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CHAPTER 1

Don’t make assumptions.

Every now and then, I remind myself of that.

Every now and then, the universe does the reminding for me.

When I meet new people, they’re usually dead.

A YOUNG WHITE male lies on his back in the parking lot of a Berkeley frat house. According to the license in his wallet, his name is Seth Lindley Powell. He is four months past his eighteenth birthday. The license gives a San Jose address. It’s a fair bet his parents are at that address, right now, asleep. Nobody has notified them yet. I haven’t had a chance.

Seth Powell has clean gray eyes and soft brown hair. His palms are open to the three a.m. sky. He wears a misshapen brown polo shirt over khakis. One shoelace drifts loose. Except for a few shallow abrasions on his left cheek, his face is smooth and content, with a bluish tinge. His skull, rib cage, neck, arms, and legs are intact. There’s little visible blood.

Down at the end of the driveway, beyond the yellow tape, a throng of students snap photos of Seth. And selfies. Some of them hug and weep, others just look on, curious.

Crushed red Solo cups pile high on the sidewalks. A banner strung from the eaves declares the theme: SATURDAY NIGHT FEVER. Boys slur their statements to uniformed officers. Girls in platforms fidget with the buttons of loud polyester shirts fished from the five-buck bins on Telegraph Avenue. Nobody knows what happened but everyone has a story. From a third-floor window come the lazy flickers of a disco ball nobody has thought to still.

Standing over Seth Powell’s body, I make an assumption: I wonder how I’m going to explain to his parents that their son has died of alcohol poisoning during his first week of school.

I’m wrong.

The following afternoon, a technician comes into the squad room, calls me away from my computer and down to the morgue so I can see firsthand a body cavity sloshing with busted organs; lower vertebrae punched out of alignment; a pelvis smashed to gravel, consistent with a four-story fall, the small of the back taking the full brunt of impact.

There’s a reason we do autopsies.

Toxicology confirms what Seth’s friends insisted on, what I hesitated to believe: he wasn’t a drinker. He was That Guy, caught up in righteous notions of purity. He wrote songs, they said. He took arty black-and-white photos with a camera that used actual film. Rush Week depressed him. Someone heard he went up to the roof to look at the stars.

How depressed?

At some point you need to make a decision. Boxes need checking. It says a lot about our desire for simplicity that there are an infinite number of ways to die but only five manners of death.

Homicide.

Suicide.

Natural.

Accidental.

Undetermined.

My job begins with the dead but continues with the living. The living have telephones with redial. They have regret and insomnia and chest pain and bouts of uncontrollable weeping. They ask: Why.

Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, why isn’t a real question. It’s an expression of loss. Even if I had the answer, I’m not sure anyone could stomach it.

I do the next best thing. The old switcheroo.

They ask for why. I give them how.

Knowing that it’s impossible to live without assumptions, I try to choose mine carefully. I think about the loose shoelace. I rule Seth Powell’s death an accident.

FIVE YEARS ON, I still think about him whenever I get a callout to Berkeley.

I don’t get called out to Berkeley often. Alameda County covers eight hundred square miles, of which Berkeley is a speck, and, compared with its neighbors, basically untouched by serious crime, unless you object to homeless people or fussy vegan reinventions of diner classics, which I don’t. Who doesn’t enjoy a good tofu Reuben?

Five years after Seth Powell’s death, near to the day, at eleven fifty-two a.m. on a Saturday in September, Zaragoza was hanging over my cubicle wall, probing the flesh behind the lower left corner of his jaw in search of the latest development that would widow his wife and orphan his kids.

He said, “Yo Clay, touch this.”

I did not look up from my work. “Touch what.”

“My neck.”

“I’m not touching your neck.”

“You can feel it if you push hard.”

“I believe you.”

“Come on, dude. I need a second opinion.”

“My opinion is that last week you asked me to touch your stomach.”

“I checked WebMD,” he said. “It’s cancer of the pharynx. Maybe salivary glands, but that’s kind of rare.”

“You’re kind of rare,” I said. My desk phone was ringing.

I pressed the speakerphone. “Coroner’s Bureau. Deputy Edison.”

“Hey there, this is Officer Schickman in Berkeley.” Friendly voice. “How are you?”

I said, “What’s up, man?”

“I’m out on a DBF here. More than likely it’s natural but he’s at the bottom of the stairs so I figure you might want to have a look.”

“Sure thing,” I said. “Hang on a sec, I’m all outta my little forms.”

Zaragoza absently handed me a blank worksheet, continued prodding his neck. “I should get an MRI,” he said.

On the speaker, Schickman said, “Sorry?”

“Never mind,” I said, picking up the receiver. “My buddy here’s got cancer.”

“Shit,” Schickman said. “Sorry to hear it.”

“It’s all right, he gets it every week. Go ahead. Decedent’s last name?”

“Rennert.”

“Spell it?”

He did. “First name Walter. Spelled like you think.”

I asked questions, he answered, I wrote. Walter Rennert was a seventy-five-year-old divorced white male residing at 2640 Bonaventure Avenue. At approximately nine forty a.m., his daughter had arrived at the house for their weekly brunch date. She let herself in with her key and found her father lying in the foyer, unresponsive. She called 911 and attempted, unsuccessfully, to resuscitate him. Berkeley Fire had pronounced him dead at ten seventeen.

“She’s next of kin?”

“Believe so. Tatiana Rennert-Delavigne.” He spelled it without being asked.

“Is there a primary doctor?”

“Uh . . . Clark. Gerald Clark. I haven’t been able to reach him. Office is closed till Monday.”

“Any medical conditions you know about?”

“Hypertension, per the daughter. He took meds.”

“And you said he’s at the bottom of the stairs?”

“Nearish. I mean, he’s lying there.”

“Meaning . . .”

“Meaning, that’s his location. It doesn’t look to me like he slipped.”

“Uh-huh,” I said. “Well, we’ll have a look.”

“Okay. Listen, I’m not sure I should be mentioning this at all, but his daughter’s pretty insistent he was murdered.”

“She said that?”

“What she told dispatch. ‘You have to come, my father’s been murdered.’ Something like that. She told patrol the same thing when they got here. They called me.”

So far I liked Schickman. All indications were that he had his shit together. I attributed the hesitation in his voice to uncertainty over how to interact with the daughter, rather than any concern that she might be correct.

“You know how it is,” he said. “People get upset, say things.”

“Sure. Can I get your badge number real quick?”

“Schickman. S-C-H-I-C-K-M-A-N. Sixty-two.”

Berkeley. While I get that it’s not for everybody, you have to admit there’s a certain boutique charm in a PD small enough to have two-digit badge numbers.

I gave him my data and said we’d be there soon.

“Cheers.”

I rang off, got up, stretched. On the other side of the cubicle wall, Zaragoza had opened up Google Images and was scrolling through a ghastly catalog of tumors.

“You coming?” I asked.

He shuddered and closed the browser.


CHAPTER 2

I think about the dead, wherever I go. It’s inevitable. In eight hundred square miles, there’s pretty much no place untainted in my memory by death.

A bend in the freeway and I reflexively slow to avoid the invisible lump of a woman who leapt from the overpass, causing the nine-car pileup and five-hour traffic jam that would become her legacy.

The motel in Union City where a tax lawyer’s celebration of his impending divorce ended in a speedball overdose.

Certain blocks in Oakland: take your pick.

It’s not that I’m haunted. More like I never quite manage to feel alone.

The work clings to us in different ways. That’s how it is for me. Zaragoza, he gets hantavirus, or flesh-eating bacteria, or whatever.

“Lymphoma,” he said, thumbing his phone. “Fuck, I didn’t even consider that.”

“I still get your Xbox, right?”

“Yeah, fine.”

“Lymphoma it is, then.”

Propped on the dash, my own phone instructed me to exit the 13 and continue onto Tunnel Road, skirting blind driveways drowned in redwood shadow. A hard yellow at the entrance to the Claremont Hotel had me stomping the brake, causing the gurneys in back to rattle around unhappily.

Pairs of wide-set brick columns marked the southern edge of the neighborhood, stern iron gates left open in a gesture of generosity. The homes beyond were tall and bright and stately, weathered brick and wood shingling, thoughtful drought-tolerant landscaping. A sign encouraged me to drive like my grandkids lived there. I saw a Volvo with a roof-mount bike rack, bumper sagging under several elections’ worth of stickers. I saw a Tesla and a seven-seater SUV shouldering together in the same driveway, a winking attempt to acknowledge and then ignore the distinction between living well and living good.

“You know it around here?” Zaragoza asked.

He meant from my student days. I shook my head. Back then I hardly left the safety of the gym, let alone ventured off campus. I’d never come in a professional capacity, either.

Bonaventure Avenue meandered east for three hundred yards, narrowing to a single lane that terminated in a cul-de-sac plugged up by residents’ vehicles, two Berkeley PD cruisers, and a full hook-and-ladder. Backing the truck out was going to be a pain in the ass.

Three houses clumped on the south side of the street, along the gentler downhill slope. To the north, a towering Spanish was set high atop a knob of bedrock, accessible via a long, steep driveway lined with crushed stone. At the crest I could make out the boxy silhouette of an ambulance, flashers on.

I eased the van up the driveway, which widened to a fissured asphalt parking area forty feet square and hemmed in by conifers. Aside from the ambulance, there was a third cruiser and a silver Prius, leaving me inches to slot the van parallel to the entrance portico. The secluded neighborhood and the layout of the property meant we had the scene pretty much to ourselves. Good: no one enjoys crowd control.

We got out of the van. Zaragoza began taking flicks of the exterior.

In the far corner of the parking area stood a stick-straight, slender woman in her twenties, the sole civilian among a dozen emergency responders. She wore black yoga pants and a lightweight gray sweatshirt, one shoulder fallen to reveal a teal tank top beneath. Down her neck lay a bundle of lacquered black hair; her throat was concave, her posture so impressive that she appeared to dwarf the female patrol officer standing with her, though they were about the same height. A patchwork handbag slouched against her calf. She had a hand up against the sharp, slanting light, obscuring her eyes, so that I saw only cheeks, smooth and contoured nicely and slightly smoky. Beveled lips pursed and relaxed, as if sampling the flavor of the air.

She turned and stared at me.

Maybe because I’d been staring at her.

Or I didn’t matter at all, and she was looking past me, at the van—the gold lettering, the finality. Ambulance arrives: you hope. Cops arrive: you keep hoping. When the coroner shows up, you lose all rational room for denial. Though that doesn’t stop some folks.

No. Not the van. Definitely looking at me.

A wiry redheaded guy in a black BPD polo shirt cut between us.

“Nate Schickman,” he said. “Thanks for coming.”

I said, “Thanks for leaving the driveway open.”

We didn’t shake. Too casual, with kin looking on. There’s no class, no textbook, on how to act in the presence of the bereaved. You learn the same way you learn anything worthwhile: by observing, employing common sense, and screwing up.

You don’t crack jokes, obviously, but neither do you go overboard with grim sympathy. That’s false and it reeks. You don’t say I’m sorry for your loss or I’m sorry to inform you or any version of I’m sorry. It’s not your place to be sorry. To claim sorrow on someone else’s behalf is presumptuous and, occasionally, dangerous. I’ve had to notify families whose sons have been killed by the police. Do I tell them I’m sorry? They don’t care that I’m not the cop who pulled the trigger or that I belong to an entirely different department; that I’m the one charged with caring for their child’s physical remains. When it’s your kid, a uniform is a uniform, a badge is a badge.

Remember where we are, too. Nobody in the Bay Area likes cops.

“That’s the daughter,” I said.

Schickman nodded.

“How’s she holding up?”

“See for yourself.”

Tatiana Rennert-Delavigne didn’t appear hysterical. She had stopped watching me and turned away, wrapping her free arm around herself like a sash, self-soothing. She was nodding or shaking her head in response to questions posed by the patrol officer. That she was not crying or screaming did not, to my mind, make her any more or less credible. Nor did it make her suspicious. Grief finds a broad spectrum of expression.

I told Schickman I’d be back in a second and headed over to join the conversation.

The patrol officer angled out to admit me. Her name tag said HOCKING.

“Pardon me,” I said. “Ms. Rennert-Delavigne?”

She nodded.

“I’m Deputy Edison from the county Coroner’s Bureau. My partner over there is Deputy Zaragoza. I’m sure you have a lot of questions. Before we get started, I wanted to let you know exactly what our role is and what we’re going to be doing here.”

She said, “Okay.”

“It’s our responsibility to secure your father’s body. We’ll go inside the house and assess the situation. If there’s need for an autopsy, we’ll transport him so that can get done as quickly as possible. I’ll let you know if that’s going to happen so it’s not a surprise to you.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“Meanwhile, do you have anyone you can call, who can come be with you?” I noticed, in the moment before she cast them down, that her eyes were green. “Sometimes it can help not to be alone.”

I was waiting for her to say my husband or my boyfriend or my sister.

She said nothing.

“Maybe a friend,” I said, “or a clergyperson.”

She said, “How do you decide if an autopsy is necessary?”

“If we have any reason at all to believe that your father’s death wasn’t from natural causes—an accident, for example—then we’ll do one.”

“What are the reasons you’d believe that?”

“We examine the physical environment and the body,” I said. “The slightest question, we’ll err on the side of caution and bring him in.”

“Do you do the autopsy?”

“No ma’am. The pathologist, a medical doctor. I work for the Sheriff.”

“Mm,” she said. I couldn’t tell if she was relieved or disappointed.

Windless sun beat down. Small animals chittered in the cedar branches.

“He didn’t slip,” she said. “He was pushed.”

She shifted, just perceptibly, to address Hocking. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

Credit Officer Hocking for a good poker face.

“I’m definitely going to want to talk to you about that,” I said. “Right now, I’m going to ask if we can pause for a bit, and me and my partner can go inside and conduct our assessment?”

I was careful not to use the word investigation. More accurate, in a way, but I didn’t want to suggest that I’d opened the door to the possibility of a homicide. I hadn’t opened any doors, period.

Tatiana Rennert-Delavigne hugged herself tighter and kept silent.

I said, “I promise that we will treat your father with the utmost respect.”

“I’ll wait here,” she said.


CHAPTER 3

Approaching the house, I noticed deferred maintenance. Rain gutters sagged. Cracks in the façade had begun to gape. The portico floor was missing bricks. The front door was solid oak, though, coffered and free of damage, flanked by two unplanted planters smeared with lichen. All the windows I could see were unbroken.

I signed in, tucked my Posse Box under my arm, pulled on gloves.

Inside, Zaragoza was busy with the camera. A couple of Berkeley cops hung around in the doorway, spectating.

The foyer was a double-high oval, open at the long ends to a dining room and a den. Expansive but spare: the furniture consisted of a single high-backed chair and a console table with a tray, over which an oxidized mirror hung askew. At the back, a staircase curved up toward a spidery iron chandelier.

No rug to cushion the impact of flesh on tile.

No sign of disturbance, just the body, facedown.

I could imagine Tatiana’s shock.

I smelled coffee.

Walter Rennert was dressed in a navy-blue bathrobe, fraying at the hem. His feet were bare. Medium height. High side of average, weight-wise. His left arm was curled beneath his torso. His right elbow crooked skyward, as though he’d tried to slow his descent. I’d seen plenty of other bodies similarly positioned, which made it hard not to jump to an immediate conclusion.

Ten feet separated him from the bottom step. That’s a long way for a grown man to travel. I doubted he’d been pushed from the top of the stairs. It would take a violent and powerful heave, close to ground level.

Or else he tripped on the last few steps, went sprawling, cracked his head.

Or else he’d been moved.

Or someone from our side had moved him.

I turned to the uniforms in the doorway. “Anyone move him?”

One of them fetched Schickman.

“Not us,” he said.

“Fire?”

“Not as far as I know. He was cold to the touch when they got here, so I think they pretty much let him be. I can ask.”

“Thanks. Do me a favor and ask the decedent’s daughter also.”

He nodded and went off.

The source of the coffee smell was a brown puddle to my left. The cup it had come from lay on its side, lid popped off. A crumpled bakery bag coughed out its contents. Bran muffin. Scone. Two croissants.

Weekly brunch.

I pictured Tatiana getting out of her Prius, purse slaloming down her shoulder, coffee in one hand, pastry bag in the other, trying to manipulate a house key with two fingers.

I pictured her walking in.

Seeing him.

Dropping the food.

I didn’t see her screaming or freaking out. More like she’d dropped the food because it was the fastest way to get to her purse and her phone.

Assumptions.

I began my circuit at the console table. In the tray were a set of keys and a black leather wallet. The keys included one for an Audi and another for a Honda. I hadn’t seen either car. No big mystery: the garage wasn’t attached to the house, but down at street level, chopped into the bedrock, a common setup for East Bay hilltop homes.

Rennert’s wallet contained an unremarkable assortment of credit cards and forty-six dollars in cash. He belonged to two libraries, Cal and Berkeley Public. Health insurance. Social Security. AAA. Fuzz-edged loyalty card for Peet’s.

I checked the California driver’s license against the man on the ground. Even with next of kin present, I like to find at least one form of photo ID. Stuff like that seems redundant until it’s not.

I knelt down for a better look.

The dead man had a dense gray beard and a scraggly gray-white hairline that had fought to hold its ground. His eyelids were locked tight in an expression of agony, his mouth half open. He looked as though he had just received terrible news, unbelievable news.

He was indeed identical with Walter Jerome Rennert.

In the license photo he wore a dazed smile.

I replaced it in the wallet.

Zaragoza took a few last flicks of the body and turned his attention to the staircase, ascending one step at a time, pausing between shots to wiggle the treads. The walls were whitewashed plaster. Blood would stand out. The stairs themselves were uncarpeted—a point in favor of a slip. Rushing down, say, to answer the door.

I stepped to the far side of the body. Rennert’s right hand was tucked against his flank, gripping an object, the fingers fixed like pipe straps. I waved to Zaragoza, double-checking that he’d gotten shots in situ. He gave me a thumbs-up and I coaxed the object out: an etched-glass tumbler. Its robust, opaque base tapered to wafer thinness along the walls. The faintest coin of yellow liquid pooled at the bottom. Aside from a minuscule chip in the rim, it was intact, which argued strongly against a fall of any significant distance, whether that fall had come about as the result of carelessness, intoxication, bad luck, or malice.

On the other hand, a person hit with, say, an acute myocardial infarction might have time to realize what was happening. He might struggle to stay upright, succumbing in stages, brought first to his knees, then to palms and knees, elbows and knees, before finally giving out. Clutching the tumbler all the while. Wanting to avoid dropping it or collapsing on top of it. Refusing to accept that this was the end. Thinking a very pragmatic, very defiant, very human thought: No reason to ruin a perfectly good piece of crystal.

I bagged and tagged the tumbler.

Schickman reappeared in the doorway. “She says she tried to turn him over to do CPR but couldn’t.”

“Couldn’t turn him, or couldn’t do CPR?”

“You want me check with her again?”

I shook my head. “I’ll handle it. Thanks.”

The body most often speaks for itself.

I set the tumbler aside and knelt at the top of Rennert’s head, pressing my fingers into his skull and neck; moving down the spine and the back of the rib cage; digging through the robe’s deep pile, through layers of skin and fat and flesh gone rigid; verifying the integrity of the bones beneath.

No indication of fracture or dislocation.

There’s a reason we do autopsies, though: some bodies keep secrets.

Having reached the top of the staircase, Zaragoza came down wordlessly to assist me.

He took hold of Rennert’s hips. I took hold under the arms. We did a silent three-count and rolled the body over.

The parts of Rennert’s face that had been in contact with the ground were blanched paper white, in contrast to the pronounced lividity in his nose and chin. I didn’t observe any marks consistent with blunt impact. His robe pouched open, revealing tufts of gray hair, breast and belly blotched purple and white. No lacerations, abrasions, or gross trauma.

It was getting harder and harder not to make assumptions.

Pincered in Rennert’s left hand was an item that, for me, is almost always the single best piece of evidence: a cellphone. People keep their whole lives on their phones. You’d be amazed at how many of them will google signs of a heart attack instead of calling 911.

Rennert’s was a scratched black iPhone, three or four versions old.

Zaragoza photographed the front side of the body.

When he finished, I examined Rennert’s cheekbones, forehead, jaw, sternum, and rib cage. I freed the phone and gave it to Zaragoza to catalog, concluding with a check of the extremities before heading outside to confer with Schickman.

“We’ll hang on to his cell for now,” I said. “If you need something let me know.”

“Right on.”

“We’re just gonna have a quick look around the house.”

Schickman nodded. He look relaxed. He was making assumptions, too.

IT’S THE MARK of a good secondary when you don’t have to waste time negotiating the division of labor. Zaragoza might be a neurotic hypochondriac, but he’s a professional: he’d taken it upon himself to cover the ground floor, leaving me the upstairs. I followed on his sweep of the staircase with one of my own, failing to find any evidence pointing to a fall or a fight.

Mostly I wanted to track down the hypertension medication. Say Rennert had missed a bunch of pills. That could point toward a natural death: a stroke, for example. Taking too many pills could lead to light-headedness, which in turn could lead to fainting.

A person’s home is also a useful indicator of whether he’s taking care of himself, sleeping well, getting proper nutrition, and so on.

In this instance, I got mixed signals. Each of the five bedrooms was tidy and tastefully decorated but gave off a stale, unused odor.

In the master I paused to take in a panoramic view of the Bay.

The medicine cabinet in the master bath was empty. Dust dulled the tub.

Rennert was divorced. Maybe he slept somewhere else because the suite conjured too many unpleasant memories. Or it felt overlarge for a single man, living alone.

Nothing hinted at the existence of a girlfriend. No women’s clothes in the closet, no stray pots of makeup. Here and there amid the art hung family photos, various combinations of the same three faces, at various stages of childhood and adolescence: Tatiana and two boys roughly ten years older. Products of a previous marriage, perhaps. I saw them apple-cheeked in ski suits against a backdrop of regal pines; holding hands as they jumped into a swimming pool; riding horses in tall dry grass. They looked happy. If they were in fact stepsiblings, they appeared to have blended well enough.

Then again, you don’t whip out the camera when the kids are fighting.

Figuring Rennert for one of those people who keep their medicines by the kitchen sink, I started down the hall, pausing by a narrow door.

I had overlooked it, thinking—assuming—it was a linen closet.

I opened it and instead peered up a cramped second staircase.

As I mounted the steps, a phantom ache stirred in my knee, and I stopped for a moment, gripping the banister, breathing through my teeth.

I climbed on.

The staircase opened to an attic, plywood floors and naked rafters and bulging insulation. Stifling and dark, it ran the length of the second story, lacking interior walls but sectioned by Oriental rugs and file cabinets, lamps and books and odd bits of junk. A comfortable disorder that conveyed movement and intention, unlike the space below.

A monumental kneehole desk, ornately carved and piled high with books and magazines, anchored one zone. There was no desk chair, but rather a pair of chairs set up to face each other. The first was a lounger that looked like it had been slept in a lot: nubby upholstery, blanket limp over the arm, grimy buckwheat neck pillow. The second chair was a wooden rocker with smooth, carved spindles, a rich red cherry stain. The two pieces made for strange companions—one elegant and cool, the other greasy and creased. They seemed to huddle in conversation; they looked like a dude on a bender and his successful younger brother, there to stage an intervention. Yet again.

Along the far wall I spied the components of a basic bathroom: plastic-basin shower, sink, toilet, exposed plumbing.

I’d found where Rennert did his living.

No fridge. Maybe he still went downstairs to eat.

I picked my way through the gloom toward the sink.

No pill bottles.

I got down to check the floor.

I inched back the shower curtain.

The makeshift sleeping area felt like the next most logical place to look.

I made my way there, high-stepping over milk crates filled with LPs, sliding aside the rocking chair to stand before the desk.

I wondered how they’d gotten the massive thing up those stairs. A crane? The largest window, overlooking the Bay, didn’t look big enough to admit it. Maybe it had been taken apart plank by plank and reassembled onsite, imprisoned, never to leave.

As a symbol, it felt kind of over the top.

One glance at the mess of papers smothering the desktop was enough to generate a strong hypothesis about Walter Rennert’s profession. Books: The Teenage Brain and Taming the Human Animal and Issues in Contemporary Research Design. Academic journals: Assessment. Adolescence and Childhood Quarterly. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin.

It fit. We weren’t far from campus. Although I’d majored in psych, and I didn’t recognize his name.

Hospital or private practice?

Maybe he used the attic as his office, put his patients in the lounger and took notes in the rocker. To me it didn’t feel like a relaxing place to unburden oneself. Too claustrophobic. But to each his own.

I started opening the column of desk drawers on the right.

Pens, pencils, checkbooks, bills, bank statements, invoices, Post-its, confetti, crap.

Middle right, more of the same.

Bottom right, a .38 Smith & Wesson revolver.

As a rule, we stick to a single camera per scene. It gets too confusing otherwise, having to coordinate different devices. Zaragoza had the Nikon with him downstairs. For the moment I used my own phone to shoot a few flicks, not so much for the official record as to remind myself.

The mere presence of a weapon did not raise red flags. People own guns. Even people in Berkeley. More to the point, Rennert hadn’t been shot.

I checked the cylinder.

Five-round capacity.

Four cartridges, full metal jacket.

The central drawer contained more paper and unopened mail.

The drawers on the left were false, a single door that swung out to reveal a deep cabinet, stuffed with a splendid array of fine scotch whiskeys: Walter Rennert’s liquid pantry.

At least I think the whiskeys were fine. I don’t know booze. They had fancy labels with pictures of game animals and dramatic Highland names.

At any rate, they had all been well enjoyed.

Three tumblers, identical to the one I’d found in Rennert’s hand, sat in a rack on the inside of the cabinet door. Tucked into the tumblers were three plastic amber pill bottles.

The first two contained a diuretic and a beta-blocker—as expected, with Rennert being treated for hypertension. I noted the dates, the dosages, the prescribing doctor (Gerald Clark, MD). A count of the pills corresponded to the days remaining before refill.

The third prescription had been issued by a different doctor, Louis Vannen, and filled five days earlier at a different pharmacy.

We don’t receive any formal medical or pharmacological training, but along the way you pick up the basics. Rennert’s third prescription was for Risperdal, which is the brand name for risperidone, which is a widely used antipsychotic.

The bottle contained the complete thirty days’ worth of pills. Two refills remained. Large black letters warned the user not to consume alcohol while taking this medication.

I opened up my phone to google risperdal alcohol interaction. No bars.

I put the bottles back in the glasses and went downstairs to find Zaragoza.


CHAPTER 4

He was coming to find me.

“Fridge is basically bare,” he said. He’d been down to the basement, as well, finding a cityscape of moldy cardboard boxes and multi-tier wine racks, the bottles squeaky clean, indicating a healthy (or unhealthy) rate of turnover.

I described the attic and the desk, showing him the pictures on my phone. He headed upstairs to take some better shots with the Nikon and to bag the pill bottles.

I met Schickman at the door.

“We’re going to bring him in,” I said. “I’ll talk to the decedent’s daughter and give her a heads-up.”

“Yeah, man. Take your time. You need anything from us?”

Weird as it is to imagine a person researching his heart-attack-in-progress, I find it just as weird that others will literally yell, “I’m having a heart attack.” But they do, sometimes loud enough for neighbors to hear. Not to mention that a two-hundred-pound man yelping as he spills down a flight of stairs can produce a pretty significant racket.

The distance between Rennert’s house and the adjacent properties might dampen any noise. But no charge for asking.

I said as much to Schickman. “Be good to know if anyone heard anything, so if you’re offering, a canvass would be cool.”

Schickman rubbed his sunburnt neck. “Teach me to offer.”

TATIANA HADN’T BUDGED from her corner of the parking area, and neither had Patrol Officer Hocking, though their relationship appeared to have outlived its usefulness. The officer had her hands jammed awkwardly in her pockets, and Tatiana was ignoring her, jabbing at her phone with stiff quick thumbs. She noticed me coming and shoved it in her purse, straightening up and shaking away a streamer of hair.

I said, “We’re almost done inside, and I wanted to let you know that we’ll be bringing your father out soon.”

“That’s it?” she said.

“Beg pardon?”

“You were in there for like half an hour.”

It had actually been an hour-plus. More than enough time to spend at a scene whose signs point toward a natural death. A smaller house? A guy who kept his medicine in the medicine cabinet? I really would’ve been done in thirty minutes.

I’ve learned to think before I speak, and that’s what I did, looking at the lovely, angry face in front of me.

I said, “What we do here is just a first step. In your father’s case, an autopsy will give us much more specific information. The police have to wait for us to finish before they go inside and start their work. We want to expedite that.”

She exhaled, a little sheepishly. “All right. Thank you.”

“Of course,” I said. “Have you had a chance to call someone?”

“My mom. I don’t know when she’ll get here. She’s coming from the city.”

“Right.” I turned to Hocking. “I think they could use a hand with the canvass.”

Hocking gave a tight, grateful nod and left us.

Tatiana watched her go. “She doesn’t believe me.”

She tilted her head at me. “You don’t either, do you.”

“I’m not sure what you mean,” I said.

“That he was pushed.”

I took out my notebook. “Let’s talk about that.”

IT WAS THEIR ritual, brunch, every Saturday for the last couple of years. She couldn’t remember how it had gotten started. Go to the French bakery on Domingo, get herself a cup of coffee, pastries for them to share. Did I know the bakery? They made the most authentic croissants; they’d won multiple East Bay best-of awards. She thought they imported their butter. She only went there once a week, otherwise she’d gain fifty pounds.

Normally, she stayed with her father for two to three hours, leaving in the early afternoon. She taught the one thirty p.m. class at a yoga studio on Shattuck. Sometimes she returned later in the day, bringing dinner for him, depending.

She didn’t say what that depended on. As she continued to talk, I filled in reasons.

He drank too much. He didn’t feed himself.

He was lonely.

They both were.

She loved him.

I asked when she had last seen her father alive.

“In person, not since Tuesday. Yesterday I called to ask if he wanted me to pick up anything in particular for today.”

“What time was that?”

“Ten, ten thirty a.m.”

“How did he sound?”

“Fine,” she said. “Normal.”

“Did he complain of any pain or discomfort, anything like that?”

A burr of suspicion appeared in her voice: “No.”

“I have to ask,” I said. “It’s important to be able to rule things out. How long has he taken medication for hypertension?”

“I don’t know. Fifteen years? But I told the police, it wasn’t a serious problem. He had it under control.”

“Aside from that, how was his health?”

“He’s seventy-five,” she said. “Normal things. Backaches. I mean, he was fine. Better than that. He played tennis several times a week.”

“Any other medications or conditions that you’re aware of?”

“No.”

“For his mood, or anything like that?”

“No.”

“Any mental health issues?”

Her face tightened. “Like what.”

“Depression, or—”

“If you’re asking me, did he hurt himself, that’s ridiculous.”

“I don’t mean to suggest that,” I said. “It’s just a routine—”

“I know. Okay. No, no issues. And no, he didn’t take anything else.”

I believed that she believed it.

I could have challenged her; shown her the bottle of Risperdal; asked her about Louis Vannen. But to what end? I play two roles, and I’m constantly balancing my need for information against my duty to console.

I said, “Officer Schickman told me you tried to do CPR.”

“I started to.” A beat. “Then I saw his face, and . . .”

She fell silent.

“It’s important for me to know how much he was moved,” I said.

She nodded listlessly. “Not much. I . . .” Her lips began to tremble and she flattened them against her teeth. “He’s heavy. For me.”

She was reliving it: wrestling with her father’s body, the sheer physical frustration, a horrifying and unasked-for intimacy.

I said, “Let’s talk about what you said, about him being pushed. What makes you think that?”

“Because it’s happened before,” she said.

I looked up from writing. “What has.”

“This.”

“Okay,” I said.

“See? You don’t believe me.”

“Can we back up, please? Something happened to your father—”

“Not him,” she said. “His student.”

“Student . . .?”

“Grad student. Here. At Cal.”

“Name?” I asked.

“Nicholas Linstad. He and my dad ran a study together. One of their subjects ended up going out and murdering a girl. At the trial my father testified against him. They both did.”

“When was this?”

“Early nineties. I was six, I think. Ninety-one or ninety-two.”

“All right. Your father and his student testify against an individual. What’s his name?”

“They never released it. He was a minor. Disturbed. The whole thing was awful.”

“I’m sure.”

“You don’t understand,” she said. “My father—it ruined him. Then they go and let this homicidal maniac out of prison. He’s walking the streets, my father helped convict him. You’d think somebody would warn us. It’s completely irresponsible. A month later, Nicholas falls down a flight of stairs and dies.”

“He fell?”

“He was pushed,” she said.

“Was anyone charged?” I asked.

“They said it was an accident. But I mean, come on. It’s not, like, a puzzle.”

I nodded. “What about Mr. Linstad’s death, when did that occur?”

“About ten, twelve years ago. I don’t remember the exact date. I wasn’t living in Berkeley then. I do know that my father was completely freaked out.”

I thought about the gun in Rennert’s desk. “You shared this with the police.”

“What do you think? Apparently it’s all a big coincidence.”

“Did they say that?”

“They didn’t need to,” she said. “I could tell from the way they were looking at me.” Her bag buzzed. “The same way you are now.”

She bent, snatched up the phone, swore quietly.

“There’s traffic on the bridge,” she said, texting. “She’s stuck.”

What did I believe, at that point? What did I assume?

It wasn’t the first time I’d been asked by a relative to accept the most sinister interpretation of a scene. Grief makes conspiracy theorists of us all. But in my experience, when death haunts a family, there’s usually a banal explanation.

Bad genetics. Bad environment. Alcohol. Drugs.

I once met a woman who’d lost three sons, each of them shot. It fell to me to notify her that her fourth son had been stabbed and had died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital. In her face I saw sorrow. Weariness. Resignation. No real surprise, though.

A clatter: Zaragoza at the back of the van, readying the gurney.

Tatiana finished her text and dropped the phone in her bag.

I said, “I understand your frustration. Right now the goal is to gather as much information as possible. That includes everything you’re telling me.”

“Fine,” she said. “So what next?”

“The autopsy’s the first priority. It’ll give us a clearer picture of what happened.”

“How long does that take?”

“Middle of next week at the outside. Once that’s done, we can issue a death certificate and release your father’s body. If you tell the funeral home he’s with us, they’ll take care of the rest.” I paused. “Did you have a specific funeral home in mind?”

It was this question, the bleak practicality it demanded, that overwhelmed her at last. She pressed at her temples, shut her eyes against tears.

She said, “I don’t even know where to look.”

“Of course,” I said. “It’s not something people think about.”

I gave her a moment to just be.

She wiped her face on her sleeves. “Who do I call?”

“I’m not allowed to make recommendations,” I said. “But in my experience most of the ones around here are very good.”

“What about the bad ones?” A short laugh. “Can you tell me those?”

I smiled. “Unfortunately not.”

“Whatever. I’ll figure it out.” She wiped her face again, regarded me soberly. “I’m sorry if I lost my temper.”

“Not at all.”

“He’s dead, and I feel like nobody’s . . . No excuses. I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for.”

She gazed up at the house. “It’s so fucked up. I don’t know if he has a will. I can’t reach my brothers. Nobody’s picking up at the studio, they’re expecting me in twenty minutes.” She breathed out sharply. “It’s a mess, is what it is.”

“Did your father have an attorney?”

“My mom might know. If she ever gets here.”

“We can notify your brothers, if it’d help.”

“No, thanks, I’ll do it.”

“Before I forget,” I said. “I have some of your father’s possessions, his wallet and his phone. They might yield additional information, so we’re going to take them with us. Do you happen to know the passcode for the phone?”

She looked lost.

“Don’t worry if not,” I said. “Usually it’s a birthday, or—”

“You can’t just, like, crack it?”

“Knowing the code would be a lot faster.”

“God. Okay, try these.”

I scribbled as she rattled off numbers.

“If none of those work, let me know,” she said.

“Will do. Thanks. Anything else you want to tell me? Other questions?”

“I’m sure I’ll think of something.”

I gave her my card. “That’s my direct line. Think of me as a resource. Here if you need me, not if you don’t. This can be a confusing process, and one of our goals is to make it easier for you.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“Of course.” My turn to look at the house. “Some people find it tough when we bring the body out. You might want to hang out elsewhere temporarily.”

She didn’t reply. She was studying my card.

I said, “Even if you just want to go down to the street for fifteen or twenty minutes. Or you could drive over to your work.”

She put the card in her pocket. “I’ll stay.”
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