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Chapter 1
The Referral
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The pool on Wilson Avenue opened at six and the water was always colder than it needed to be, and for forty minutes nobody could reach her.

That was the point of it. She'd worked that out in about February and had stopped pretending otherwise. Four lengths, breathe, four lengths, and the tile going by underneath in that green municipal color, and no words in her head — not sentences, not arguments, nothing shaped like language. The only forty minutes in the day that were not made of words.

There were five of them who came at six. An old man who swam sidestroke and took twenty minutes a length. Two women who talked the entire time in the slow lane. A boy of maybe seventeen who was fast and serious. And Kate, who nodded at all of them and had never learned a single name.

At six-fifty she was in the locker room with her hair wet, and the phone said two missed calls from Daniel, and she looked at them and put the phone in her bag.

*   *   *
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The lease said six hundred and twenty square feet. She'd measured it herself the first week, out of an instinct she didn't examine, and made it five-eighty.

Third floor on Jackson, west of the river. Two rooms and a landing that the listing had called a reception area. The glass in the door still carried the ghost of the last tenant's name — a travel agency, gold leaf scraped off badly, so that in certain light you could read ravel and then a gap. She'd meant to have it redone in February. It was the last week of June.

Ninety-six degrees. The lake was doing nothing about it.

The docket, this morning: a landlord matter set for status at eleven, two DUIs, and the appellate brief on Ferris, which was court-appointed and paid at a rate last adjusted when she was in law school. The Ferris brief was good work. She'd found a jury instruction error in the transcript that three lawyers before her had read past. It would probably win. It would bill out at four hundred and sixty dollars.

She'd made partner at thirty-four. She thought about that occasionally, the way you check a scar.

*   *   *
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At eight-forty Lucas came in with the mail and two coffees and put hers on the desk.

He was thirty, and tall, and good-looking in a symmetrical way that he was faintly embarrassed by; in front of juries it worked against him, because they took him for somebody from somewhere else. He had a habit of standing with his hands empty when there was something he'd decided not to say.

He was standing like that now.

"Hoyt Street closed," he said. "Check came Friday. I deposited it."

"How much after the expert?"

"After Karlin, about nine."

"That covers July."

"It covers July." He looked at the window unit, which had developed a click. "It does not cover the thing where that dies in August."

"Then we'll be hot in August."

He almost smiled. He put the mail on the corner of the desk, squared to the edge, and didn't leave.

Kate looked down.

"Are those the same shoes?"

"They're good shoes."

"Lucas."

"They were four hundred dollars." He said it with dignity. "There's a man on Wells who's resoled them twice. He said the next time he's going to have to do something to the — there's a word. The welt. He said the welt."

"Buy shoes."

"I like these shoes."

He'd walked out of the firm four days after she had, without being asked, and the firm had let him go without a fight because associates were replaceable and because by then nobody there wanted a conversation about who had gone where. He'd taken a fifty-two percent cut and had never once said the number out loud. He'd moved from a place in the West Loop to a one-bedroom over a restaurant in Pilsen where everything he owned smelled faintly of fried onion.

She had never asked him to come. She had also never told him not to. She was aware of the distinction and had decided that week that it was hers to carry.

"Say it," she said.

"It's not a thing."

"Say it anyway."

"Kestrel's principals took the deal. Yost and Braun." He said it evenly. "It was in the paper Saturday but it's on the docket now. Both pleas entered. Cooperation agreements sealed."

She turned her coffee a quarter turn on the desk and put it back.

"Sentencing?"

"Not set."

Which told her they were still spending them. You don't set a date on a cooperator until you know what he's worth, and you don't know that until you know who he can hand you.

"Okay," she said.

"Kate—"

"It's a federal case in a division I have no business in, involving a company I never represented, arising out of an investigation where I'm a witness and not a party." She recited it to hear whether it still held out loud. "Not our business."

"Right," Lucas said.

He took the empty tray and went out, and a moment later his window unit came on, which meant he was annoyed, which meant he'd be over it by ten.

*   *   *
[image: ]


The subpoena had come in March. United States v. Price et al. She was number nineteen on the government's witness list, which was a good number — nineteen meant custodian testimony, one morning, yes that's my handwriting, no I didn't know at the time.

A young AUSA named Reiner had interviewed her twice and both times had ended by asking whether there was anything else she thought the government should know, in that courteous flat way they had, and both times she had said no.

There wasn't. That was the strange part. Everything she had, they had, and better.

Except eight pages.

The eight pages were in the cabinet under M, which was not where they belonged, and had been there since December, and she was not going to think about them this morning.

The ARDC letter was in the same drawer.

Resolved without action.

She'd read that phrase enough times that it had stopped meaning anything and then started meaning something else.

*   *   *
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The eleven o'clock ran nine minutes. She was back by twelve-thirty and ate at the desk out of a paper carton — the place on Halsted, the same order, the woman behind the counter had asked her last week if everything was all right because she'd gotten thin, and Kate had said fine, busy, and had thought about it twice since.

At one-fifty Lucas put his head in.

"Your one-thirty's here. He's early. He's been here since one."

"Who is it?"

"Kolar." He checked the pad he didn't need. "Dennis Kolar. Referral from Chessin. Fraud, federal, he said fourteen counts."

"Chessin doesn't do federal fraud."

"That's what I said."

*   *   *
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Dennis Kolar was forty-four and looked like a man who had lost weight without meaning to. Grey polo, pressed — pressed hard, with a crease down each sleeve, the way somebody irons who was taught by somebody else. Reading glasses in the shirt pocket. He came in with a manila envelope folded once, and he didn't put it on the desk. He held it in his lap.

"Sorry I'm early."

"It's fine."

"I don't like being late so I'm always too early, and then I'm sitting there and that's its own—" He stopped. "Anyway."

He looked at the room. Not rudely. He looked at it the way an adjuster looks at a room, taking the corners, the stain over the file cabinet.

"You had an office on Franklin," he said. "Twenty-second floor."

"I did."

"I was in that lobby maybe thirty times. Different floor." He nodded slightly, as if something small had been confirmed. "I did the insurance for Kestrel Development Partners. Nineteen years. Placement, renewals, claims. All of it through me."

She waited.

"Alan Yost pled Thursday. Braun pled Thursday. You know that."

"I read it this morning."

"They both had counsel from the start. Yost had a firm on Wacker with two hundred lawyers in it. Braun had somebody in Washington." He said the descriptions without weight, which gave them weight. "I had a lawyer for eleven weeks. Gerald Passmore. Kestrel paid for him. Kestrel was paying for all three of us, and nobody explained to me that was a problem until it became one, and then it became mine, and he withdrew on a conflict on the fourteenth of May."

"What did the court do about it?"

"Gave me sixty days to find somebody." A pause with a shape to it. "That was six weeks ago. I've talked to nine lawyers."

"And?"

"Four wanted a hundred and fifty up front. Two told me it was unwinnable and I should shop for a plea, which — fine, maybe, but they said it in the first meeting, before they'd read anything." He counted it on his fingers without seeming to know he was doing it. "One had a conflict. One never called back."

"That's eight."

He looked at her.

"The ninth was Chessin," he said. "He listened for an hour. Then he told me he doesn't try federal fraud cases and gave me your name."

She uncapped the pen. "Fourteen counts of what?"

"Wire fraud. Conspiracy. Two counts of false statements to a financial institution." He recited it as if reading it off something. "Guidelines are eighty-seven to a hundred and eight months. That's what Passmore said before he left. He said think of it as seven years."

"Do you understand why I'd want to know how you're planning to pay me?"

"Yes," Kolar said. "I have a hundred and ninety thousand dollars, which is the equity in my mother's house on Kolmar, which I would be mortgaging, and which is not enough for a trial." Entirely steady about it. "I know it isn't enough. I keep the numbers."

"Then let's do it in the right order," she said. "Tell me what you did."

*   *   *
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He told her for fifty minutes and told it well, which was itself information. He didn't perform innocence. He gave her a chronology, and where the chronology turned against him he didn't slow down or reach for an adverb.

Kestrel had bought distressed multifamily, mostly south and west. He placed the insurance. He handled the claims. On some acquisitions the valuations submitted to the carriers had been supported by appraisals from an appraiser he now understood to have been on Kestrel's payroll through a subsidiary, and on eleven of those he had signed the transmittal.

"Did you know?"

"I knew the appraiser was friendly," he said. "Everybody's appraiser is friendly. That's the business. Did I know Yost owned him?" He looked at the window. "No. Do I expect anybody to believe that, given that I signed eleven of them and made two hundred and forty thousand a year for nineteen years?"

He shrugged.

"No," he said.

She wrote that down. Not the content. The way he'd said it.

"Why fourteen counts and not two?"

"Because they need me to be worth something." No heat in it. "Yost and Braun had lawyers in the room the first week. I sat with two agents in a conference room at Kestrel for three hours in February with no lawyer at all, because Yost told me to cooperate fully and I thought cooperate fully meant tell the truth. Everything they have from me, I gave them. Then they charged me with it."

Something went through her, brief. She set it aside to look at later.

"Mr. Kolar. Why me?"

He held the envelope a moment longer. Then he put it on the desk.

"Because the reason there's a case at all," he said, "is you."

She didn't move.

"The Alderman Group investigation. That opened the ledger in January. That's public, it's in the indictment, the government says so themselves." He tapped the envelope once with one finger, not hard. "I read every filing in that case since January, and then I read backward from it, and it goes back to a bartender named Webb and a defense attorney who wouldn't leave it alone."

"That's not—"

"I'm not accusing you." Quickly. And for the first time something moved in his face. "I want that clear. You did something that was right. I've thought about it a great deal and I've concluded it was right, and I don't have a word for what I feel about it, but it isn't blame."

He sat back.

"But I'm the one who's charged. Yost is at a house in Michigan. Braun's lawyer is negotiating conditions of release. And I'm mortgaging my mother's house." He looked at her steadily. "Somebody was always going to end up at the bottom of it. It was me. So I thought I'd go to the person at the top of it and ask her to stand next to me."

The window unit clicked. Outside on Jackson somebody leaned on a horn and gave up on it.

"That's not an argument," she said.

"No," Kolar agreed. "It's the true reason. I find those are usually different."

*   *   *
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She didn't take it in the room.

She told him she needed the indictment, the discovery index, the withdrawal motion, and everything Passmore had turned over, and told him her hourly, and said she would not put a mortgage on his mother's house until she'd read enough to tell him whether he should spend it.

He said that was the first time
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