      
      The Glitskys lived in an upper duplex on Lake Street, and Abe was in the kitchen, bringing handfuls of cold water to his face.
         A steady downpour was tattooing the roof, but a thin ribbon of pink hung in the eastern sky, off to the right, out the window
         over the sink.
     

      
      The thing to do was get the chores started, but he couldn’t move. The order of things didn’t flow anymore.

      
      How could he do this alone?

      
      He wasn’t going to ask that question, not in this five minutes. It would paralyze him. He wouldn’t think about it.
     

      
      He depended on Flo – she was one of the world’s competent beings. The two of them had split up their domestic duties long ago.
         Glitsky had always helped with heavy cleaning; he’d fixed things, lifted and moved, washed and dried dishes, organized shelves
         and rooms and closets. When the boys had been born, he’d changed diapers and heated baby food, but eventually their care – dressing
         them, feeding them, comforting them – had fallen mostly to Flo.
     

      
      And now it was falling back on him.

      
      How was he going to do it?

      
      Stop it!

      
      It wasn’t that he minded doing more work, or even thought about the work. Flo was not someone who worked for him. She was
         his partner. In some fundamental way, he felt he was half her, she half him.
     

      
      And their life together – his job, her competence, the boys – had taken every bit of both of them together. How could that continue
         with only half of them? It wasn’t a matter of shaking the thoughts because they weren’t really thoughts.
     

      
      He was resting his weight on his arms and hands, which were planted on either side of the sink, fighting vertigo. The ground
         felt as though it were going to give way to an echoing abyss.
     

      
      He raised his head and the strip of morning hadn’t grown appreciably wider.

      
      After mass, after the ashes, Dooher thought he would let Christina come to him, rather than approach her. Waiting on the steps
         outside, he watched the rain come down.
     

      
      
      “Mr. Dooher?”

      
      He turned with a practiced look of surprise mingled with curiosity, then took an extra moment to place who she was, exactly.
         He knew her, but . . .
     

      
      “Christina,” she said, reminding him.

      
      “Oh, of course, Christina. Sorry, I’m not quite awake.”

      
      “I know. Getting up this morning was a little . . .”

      
      “Hey, we’re here. That’s what counts in the eyes of God.”

      
      “The eyes of God,” she repeated.

      
      “Penance,” he said. “Lent. Some people need Thanksgiving or Christmas. I need the reminder about dust to dust, ashes to ashes.”
         He shrugged. “One of the occupational hazards of lawyers is that we tend to think that what we do on a daily basis is important.”
     

      
      “It is important, wouldn’t you say? I mean, people’s lives, solving their problems . . .”
     

      
      He tapped the dot of ash on his forehead. “Eventually, it all turns to this.” An apologetic smile, self-deprecating. “This
         happy thought brought to you by Mark Dooher. Sorry.”
     

      
      She kept looking at him. “You’re an interesting man.”

      
      Glitsky had ten pieces of bread spread out on the counter. Five sandwiches. Two each for the older boys, Isaac and Jacob,
         one for the baby – no, he reminded himself, not the baby anymore, the ten-year-old – O.J.
     

      
      “What are you looking at?” His youngest son didn’t sleep much either – night terrors. Everybody in the duplex handled it differently.
         O.J. was wearing a Spider-Man suit he’d slept in, standing in the doorway to the kitchen. Glitsky had no idea how long he’d been there.
     

      
      “I’m making lunches.”

      
      “Again?”

      
      “Again.”

      
      “But you made lunch yesterday.”

      
      “I know. It’s going to happen a lot. I make lunch, okay. And let’s talk quiet. Nobody’s up. What do you want?”

      
      “Nothing. I don’t eat lunch.”

      
      “O.J., you eat lunch every day. What do you want?”

      
      “Nothing.”

      
      Outside the window, the trees of the Presidio behind their duplex had come into relief. Morning breaking slowly.

      
      He wasn’t going to fight his child over lunch. He would just make something and put it in the box, and either O.J. would eat
         it or he wouldn’t. Glitsky was in his mid-forties. He wore green string-pull pajama bottoms and no shirt. Crossing the kitchen,
         he went down on one knee, pulled his boy onto the other one.
     

      
      “How’d you sleep?”

      
      “Good.” O.J. had to be coaxed to give anything up.

      
      “No bad dreams?”

      
      “Nope.”

      
      “Good. That’s good.”

      
      But the boy’s arms came up around his father’s neck, the small body contouring to Glitsky’s chest. A moment holding him there – not
         really an embrace. An embrace might drive him off. “I know you don’t want anything for lunch, but if you did want something,
         what would it be?”
     

      
      Eye contact. A shrug. “Peebeejay, I guess.”

      
      
      It took a minute to process. “Okay, you get dressed. I’ll make it.”

      
      O.J. wasn’t ready to do that yet. He stayed on the knee. “But the way Mom does, okay?”

      
      Glitsky took in a breath. “Okay. How is that?”

      
      “You don’t have to yell at me. It’s not that hard.”

      
      “I’m not yelling. I’m whispering, in fact. And I didn’t say it was hard. I’m sure it’s not hard. I just want to know how you
         like it so I can make it that way, all right?”
     

      
      “I said I didn’t want one anyway.” The eyes were clouding up, threatening to spill over. “Just forget it.”

      
      Glitsky didn’t let him pull away. “I don’t want to forget it, O.J. I want to get it right.” He had to keep from slipping into
         his cop voice. This was his son. He loved him. “Tell me how Mom makes it,” he asked gently, “would you please do that for
         me, buddy?”
     

      
      “It’s easy.”
     

      
      “I’m sure it is. Just tell me, okay?”

      
      A pause, considering. O.J. stood, off the knee, and Glitsky straightened up. “Bread, then butter – you never put butter, but
         Mom always does. You got to put butter first – then peanut butter, over the butter. Then, on the other bread, the jelly.”
     

      
      “Butter, then peanut butter, then jelly. I got it.”

      
      “On the other piece of bread.”
     

      
      “I got it. But don’t you close the sandwich when you’re done, so that the peanut butter and the jelly are stuck together anyway?”

      
      “But that’s not how you make it. I could tell yesterday.”
     

      
      “But yesterday I didn’t put on the butter first.”

      
      “Nope.”

      
      “Nope what?”

      
      
      “Also you put the jelly straight on the peanut butter.”

      
      “I probably did, you’re right.”

      
      Glitsky couldn’t believe he was having this conversation. His world was coming apart, as was his son’s, and here they were discussing a completely
         undetectable difference in the placement of jelly on a sandwich.
     

      
      But he had no strength to tell O.J. this was stupid. Maybe it wasn’t stupid. Certainly it wasn’t any more stupid than all
         this talking about it. Perhaps it was O.J.’s cry for order as his universe devolved into chaos – jelly on the bread, not on
         the peanut butter.
     

      
      One thing he could control.

      
      He motioned his son closer and brought a hand down around his shoulders, then gave him a pat, sending him back to his room
         to get dressed. “On the bread first, I got it.”
     

      
      But he knew he didn’t get it. The peebeejay was one thing, random and irrational, the first word in a whole new language that
         he had no ear for.
     

      
      The other eight pieces of bread lay spread out on the counter. He couldn’t think what he was supposed to do with them.

      
      The rain continued steady as a metronome. The wind had let up and the drops were falling straight down out of black clouds.
         Miz Carter’s Mudhouse had been serving high-octane java on California Street for forty years, and Dooher and Christina were
         in a booth by one of the windows. Miz Carter served her coffee in oversized, mostly cracked mugs, the product of some warehouse
         clearance sale of twenty years before.
     

      
      “I really did try to become an ex-Catholic for a lot of years,” Dooher was saying. “Stopped going to church entirely, even though I was starting to get some work for the Archdiocese. Hell, back then, a lot of the priests I was working with had stopped going to church. But it just wasn’t me. I guess I need the ritual.”
     

      
      “I don’t think that’s it,” she said. “You don’t have to explain it to me. I think you just believed.”

      
      “That’s the problem. I do.”

      
      “That’s not a problem.”

      
      “Well . . .” He sipped at his coffee, moved food around on his plate.

      
      “Why is that a problem?” she persisted.

      
      Deciding to answer her, he let out a small sigh. “Well, as you know, we lawyers get used to defending our positions. It’s
         a bit awkward taking a position that doesn’t really have a logical framework. I mean, it’s faith. It’s there or it’s not.
         But there’s really not any reason to have it.”
     

      
      “Or not have it.”

      
      “But you can’t prove a negative.”

      
      “But”—she pointed a finger at him—“there’s no reason to prove it. It’s personal.”

      
      “Well, of course, I know. But . . . it sets me apart, a bit, from my peers. It’s old-fashioned, fuddy-duddy . . .”

      
      “Come on. It is not. Not on you.”

      
      He pointed back at her. “Says you.”

      
      “Yes,” she said, “says me.”

      
      “Okay, I guess that settles it. So what about you?”

      
      “What about me and what?”

      
      “Faith. Belief. Why you’ve got ashes on your forehead here at”—he checked his watch—“seven o’clock of a rather inclement Wednesday morning.”
     

      
      She glanced down at her food, cut into her waffle, wiped it in syrup. She did not bring the fork to her mouth.

      
      
      “Evasive action,” Dooher said.

      
      Still looking down, she nodded. “A little, I suppose.”

      
      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to push you.”

      
      She took in a breath, raised her head. Her eyes had a shine in them. “Penance, too, mostly. Figuring things out.”

      
      Dooher waited. “This isn’t turning into the most modern of conversations, is it? Faith and penance. Sounds like the Middle
         Ages, or me and Wes on one of our retreats.”
     

      
      She seemed grateful for the reprieve. “Wes?”

      
      “Wes Farrell, my best friend.”

      
      “Best friends, another not so modern concept.”

      
      Dooher studied her face – something was troubling her, hurting her. He kept up the patter to give her a chance to let the moment
         pass if that’s what she wanted. “Well, that’s me and Wes, a couple of throw-backs. We go on retreats, we call ’em, replenish
         the soul, talk about the big picture, get reconnected.”
     

      
      “You’re lucky, a friend like that.” A pause, adding, “Still believing in connecting.”

      
      He took a beat, making sure. She didn’t want to avoid it after all, didn’t want to be protected, insulated from whatever it
         was. Not today, not now. She had decided to get it out, and this was an invitation to him, to ask.
     

      
      “It’s really so trite.”

      
      She liked the way the corners of his mouth lifted slightly. “Trite happens,” he said.

      
      She leaned forward over the table. “You know last night when I let you believe I’d been in the workplace after college for
         a couple of years? That wasn’t the truth.”
     

      
      She watched him for a sign – she wasn’t sure of what – displeasure, boredom? Ready to retreat at any provocation. He only nodded, patient and tolerant. Taking a breath, she
         went on. “He was a professor at Santa Clara, my adviser. Married, a great guy. You probably know everything I’m going to say,
         don’t you?”
     

      
      “Do you ever talk about this?”

      
      “No. It’s too . . .” She shook her head.

      
      “I’m here,” he said. “I’m interested and it won’t go any further. If it would help . . .”

      
      Through the expanse of window, a volley of rain raked the parking area, beat briefly against their portion of the glass, passed
         over. “He was going to leave his wife,” she began. “I guess that’s what I had the most trouble with when it was first starting
         to happen, that I was going to wreck his happy home. Except that he told me that Margie and he didn’t love each other anymore,
         that he was leaving her anyway, it had nothing to do with me . . . and I guess I wanted to believe that.”
     

      
      “You’re not the first person that’s happened to.”

      
      She had turned in her seat, one leg extended on the bench, her elbow on the table, leaning over toward him. The waitress came
         to clear and they both sat silently, watching her remove dishes, wipe the table down.
     

      
      “More coffee here?”

      
      After it had been poured, Dooher prompted her. “It must have been painful. And not so trite after all.”

      
      She was biting her lip again. “You’ve only heard the short version – girl falls in love with college professor, who’s going
         to leave his wife for her after she graduates . . .”
     

      
      “Christina . . .”

      
      She held up a hand. “Listen. It gets worse. Girl has best friend from childhood, let’s call her Ginny, who’s kind of the liaison
         between the two of them, covers for them with the wife, all that. Girl gets pregnant – professor had been childless with his wife, told girl he was sterile, low
         sperm count. Now accuses girl of sleeping with someone else – couldn’t have been him. Dumps her just as she graduates.”
     

      
      Christina reached for her cup, took a quick sip, swallowed. She looked over at Dooher, met his eye. “Girl has abortion,” she
         said. “End of story. See? Trite. And p.s., professor dumps wife and marries friend Ginny, just to tie it all up.”
     

      
      Dooher picked up his mug, holding it with both hands. He blew on it, glanced at the rain outside. “That’s what the penance
         is for?”
     

      
      She nodded. “I still don’t know what to do with it. It’s been almost five years . . .” Sighing. “It’s so funny because I know
         better. I mean, I’m educated, reasonably smart. But, I don’t know, it changed me, not just Brian’s . . .” She looked embarrassed
         at the slip of the name, continued. “. . . Brian’s betrayal, and Ginny’s. Mostly the abortion, I guess.”
     

      
      Silence.

      
      “So what did you do for the two years before law school?”

      
      “I went home – down to Ojai. I moped around, let my mom and dad take care of me. And then one day my dad and I had a talk about
         how giving in to grief, too much, is really wrong. Well, that struck a chord, and I decided I had to do something, start living
         again. So I applied to law school, as if that’s living.” She gave him a weak smile. “Anyway”—she touched her forehead—“that
         explains the ashes, the penance . . .”
     

      
      “The engagement to Joe Avery . . .?”

      
      That got a rise out of her. “I didn’t say that. Why do you say that?”

      
      
      Dooher shrugged. “I don’t know. The connection just jumped into my head.”

      
      “Well, that doesn’t make any sense . . . I like Joe very much. Love him, I mean. Don’t look at me like that.”

      
      Dooher’s voice remained measured. “I’m not looking at you any way. I just made an observation, that’s all. I like Joe, too.
         Hell, I hired him. I shouldn’t have spoken so frankly. I thought we were baring our souls here. I didn’t mean to offend you.
         I’m sorry.”
     

      
      She softened. “I’m sorry, too. I didn’t mean . . .”

      
      “No, it’s all right.” He looked at his watch. “And it’s time for me to go to work. Can I drop you back at school?”

      
      Christina sat straight-backed, pressed against her bench. “Now you’re mad at me.”

      
      Dooher leaned across the table. “Not at all. You’re still applying to the firm? Today, tomorrow, the next day?”

      
      “I said I would.”

      
      “But will you? Now?” He broke a smile. “After our first fight?”

      
      Gradually, the face softened again. She nodded. “Yes.”

      
      “Then I’m not mad at you.”

      
      Glitsky closed the door, having just gotten the three boys off to school.

      
      He stood a minute in the tiny foyer, closing his eyes briefly against the constant sting of fatigue. He could hear the voices
         of his sons.
     

      
      But he didn’t stand still for long. He had about a week’s worth of work to do today, which was how he’d arranged it. He would just keep doing things – that was the trick.
     

      
      Today, Flo was alive, and his boys were healthy and doing fine in school. That’s what he would concentrate on. He had five
         homicides he was investigating, and he was also studying for the Lieutenant’s Exam, which he hadn’t even decided to take.
         But it was more busywork.
     

      
      He looked at his watch. He had to go now into the kitchen, pour himself some tea, get his day moving.

      
      “Abe?” Flo, suddenly awake, called from the bedroom.

      
      “Yo.” Hearty as he could manage. He was already across the living room, stopping in the bedroom’s doorway. His wife had propped
         herself up and she was smiling at him.
     

      
      “Get ’em off?” She meant the kids.

      
      Glitsky saluted. “Out of here, on time and looking good.”

      
      She patted the bed and moved over so he could sit. “What time did you get up?”

      
      “Actually, I had a pretty good night. Got up before the alarm, but not much, I think about six-thirty.”

      
      She searched his face, ran a light finger across the top of his cheek. “Your eyes have bags.”

      
      “That’s just the way they look, Flo. I’m working on them as an investigative tool. Keep me from looking too friendly.”

      
      “Oh yes,” she said, “that’s been a real problem.”

      
      “You’d be surprised,” he said, “witnesses thinking I’m all warm and fuzzy. I decided I ought to look a little tougher.”

      
      “Good idea. You wouldn’t want your sweet nature to show through.”

      
      
      “People just take advantage. You wouldn’t believe.”

      
      Glitsky’s mother, Emma, had been black. His father, Nat, was Jewish. So Glitsky had a dark-skinned face with a hawklike nose.
         In spite of that, people tended to see first the uneven white scar that ran between his upper and lower lips. Even when his
         eyes didn’t have valises under them, as they did now, his smile was a terrifying thing to behold.
     

      
      He laid a hand on his wife’s thigh. “So how’s by you? You want some food? Coffee? Tantric sex?”

      
      She nodded. “All of the above. I’ll get up.”

      
      “You sure?”

      
      “Unless you want the tantric sex first, but I’m better after coffee.”
     

      
      “Okay, I’ll wait.”

      
      “You put on the pot,” she said. “I’ll freshen up.”

      
      He went into the kitchen. There, on the table, were the remains of the boys’ breakfasts – empty bowls, cereal boxes, milk, sugar
         all over the table.
     

      
      And his police reports – the five dead people and as much of their recent lives as Glitsky had been able to assemble. The most
         disturbing of the recent crop, a young woman named Tania Willows who’d been raped and murdered in her apartment.
     

      
      The cereal in the cupboard. Sugar on the counter. Milk in the fridge. Got to clean out the fridge – if there’s that much mold
         on the cheese, who knows what the meat drawer is going to look like?
     

      
      Sponge that sugar off the table. The smell of the sponge. The thing had to be three months old. He should toss it but they
         didn’t have another one. Where did sponges come from anyway? He couldn’t remember ever having bought a sponge in his entire
         life.
     

      
      And then, oh yeah, the coffee, the water boiling now, and he still hadn’t ground up the beans. He really should grind up a bunch all at once so he wouldn’t have to do it every
         morning, but Flo liked the fresh-ground, and he wanted her to have . . .
     

      
      At least he and Flo, this morning, that was a good wake-up. He’d just keep cheerful another few minutes, maybe a half hour,
         and so would she, and then that would be another morning, and if they just kept that up . . .
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      CHRISTINA’S SEVEN-YEAR-OLD TOYOTA HADN’T started and when it finally did, the windshield wipers refused to function. So she walked down the hill from USF, past St.
         Mary’s Hospital. She was planning to cut through the panhandle of Golden Gate Park on this rainy Ash Wednesday; the shortcut
         would get her to work on time.
     

      
      But she didn’t count on San Francisco’s seemingly endless capacity to provide local color. This morning’s entry was a substantial
         coven of half-clad Druids conducting some sort of tree-worshiping ceremony, chanting and clapping and having themselves a
         hell of a good time.
     

      
      Christina broke right trying to skirt them, but a tiny, thick woman of uncertain though recent vintage latched on to her.
         A shawl covered the woman’s shoulders, she’d woven flowers into her hair, and she wore a long leather skirt, but her breasts
         were completely exposed. When it became clear that Christina wasn’t about to join them, was in fact going to work, she segued smoothly from missionary high priestess to spare change artist.
     

      
      By the time Christina got to Haight Street, where the Rape Crisis Counseling Center maintained its office, she was soaking
         wet and twenty minutes late for her appointment.
     

      
      Her boss was a single, attractive thirty-five-year-old smart-mouthed pistol named Samantha Duncan, whose industrial strength
         convictions on the ongoing battle of the sexes served her well in her role here – counseling women who had been raped.
     

      
      Her genuine compassion for these victims was unfortunately matched by her impatience with the healing process for the women,
         the legal process in identifying and punishing their attackers, and the administrative reality of having to depend on part-time
         volunteers to keep the Center functioning.
     

      
      When Christina had first interviewed for the work, Sam had impressed her with her humor and passion. Then she had laid out
         the ground rules in no uncertain terms. “I know this job doesn’t pay anything,” she’d said, “but I need my volunteers to believe
         and to act like it’s a job. I need you here when you say you’re going to be here. I’m not very good with excuses.”
     

      
      Up until today, Christina had been punctual and dependable. Sam had a fire, a presence, and Christina admired the hell out of her and wanted to please her. She also wanted to prove that she wasn’t
         a dilettante – this was her own very real commitment as well.
     

      
      Many of the barriers had been broken already – Sam and Christina had gone out for coffee together two or three times, outside
         of work, talking issues and politics. Christina thought they were close to real friendship.
     

      
      
      But Sam had a hair trigger regarding her volunteers, always ready to see signs of their lack of commitment in the work, and
         based on that, to bail out of personal involvements with her staff.
     

      
      And this morning, as Christina shook the water off herself, it was clear that their tentative relationship had suffered a
         major setback.
     

      
      Sam didn’t exactly greet Christina with a smile. “Oh, here she is now. Christina, this is Sergeant Glitsky. He’s with the
         police, investigating . . . well,” Sam sighed, “you know about that. I’ll let him tell you. Sergeant, nice to have met you.”
         Sam didn’t favor Christina with so much as a glance before she disappeared back into her office.
     

      
      But Christina couldn’t worry about Sam, not now, and she turned her attention to the man in front of her.

      
      This guy Glitsky was in some kind of trouble, Christina thought. He appeared, even at a casual first glance, to be under incredible
         pressure, in the grip of some strong emotion he was struggling to keep under control. She noticed his fingers clenching and
         unclenching before he reached out and shook her hand. A surprise, it was a gentle handshake, his touch softer than she would
         have imagined.
     

      
      The half smile he gave her didn’t soften his looks any, though. “I’m investigating the murder of Tania Willows and Sam was telling me you had talked to her.”
     

      
      Christina nodded.

      
      Tentative, embarrassed and unsure, Tania Willows had been their most recent tragedy – nineteen years old, just out to San Francisco
         from Fargo, North Dakota, she had come to the Center three times. She was being raped, she thought. She meant she thought
         it was technically rape. She didn’t have a relationship with the guy, who was older. She was confused because she knew her assailant – he didn’t jump out and attack her from behind some bush. So she wasn’t sure if it was really rape.
     

      
      He’d started coming by her apartment, gradually getting more aggressive, and then he’d force himself on her – she was sure of
         that – but she also seemed almost certain that it wasn’t like he was going to hurt her or anything like that.
     

      
      He never even hit her, though there was this sense of fear, that if she didn’t . . . maybe she had somehow been at fault,
         leading him on – did Christina know what she meant? How it could be? Sending the wrong signals.
     

      
      But she definitely felt forced, was forced – she had kept telling him no and he wouldn’t stop – but otherwise Tania didn’t think the person was like a criminal or
         anything, and really all she wanted was for him to leave her alone now. She didn’t want to get him in trouble, maybe she shouldn’t
         even be here . . .
     

      
      And then four days ago, Tania’s murder had been all over the news. She’d been raped in her apartment, tied and taped to her
         bed, gagged and strangled.
     

      
      The Center had called the police at that time.

      
      Christina found she had to clear her throat. Glitsky was asking her something, which she didn’t catch. “I’m sorry . . .?”

      
      He showed no sign that he was bothered by having to repeat the question. “I was just wondering how much she might have told
         you about the man . . .”
     

      
      Christina was sitting on the front edge of the ragged couch, leaning forward, her elbows on her knees, her hands folded in
         front of her. Her hair, still wet from the rain, hung in front of her face. “Almost nothing,” she said. “She knew him. He
         lived near her, maybe in her apartment building. She definitely felt that if she moved she could get away from him, but she couldn’t afford to move.”
     

      
      Glitsky nodded. “And she didn’t want to press charges.”

      
      “I’d hoped we were getting to there, but no, not by . . . not in time.”

      
      “And no names, not an initial, a nickname . . .?”

      
      She shook her head. “No, nothing, I don’t think. I wish . . . I’m sorry.”

      
      “Did you take any notes I might look at. Maybe there was something . . .”

      
      “I know I took some. I’ll go check. It wouldn’t have been much, but maybe . . .” The sergeant’s face had clouded – he was staring
         blankly out through the fogged glass, out into the desultory traffic on Haight. “Can I get you anything?” she asked. “Cup
         of coffee or something?”
     

      
      Glitsky didn’t answer.

      
      She touched his arm. “Sergeant?”

      
      Back with her. “Sure. Sorry. Just thinking.”

      
      “Are you all right?”

      
      Suddenly the face wasn’t terrifying at all. What she saw was sadness. “I’m a little distracted,” he said. “My wife’s sick.”
         Then. “Some tea would be nice, thanks.”
     

      
      It still wasn
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