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			Chapter 1

			Regina Klein called.

			“Buy me lunch,” she said.

			“Good to hear from you,” I said.

			“There’s an Ethiopian place near my office.”

			“Doing well, thanks for asking.”

			“Spicy, but they’ll tone it down for you.”

			“Kids are great, thanks,” I said. “How about yourself?”

			“I’m texting you the address. Meet me at noon.”

			“Regina. I’m busy. I can’t just pick up and drive to Santa Cruz in the middle of the day.”

			“Need I remind you,” she said, “I almost died for you.”

			“Nice try. You acted of your own free will.”

			“Busy with what?”

			“Embezzlement case.”

			“Fuck that,” she said. “Mine’s better. There’s a body.”

			I drove to Santa Cruz.

			

			—

			The restaurant, Lulit’s, was on Soquel Avenue adjacent to a Brazilian jiujitsu studio. Grunts and thuds vibrated through the shared wall.

			Regina is five-one, I’m six-three. She rose on tiptoes to hug me; I bent down to meet her. Button-cute and a chameleon. Perfect for snaring the gullible.

			She was wearing a silver silk blouse over black gabardine slacks, which on her gave the look of a kid playing dress-up. She’d corralled her wild dark hair into a bun, ditched the Keds for ballet flats, subbed out her gigantic horn-rimmed glasses for an understated rimless pair. Just enough makeup.

			Introducing Ms. Polished, Discreet PI.

			“What’s shaking, Poirot?” she said.

			The waitress greeted her by name. After we put in our order—atakilt wat, vegetable sambusas, lentil stew—Lulit herself emerged in clogs and an apron.

			“How spicy?” she said.

			“Spicy’s fine,” I said.

			“Make him regret it,” Regina said.

			Lulit laughed and retreated to her kitchen.

			“I already regret this,” I said.

			“What’s new with the fam?” Regina asked.

			“Now you want to know?”

			“I’m trying to be civilized.”

			I caught her up. Charlotte was reading like a fiend. Myles was starting preschool in the fall. Amy still had her clinic job but was toying, as ever, with leaving and going into private practice.

			“Give everyone a hug for me.”

			“Will do.”

			“Sorry I missed the birthday party,” she said. “Ed had a department thing.”

			“Not a problem. Thanks for the presents. The kids loved them.”

			“Auntie Regina knows child development.”

			“How’s Ed, speaking of?”

			Regina’s boyfriend of the last year was a Stanford biology professor—a widower, fifteen years her senior; rangy, balding, handsome in a well-worn way. And utterly smitten.

			“He wants me to marry him,” she said.

			“Wow. And?”

			“I didn’t say yes. I didn’t say no.”

			“Did you give him a time frame, at least?”

			“Time is a construct.”

			“He must really love you, to put up with your shit.”

			Regina posed daintily, fingers under chin. “What’s not to love?”

			

			—

			The food was abundant, colorful, fragrant. I tore off a piece of injera bread and scooped up a mouthful of lentils. It was delicious. Then my face caught fire.

			“Oh God,” I said.

			Lulit brought the water pitcher.

			Regina said, “Better leave it.”

			Lulit set the pitcher down with a smile.

			I dipped my napkin in ice water, swabbed my forehead and neck. “What the hell.”

			“I warned you,” Regina said, chewing.

			“How are you not dying?”

			“I’m not a pussy.”

			“Says the woman allergic to cheese.” I chugged a glass, refilled it, reached for more injera. “The crazy thing is, I want to keep eating it.”

			“Obviously. You’re a masochist.”

			“Obviously. I’m friends with you.” I wiped my mouth. “The case. Go.”

			“Elizabeth and Rick Valois. He’s a colleague of Ed’s. They live in Los Gatos. Two grown kids, a daughter and a son named Adam. Last summer Adam goes missing. Couple weeks later his body washes up in a park at the edge of the Bay. Coyote Hills.”

			“That’s near Fremont.”

			Regina nodded. “Anniversary’s coming up. The parents are frustrated. They feel like they’re getting the runaround.”

			“Are they?”

			“I don’t know. I told Rick I could talk to him unofficially. But you’re a better fit.”

			“Aw, shucks.”

			“Don’t get puffed up, Poirot. It’s basic stuff: You’re local, you know the territory, you’re connected to the Coroner’s and PDs.”

			“Or you’re smelling a loser case and decided to punt.”

			She grinned. “Would I do that to you?”

			“Terms?”

			“You drive. I ride shotgun. I bill you, you bill them and take the deduction.”

			“Sounds like a good deal for me.”

			“Is that a yes?”

			“I’ll talk to them and see what’s there.”

			“I need an answer now.”

			“Why?”

			“They’re expecting us at one-thirty. Eat up, buttercup.”

			“For God’s sake.”

			“I almost died for you.”

			“Can you not, with that.”

			“I can and I will.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Los Gatos has evolved.

			Once an agricultural hub, later an art colony—Steinbeck wrote The Grapes of Wrath there—the town has seen its economic profile rise dramatically over the last half century, as the wealth of Silicon Valley spills out and swamps the entire Bay Area. Modest houses go for two million, and the Valois residence was a whole lot more than modest: an imposing cream-colored Tuscan perched on a peaceful hilltop in the luxe Santa Rosa neighborhood. Twin Teslas were stacked in the driveway. A flagstone path wound through mature oaks toward the portal.

			“I should’ve been a biologist,” I said.

			Regina said, “Family money, I think.”

			“What does she do?”

			“Some sort of nonprofit thing.”

			I tapped a door knocker shaped like a fleur-de-lis.

			One moment.

			The door opened on a woman with a sandy-blond pixie cut.

			“Thank you for coming.”

			Elizabeth Valois was in her early sixties, with a high, pale forehead and pinched features, like a pencil sketch reliant on blank space. Watery blue eyes, delicate gold jewelry accenting chinos and a light-gray cashmere cowl-neck. Only a youthful splash of freckles kept her from collapsing into two dimensions.

			She air-kissed Regina, told me to call her Liz, and led us to a double-height living room decorated with lacquered bookcases, Berber rugs, color field paintings, and a linen sofa set. Tall windows flanked the fireplace, overlooking generous grounds—swimming pool, bocce court—and the towering green mountains beyond.

			“Drink?”

			“I’m fine, thanks,” I said.

			“Regina?”

			“Same here.”

			“Richard’s in his office. Hang on, I’ll just fetch him.”

			Family photos always interest me, though I try not to read too much into them. The Valoises had designated an area by the piano for theirs. Parental gender swap: Adam evoked his mother’s grace—even a marked wispiness—while his sister had inherited her father’s bulbous chin, ridged brow, and dark, shaggy hair.

			Tucked among the four faces was a fifth, the daughter’s husband. Handsome and dark in their formal wedding portrait. She’d married her father. Or herself.

			No grandchildren.

			As if to compensate, an antique music stand displayed two textbooks: Advanced Concepts in Cellular Biology, 4th edition, co-authored by Richard and three others, alongside his solo effort, Cyclin-Dependent Kinases and Cell Cycle Control.

			Regina said, “Bathroom reading.”

			Footsteps approached, and Liz reappeared, followed by an older version of the man in the photos, clad in blue jeans and a short-sleeved blue chambray shirt. Reading glasses nestled amid the wiry hair, now streaked with white. One arm pinned a yellow legal pad against his body.

			He offered me the other hand. “Rick Valois.” Nasal tenor.

			“Clay Edison.”

			“Regina, good to see you again.”

			“You too.”

			We found seats around the coffee table.

			I said, “Do I have your permission to tape our conversation?”

			“By all means,” Rick said.

			I set the voice recorder running. “First, my condolences.”

			“Thank you,” Liz said.

			“How can I help?”

			“I took the liberty of preparing some notes,” Rick said. “Although I should preface this by saying that it’s broad strokes.”

			“That’s fine. We’ll fill in details as we go.”

			Drawing down his glasses, Rick set the legal pad in his lap. The top page was crammed with cursive.

			“We first became aware something was wrong on Tuesday, June 23, of last year. At the time we were out of the country,” he said, “visiting friends in Rome. Around eight a.m. local time, eleven p.m. Monday in California, I received a call from our daughter, Kirsten. She’d spoken to Adam’s girlfriend, who hadn’t heard from him in a few days and was worried.”

			“What’s his girlfriend’s name?”

			“Olivia Parisi. Naturally, the first thing we did was try Adam ourselves. It went to voicemail, and he wasn’t answering our texts. We then called Olivia. She informed us that she and Adam had spent Saturday evening together at her apartment before he went home. The next day she texted him. He didn’t reply, which was unusual, although she knew he was trying to make a deadline. He’ll shut off his phone if he needs to concentrate.”

			“What did he do, professionally?”

			“Video production. Branding, corporate events, parties, things like that. Freelance. He worked alone, out of his apartment.”

			“And where’s that?”

			“The city. San Jose,” Rick clarified. “By Monday afternoon, Adam still wasn’t answering, so Olivia went over to check on him. He wasn’t home, and his car was gone. She began contacting their friends. No one had spoken to him. She then tried my wife, but it was the middle of the night in Rome and her phone was off. So she contacted Kirsten, who called me.”

			“Eleven p.m. Monday, California time.”

			“Correct.”

			“Was there a delay?”

			“Yes, because Kirsten waited several hours to call us. She wasn’t sure how urgent it was, and she didn’t want to wake us up. I immediately phoned the San Jose police. They took down basic information and suggested we try the hospitals. We did, but nobody would tell us anything. The whole day my wife was pacing around our flat, getting more frantic by the minute.”

			I looked to Liz, inviting her perspective.

			She remained silent.

			Rick turned the page. “In the evening a detective named Lloyd called. The conversation did not inspire confidence, to say the least.”

			“What bothered you?”

			“Right off the bat he was asking leading questions. Did Adam have a history of disappearing? Did he use drugs? Et cetera. We stressed that this behavior was outside the norm. By then my wife was in a terrible state, and we decided to cut short our trip. The only flight we could get had layovers and landed at SFO instead of San Jose. We arrived at seven p.m. on”—page flip—“Wednesday the twenty-fourth. Our attorney picked us up from the airport and drove us directly to the police station. Detective Lloyd had left for the day. A desk sergeant told us they’d issued a Nixle alert with Adam’s description and the description of his car. She said there was nothing further to be done and advised us to get some sleep. Like that was possible.”

			He yanked over the page. It almost tore.

			“Next morning, the twenty-fifth, we met with this Lloyd person for the first time,” he said. “At that point it became clear we would have to take matters into our own hands.”

			“What happened?”

			“We asked what his plan was for finding Adam. He couldn’t provide a minimally coherent answer. He seemed to be accusing us of something, which, in addition to being absurd and insulting, was a complete waste of time. My son’s missing, I’m not going to wait around for the spirit to move you.”

			I nodded. “What steps did you take?”

			I’d directed the question toward Liz; it was Rick who answered.

			“We began posting online and contacting various media outlets. Olivia recruited their friends to help us drive the streets, looking for him and putting up flyers, and Shel was able to get his photo on TV along with a twenty-five-thousand-dollar reward.”

			“Shel…”

			“Shelby Fuller. Our attorney. We wanted to offer more, but Lloyd, the genius, discouraged us—threatened us, really—saying it would elicit too many false tips.”

			“Did you get calls?”

			“A few dozen. Nothing concrete. Over the next week and a half we spoke numerous times with the police. They consistently refused to share information.”

			“Frustrating.”

			Liz nodded. Moist eyes.

			“It was more than frustrating, it was hell,” Rick said, throwing over another page. “My wife didn’t sleep for weeks on end. On July fifth, Lloyd asked us to come to the station, where we met two new detectives, Tiffany Reuss and Gary Kinney, from the park police. They’d found a body they thought could be Adam’s. They couldn’t be sure, because there wasn’t any identification and the body was—”

			He broke off, nostrils flared, lips pressed flat.

			“In bad shape,” Liz said softly.

			“They showed us a photo of a tattoo,” Rick said, over her, “which we confirmed as Adam’s. They wanted dental records and/or DNA. We accompanied them to Adam’s apartment, and they took his toothbrush and hairbrush. I offered to process the samples personally, in my lab, to speed things along. They declined, promising to expedite the test. It ended up taking six days. We didn’t get the results until after the autopsy.”

			For them, the agony of limbo; but I knew that six days for DNA was nothing short of miraculous. Their lawyer must have been applying relentless pressure. “What did the autopsy find?”

			“The preliminary report said drowning. He’d also suffered a skull fracture, though they refused to take a firm position on what caused it or when it had occurred.”

			Again, I could sympathize. It would be nice if every injury came labeled. The human body is an imperfect canvas, and immersion in water can wreak havoc on tissues.

			“Initially they seemed to be treating the case as a potential homicide. In late July,” Rick said, paging ahead, “they recovered his car in Oakland. In August the toxicology came back, showing drugs in his system. From then on we observed a marked shift in attitude. It was no longer about Adam as victim, but Adam as responsible party.”

			“Responsible in what sense.”

			“They’d made up their minds that he’d bought drugs, gotten high, fallen into the water, hit his head, and drowned. End of story. Yet they couldn’t answer the most elementary questions. Where did it happen? Was anyone with him? You can buy drugs in San Jose, believe me. Why drive an hour? We asked them, begged them, to hand the case off.”

			“Hand it off to—”

			“Anyone else,” Rick said. “These are park police. They’re not equipped for a crime of this magnitude. All right? Please: Stick to littering.”

			This was both untrue and unkind. Bodies have a habit of turning up in remote, public places, and as a coroner, I’d always found park cops easy to work with—pragmatic, collaborative. I also felt a twinge of annoyance at the snobbery toward a less-sexy jurisdiction. But Rick Valois was my client, and Rick Valois was on a roll.

			“What the hell is the point of putting us through this torture, saying awful things about him, and about us, making insinuations, if you’re not going to listen to what we have to say?”

			His voice had risen to a bark. “Whatever your ridiculous hypothesis is, if you’re interested in the truth, as you claim to be—if you want to know how something is, in reality—you gather the data first, then form your conclusion. Not the other way around. That’s not how it works. It’s sloppy.”

			Gripping the legal pad, wrinkling paper.

			Liz reached for him.

			He shifted; she shrank back.

			He smoothed out the pad, paged forward, and cleared his throat. “The final coroner’s report was issued in September. The death was ruled undetermined.”

			I could guess what was coming next.

			“In late September we commissioned an independent autopsy. The pathologist concluded that the head injury had occurred prior to death.”

			Waiting for my comment. I offered none.

			Rick Valois said, “It’s at least possible that someone hit him before he fell in, or that they threw him in. You need to examine all the contingencies, and if you’ve decided that’s an avenue not worth exploring, you need to explain it to me. We asked for a copy of the police report. They won’t give it to us, saying it’s still an active investigation. But that’s horseshit, because in March we finally managed to get a meeting with the district attorney. He insisted they don’t have enough evidence to consider it a homicide. Which is it? Either you’re investigating, in which case listen to what we’re telling you, or you’re not, in which case show your work. You can’t have it both ways.”

			Rick slammed the pad face down on the coffee table and sank back, flushed. Sweat beaded his upper lip.

			“That’s it, in toto,” he said hoarsely.

			“Thank you,” I said. “You’ve been very thorough. I know it must be painful to revisit. Liz, is there anything you’d like to add?”

			She scratched out a pitiful half smile. “Richard pretty much covered it.”

			“Okay. I’ll ask some questions now,” I said. “But if anything else occurs to you along the way, jump in. Either of you.”

			I ran through the basics: Adam’s DOB; his phone number and address and Social Security number; his educational background and employment history.

			Prep school in San Jose. One year at Oberlin, two years at Sarah Lawrence, dropping out junior year. Commercial video paid the bills while affording him the freedom to pursue his own projects.

			Much of this information I could find on my own. Not all of it would end up being material. But I like to begin difficult conversations with low-hanging fruit, and the hypnotic rhythm of question-and-answer helped coax Liz out of her shell.

			She said, “He made these sort of visual poems. They’re very beautiful.”

			Rick said, “You can see them on his Instagram.”

			“How long have he and Olivia been together?”

			“Three, four years,” Rick said.

			“Four,” Liz said.

			“Was it serious between them?”

			Rick said, “She’s nice enough, but it’s not like they were getting married. At the end of the day, she’s moved on. We’re his parents. We have to live with this forever.”

			“What about the rest of his social circle? Who did he hang out with?”

			The question Rick Valois had been waiting for.

			“Trevor Vogel,” he pronounced as if offering a diagnosis.

			Liz said, “A childhood friend.”

			“An addict. Adam had a soft spot for him. I told the police to look into him, but they weren’t interested.”

			“What about him concerns you?” I asked.

			“He’s an addict. He lives in Oakland. Adam would drive up to visit him. You do the math.”

			“Do you have an address or phone number?”

			Rick shook his head.

			“Anybody else worth mentioning?” I asked.

			“He’s the only one comes to mind.”

			“Okay. Aside from work, how did Adam spend his time? Did he have hobbies?”

			“The gym,” Rick said.

			“He started working out when he was a teenager,” Liz said. “It gave him confidence. He was born premature and was small for his age. He got teased a lot.”

			“He caught up once he started taking growth hormones,” Rick said.

			“I think that’s why he liked the camera,” Liz said. “It allowed him to be present, without being involved.”

			“Shy?” I asked.

			“Well.” She seemed to regret her previous statement. “He could be funny, too.”

			“More macabre,” Rick said. “And deadpan, you couldn’t always tell if he was joking or not.”

			“In general,” I said, “how would you describe Adam’s health?”

			“Good,” Rick said.

			“He got migraines from time to time,” Liz said.

			“Did he take medication for that?” I asked.

			“Just ibuprofen, I think.”

			“Did he have seizures or fainting spells?”

			“Oh no, nothing like that.”

			“Any other medications?”

			“Not that I’m aware of.”

			“What about psychiatric medication?”

			“As a teenager,” Liz said. “I don’t know if he still does.”

			She’d lapsed into the present tense.

			“Did he ever receive a psychiatric diagnosis?” I asked.

			“Excuse me,” Rick said. “What’s the purpose of this line of questioning?”

			“It’s part of building a profile,” Regina said. “I’d ask the same things.”

			I’d almost forgotten she was there. I’d never seen her so quiet. But I appreciated her breaking in to shunt tension away from me.

			“I know you’ve gone over this before,” I said. “Keep in mind that it’s new to me.”

			Liz said, “ADHD and anxiety.”

			“Was he currently under care for that?”

			“He used to see Dr. Sheffield. Joan Sheffield.”

			“Years ago,” Rick said.

			“I don’t know if he was seeing anyone now,” Liz said.

			“Did Adam have a history of drug or alcohol use?”

			“He was a normal kid,” Rick said.

			Normal, like time, was a construct. “Was he ever arrested?”

			“Absolutely not.”

			“What did toxicology find?”

			“Ketamine.”

			“Do you know if that was medical or recreational?”

			“Come on now,” Rick said. “Do you talk to your parents about things like that?”

			“Rick,” Liz said mildly.

			“Point taken, Professor,” I said. “I ask because it can be prescribed for anxiety or depression.”

			“We weren’t aware he was using it,” Liz said.

			“Was Adam ever hospitalized for mental health reasons?”

			Rick’s lips twitched. He started to respond but Liz beat him to it.

			“Once. In college. He had a panic attack. They kept him for a few nights.”

			“Did he ever attempt suicide, or talk about it?”

			“He didn’t kill himself,” Rick said.

			“I’m not suggesting he did, Professor, but I do need to—”

			“Not to us,” Liz said.

			“Okay,” I said. “Again: I know this is hard, and I appreciate your candor. To get started I’ll need copies of both autopsy reports, coroner’s and independent. I’d also like to speak with your attorney.”

			“We’ll arrange it,” Liz said.

			“Thank you. Do you have any questions for me?”

			“We just want to know what happened to Adam.”

			“Of course. As long as you understand that I may not be able to tell you that with certainty. Or that I might come to the same conclusion as the police.”

			“We’re not afraid of the truth,” Rick said.

			“Great,” I said. “Then we’re on the same page.”

			

			—

			Regina and I walked the flagstone path to our cars.

			“Thanks for backing me up,” I said. “Let’s find a place to sit and talk it through.”

			She checked her watch. “No can do. Client in thirty. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

			“Are you serious?”

			“Maybe Thursday.”

			“Goddammit, Regina.”

			“Listen, Poirot. Some of us are busy.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Like any members of the public, the Valoises had been issued an abridged, sanitized version of the official coroner’s report, minus the photographs and phone calls, statements and transcripts, false starts and second thoughts and watercooler consultations.

			What remained was a bureaucratic magic trick—events unmoored from time and rearranged, a dying man’s pain and fear distilled down to generic, searchable terms.

			A computer’s dream.

			A parent’s nightmare.

			I sat at my desk and scrolled through the PDF.

			At 2133 on July 4, 2026, 911 received a call directing them to a body in Coyote Hills Park, lying on the mudflats where Alameda Creek drained into San Francisco Bay. Fremont Fire discovered the partially decomposed remains of an adult male, who was pronounced dead based on obvious signs. At 2354, a patrol officer for East Bay Regional Parks District PD contacted the Alameda County Coroner’s Bureau for removal.

			Deputy Sheriff / Coroner Katherine Davenport had responded.

			Good old Kat.

			She’d joined the bureau a few years before I’d left. I considered myself a sort of mentor to her. We’d lost touch but I thought of her fondly.

			Still pulling graveyard shift. Poor kid.

			I read on.

			Signs of trauma included injury to the left side of the head and—unmentioned by Rick—slash marks to the torso.

			The decedent, Adam Bentley Valois, was thirty-three years old at time of death, a white male with blond hair and blue eyes. He was unmarried, not a military veteran. His occupation was given as videographer. His legal next of kin, Richard and Elizabeth Valois, had been notified by Detective G. Kinney, EB Regional Parks District PD #129, at 1030 on July 5. DNA confirmed the decedent’s identity on July 12.

			Cause of death, drowning.

			Manner of death, undetermined.

			I turned to the autopsy protocol, written by Dr. Judith Bronson, MD.

			I hadn’t seen Judy since the night she and I sat together on a public panel that ended in a riot. Shortly thereafter she’d departed the employ of the county. I recalled hearing something about a move to New Zealand.

			Nice to know she was back in town.

			Adam Valois’s autopsy had taken place on July 7, 2026, beginning at 1000 hours. At that moment, with positive identification pending, the toe tag still read John Doe.

			Assisting Dr. Bronson was Sheriff’s Technician Rebecca Sullivan.

			Sully. Another blast from the past.

			EBRPD detectives Gary Kinney and Tiffany Reuss were in attendance to observe.

			As I read, I felt myself transported. I was standing in the morgue, work boots heavy on my feet, breath hot inside my mask; the musty brine of solvents and the churn of freezer compressors.

			The decedent was a well-developed, well-nourished, light-complexioned adult male weighing 188 pounds and measuring seventy-one inches. Items of clothing on the body were photo-documented. There were no items of jewelry. A tattoo three centimeters in diameter was visible on the left pectoral.

			The larger muscle groups of the neck and jaw were flaccid, non-blanching lividity was posterior, the body was cold to the touch.

			Limbs, torso, and face exhibited signs of animal depredation. Skin slippage involved the feet, face, and hands, precluding identification through fingerprints.

			They had floated away to make a meal for fish.

			Four parallel incisions, fifteen to twenty-three centimeters long, two to nine centimeters deep, and spaced approximately five centimeters apart, ran diagonally along the posterior torso and right flank, exposing subcutaneous fat and muscle.

			Propeller wounds.

			The head injury was above the left ear, a split laceration caused by blunt force trauma. While the skull appeared intact on palpation, radiography revealed a hairline fracture.

			The narrative traveled over the body’s surfaces.

			Scalp and hair, what was left of them. Eyes.

			His nose had been chewed on. The right earlobe was missing.

			Mouth and teeth and mucosa; neck and chest. Vertebrae visible through the slashes.

			Putrefaction was evident.

			There ended the external exam.

			I saw the scalpel flash; heard the saw whine; felt the table vibrate as blade touched sternum.

			The body, opening to reveal its inner workings.

			Adam Valois’s heart was normal and weighed 307 grams. His stomach contained 90 cc of turbid brown fluid intermixed with non-defined food-like materials. The intestines, liver, spleen, adrenals, pancreas, and kidneys were normal. The bladder contained 15 cc of urine. The testicles were normal for age.

			The lungs, though.

			Swollen and congested with fluid.

			Pink froth, the hallmark of drowning, filled the upper airways.

			The hyoid bone thyroid cartilage, and cricoid cartilage were all intact without fracture or adjacent soft tissue hemorrhage. He hadn’t been strangled.

			A small hemorrhage lay beneath the skull fracture. Not good, but not enough to kill him outright, and the froth indicated that he had been alive when entering the water, fighting for air. As to whether the injury had been a significant contributor—when it had occurred, what had caused it—the protocol was silent.

			

			—

			Toxicology had gone out to FML Inc., a third-party lab contracted by law enforcement agencies nationwide—Quest Diagnostics for dead people. The acronym stood for Forensic Medical Laboratories, but around the bureau it had morphed into a running joke.

			Where the hell is my tox screen? It’s been fifteen weeks.

			Fuck My Life!

			Rick Valois’s memory once more proved selective.

			The report listed ketamine metabolites in Adam’s blood—plus alcohol, cannabis, and three prescription drugs: escitalopram, trade name Lexapro, the Millennial Multivitamin; midazolam, trade name Versed, given to calm jitters before a medical procedure; cyclobenzaprine, trade name Flexeril, a common muscle relaxant.

			No single finding stood out. A thirty-three-year-old with a history of anxiety was a likely candidate for SSRIs or a benzo. A gym rat might feel stiff every so often. Weed and liquor were legal. As I’d told the Valoises, even ketamine could be used therapeutically.

			But all six together twanged my antennae. Each had a sedative effect, ranging from subtle to bone-crushing. I couldn’t imagine a legitimate reason to combine them.

			Plenty of illegitimate reasons, though.

			I finished the official report and clicked over to the independent autopsy.

			In my coroner days I’d been leery of private labs. Invariably they receive damaged goods: a body that’s been moved, sliced up, sampled, stitched, frozen, thawed. Grieving families are starved for new information, creating a powerful business incentive.

			Law enforcement has its own incentives, of course. Nobody’s pure. But I knew the folks who’d worked Adam’s case. They were good people, honest people. Nor could I see a reason for them to lie. To the contrary: In sticking to her guns, Kat was courting Rick Valois’s wrath—and the wrath of his lawyer.

			The second autopsy of Adam Valois took place on September 24, 2026, at TruPath in San Carlos. Their website menu of services included mesothelioma investigation and neuro workup. A limited exam involving a single organ system cost $7,600.

			Rick and Liz had paid $13,500 for the full monty, plus $1,480 for another tox screen.

			The pathologist was Dr. Philip Schue. Assisting him were Victor Ramirez, RN, and autopsy technician Wendy Davis. A boxed paragraph stated that photographs had been taken but not included; clients wishing to review them should call the office to consult with a staff member.

			Translation: You don’t want to see this. Like, really. Trust us.

			Schue went into greater detail than Judy had—appropriately, considering his fee—and his writing style was fluid, aimed at an educated layperson. Where she documented the torso slashes and went on, he named them as propeller wounds and cited PubMed references. He identified the chest tattoo as a triskelion, a Celtic triple spiral. He summarized the processes of postmortem change, explaining how cold interfered with timeline determination and providing average water temperatures for San Francisco Bay in the week prior to discovery.

			Nowhere did Schue state that the head trauma had occurred prior to death. Good reason: Given the decomposition and disfigurement, no one could make that claim. Maybe he’d speculated verbally to the Valoises, but he’d avoided committing it to paper.

			In essence, his interpretations matched Judy’s, idea for idea, if not word for word.

			Until the very end.

			Regarding the manner of death, our conclusion is that this case is a possible homicide.

			I gritted my teeth.

			By law, there are five—and only five—manners of death.

			Natural. Homicide. Suicide. Accidental. Undetermined.

			By law, Coroner’s Deputy Kat Davenport had to issue a ruling under one—and only one—of those categories. She didn’t have the luxury of hedging with customer-centric adjectives like possible or potential or who knows, manner of death is a construct.

			This was Schue, justifying his price tag.

			The second toxicology report came from none other than FML Inc.

			Furnish More Lucre.

			Same results. Ketamine. Cannabis. Ethyl alcohol. Lexapro. Versed. Cyclobezaprine, here tagged not as Flexeril but under a different brand-name, Amrix.

			I read the list; read it again.

			My own memory creaked open.

			I recognized that combination.

			I’d seen it before.

			

			—

			The last time I’d texted with Kat Davenport was three years ago. The night of my goodbye party at Drake’s Barrel House. She’d written Don’t be a stranger.

			Now I typed Hey Kat.

			She answered immediately. Hey yourself

			I smiled. Are you at work?

			Going in tonight

			Mind if I stop by? I wrote. Q for you

			Anytime

			Great thanks

			Whats the q she wrote.

			Adam Valois

			Her reply this time took several seconds. I saw the three bouncing dots as she typed and deleted and typed and deleted, settling at last on:

			Can’t wait

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The county facility at Peralta Oaks Court, where the Coroner’s Bureau shares office space with the public health lab, sits on a hilly, wooded plot backing up to parkland. It’s convenient to my house, the route hardwired by thousands of repetitions.

			Fifteen minutes in bad traffic.

			That evening, after the kids were down, I did it in eight.

			I didn’t get out of the car right away but sat in the visitor lot, staring up at the building, its square shoulders rising against the cloudy sky. I’d spent thirteen years—the majority of my adult life—inside those walls, performing a job too repellent and depressing for most cops. To me it represented the highest form of service: speaking for those who cannot speak for themselves, comforting and guiding the bereaved.

			It had been a calling. My calling.

			Then it ended, not on my terms. Under circumstances I’d created but hadn’t chosen.

			I never wanted to leave. I fled without looking back.

			I guess that’s love, of a sort.

			

			—

			The security booth was unoccupied. I rang the callbox.

			A female voice said, “Hello?”

			“Clay Edison for Kat.”

			“Be right down.”

			I didn’t recognize the deputy who stepped from the elevator and crossed the lobby to admit me. Her name tag read C. Lopez.

			She said, “Heard a lot about you.”

			“Good or bad?”

			She laughed. “Depends who you ask.”

			We rode up to the third floor. Approaching the squad room, my hand went to my hip, feeling for a phantom keycard.

			Lopez buzzed us through.

			Kat Davenport was waiting in the hall, her wiry frame enlarged by a boxy shirt, her limp brown hair pulled tight. She looked a little older, a little harder, than the last time I’d seen her, that night at Drake’s.

			“The man, the legend,” she said.

			I dropped my bag to accept a bear hug.

			“Welcome home,” she said.

			Night shift runs a skeleton crew: two deputies and a sergeant. The lights were dim, coffeepot one-third full. We passed my old cubicle. Unfamiliar snapshots tiled the fuzzy gray walls. The sign read Grant. Another newcomer.

			Kat and I sat to catch up. I showed her photos of my kids. She showed me photos of her wife, currently seven months’ pregnant.

			“Outstanding,” I said. “Congratulations.”

			“Thanks, dude.”

			“We have a garage full of baby gear. You can have it all.”

			Kat grinned. “Does that mean you’re done?”

			“It means my family is perfect just the way it is. How much time are you planning to take?”

			She shrugged, propped her boots on the desk. Steel toes, cracked black soles. I’d thrown mine out long ago.

			“We’ll see. Things are kinda tricky, staffing-wise.” A beat. “Shoops is retiring.”

			“No way.”

			“January 1.”

			Lisa Shupfer had been my closest colleague. We hadn’t spoken much since I’d left the bureau. I’d always attributed the lapse to her not being a “chat on the phone” kind of person. But the same held for Kat—for everyone I’d left behind.

			I said, “Retiring to do what?”

			“She and Ron got a place in Idaho. They’re gonna raise horses or goats or some crap.”

			“End of an era.”

			“That’s for damn sure.”

			“Is there gonna be a party?”

			“Clay. This is Shoops we’re talking about.”

			“No party,” I said.

			“Might want to give her a call.”

			“I will. Thanks for letting me know.”

			“Sure. So.” Kat dropped her boots with a clomp. All business. “What’s your interest in Adam Valois?”

			“The family hired me to review the case.”

			“Not much to say, Clay. There’s just no evidence.”

			“The more you tell me, the easier it’ll be to convince them of that.”

			She sighed. “Only for you.”

			She called up the Valois file, went to the Images folder. The first picture, taken at night, showed the entrance sign for Coyote Hills Regional Park.

			“Ever been out there?”

			I shook my head.

			“There’s this trail,” she said, scrolling ahead, “runs past the old salt ponds.”

			Glare filled the screen: a Mondrian landscape, flat as the Dutch countryside, immense polygons of black water intercut by turf strips and mirroring fiery cones of red and white.

			It was the Fourth of July.

			The camera advanced, following the trail as it curved alongside Alameda Creek toward the Bay. Fireworks gave way to red and blue emergency flashers. An ambulance sat in a gravel turnout. Two cruisers: Parks and Fremont PD. The latter would have been quicker to respond. Ultimately, though, it wasn’t their jurisdiction. And nobody was fighting to add bodies to their stats.

			Beyond lay marshland and the delta. In daytime the area would be hectic with shorebirds. Sandpipers, curlews, killdeers, stilts. Now there was only waves and grass and trash.

			Fifteen miles across the water to the west, San Francisco guttered and winked.

			A lump lay on the mud.

			Having read the autopsy protocol, I knew what to expect.

			Despite that, my breath caught.

			Bad shape.

			Skin, facial features, hair: These boundaries define us, unify us, and the intrinsic horror we feel in their absence runs deeper than simple disgust. It’s the terror that comes with loss of self.

			The flayed man speaks an obscenity. We are all the same nothing.

			“Who called it in?” I asked.

			“Anonymous. Detectives ran the number back to a local guy. Him and his wife biked out to watch the fireworks, stumbled onto the body.”

			“Why didn’t he give his name?”

			“The park closes at dusk. They didn’t want to get in trouble for trespassing.”

			She moved on to the autopsy photos.

			Rot and discoloration made the tattoo on Adam’s chest hard to see. Another few days in the open and it might have been lost for good. I said as much to Kat, who nodded.

			“If I remember right, his girlfriend said he had another tat. On his calf, I think. But it degloved.”

			The head trauma could’ve been inflicted by an assailant. Just as likely—likelier—it was damage resulting from a collision with a watercraft. The same one whose propeller had shredded his torso.

			Or he could have smashed into a buoy. A bridge support. Rocks.

			The East Bay coastline is lined with flinty breakwaters. He could’ve been drunk, high, staggering along the waterfront, tripped, fallen, hit his head.

			I said, “You have his last seen as Saturday night.”

			“Per the girlfriend. Normal behavior all that week. No talk of self-harm.”

			“Phone towers?”

			“His cell stayed in San Jose. Ask me about witnesses.”

			“No witnesses.”

			“Ding ding ding. You know what? You’re pretty good at this. We have openings.”

			I smiled. “Any idea where he went into the water?”

			“Coast Guard’s telling me it could be literally anywhere.”

			“What did Judy say on TOD?”

			“One to two weeks.”

			“From last seen on.”

			“Yup.”

			“What about when he washed up?”

			“There was a maintenance crew out the day before, doing habitat restoration, and they didn’t notice anything. So sometime during that thirty-six-hour window.”

			“Leads on the drugs?”

			“He didn’t have a primary care doc. Shrink, either. To get his Lexapro he belonged to some online service. Nurse practitioner talks to you for ten minutes and writes the scrip. The muscle relaxant he had in his bathroom cabinet. Six years old, bottle quarter full, so not like he was pounding it.”

			“Benzo?”

			“No paper trail.”

			“Ketamine?”

			She shook her head. “That, neither. Thanks, pal. Now you’re making me doubt myself.”

			“Stand tall, Deputy. Where’d they find the vehicle?”

			Kat scanned pages of case notes.

			Conv Reuss EBRPD PD re dec veh loc 1800 7/26/2026 EB 500 blk 27 St (MLK Way/Northgate Ave)

			She mapped it on her browser: a freeway underpass along a major thoroughfare in downtown Oakland. Miles from the ocean, through rough and industrial neighborhoods. The closest body of water wasn’t the Bay; it was Lake Merritt, to the east.

			“Off the record, what’d you think of the park detectives?” I asked.

			“Average.”

			“Not worse than.”

			“No. Maybe even a little better.”

			“Do me a favor and introduce me.”

			“Should I warn them about you?”

			“Why don’t we keep it a surprise.”

			The general line rang. Over in her cubicle, Deputy Lopez answered. Coroner’s Bureau.

			Kat swiveled in her chair. “What did the private autopsy say?”

			“You haven’t seen it?”

			“Their lawyer sent it to me. I didn’t look.”

			I called up the TruPath PDF and handed her my laptop.

			She skimmed. I could tell when she’d reached the end because she looked like she wanted to hurl the computer against the wall.

			“The fuck is a ‘possible homicide’?”

			She shut the laptop, none too gently, and rubbed her eyes. “This shit is so harmful.”

			“I know.”

			Lopez was taking down details, her voice drifting through the hush.

			“How’d the parents find you?” Kat asked.

			“Friend of a friend.”

			“I’m not going to tell you how to run your business, Clay. But let me put it this way: I didn’t have a choice to work with them or not. You do.”

			Hearing the edge in her own voice, she dialed it down a notch: “I feel for them. You know that. But getting your lawyer to yell at me doesn’t change the standard of proof.”

			I nodded.

			Lopez stood and rapped the cubicle wall. “We’re up.”

			Kat reached for her ballistic vest. “Duty calls.”

			“One last favor,” I said. “I need a file. You’re gonna have to order it from storage.”

			She slid me a Post-it pad and pen.

			“DOD is spring 2024,” I said, writing. “April or May. You’ll find it.”

			I peeled off the note and gave it to her.

			She said, “Who’s Dennis Kudelka?”

			“Drowning case.”

			“Yours?”

			“Shoops was primary,” I said. “I helped.”

			“Claaay. What’s going on here.”

			“Nothing’s going on. I’m just curious.”

			“Yeah.” She stuck the Post-it to her monitor. “That’s what I’m worried about.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The following week I drove down to San Jose to meet with Adam’s girlfriend, Olivia Parisi. I would’ve preferred to speak with the detectives first, but as a PI you have to take whatever people are willing to give you, and Olivia was giving us her morning.

			Regina and I rendezvoused at a Market Street diner to game-plan. She’d bought drinks—drip coffee for me, soy latte for her since oat milk wasn’t available.

			“Fucking hick town,” she said.

			Today’s look was Shoulder to Cry On: upscale joggers and a brushed-cotton sweater in soothing ecru, canvas espadrilles, crystal specs, hair meekly ponytailed.

			Soft and bland, perfect for curling up on the couch and getting down to some serious Girl Talk. All that was missing was Kleenex and a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc.

			“What do we got?” she said.

			I opened my notes. “Olivia Emily Parisi. Thirty-five years old, Sacramento native, graduate of Sac State. Credit’s good, record’s clean, no bankruptcies, no judgments or liens. She moved here 2019, same address since 2022. LinkedIn says she’s an office manager for a dental practice. Social’s full of posts about Adam. The rest is her cat and pumpkin spice lattes. She hasn’t been active since the death.”

			“Understandable.”

			“But you knew all this already,” I said.

			“I did?”

			“You’ve checked her feeds.”

			“I have?”

			“You’re telling me you just happened to roll out of bed and into that Basic Bitch outfit?”

			“Touché,” Regina said. “What’s the play?”

			“Be her friend,” I said. “You lead, I’ll follow.”

			“As it should be.”

			

			—

			Olivia Parisi lived in Northside, a prewar neighborhood lined with converted Victorians. She came to the door dressed for work—charcoal trousers, matching blazer, ivory scoop-neck shirt. She was five-five, slightly pear-shaped, and conventionally pretty, with an upturned nose and a pointy chin bearing a small cleft. Ash-blond hair, medium-brown roots. By far her most striking feature was her eyes, their gray one shade lighter than the slate-colored Persian cat in her arms.

			“Sorry.” Apologetic smile. Evidently her perks included an employee discount on whitening treatments. “He’s a runner. Please.”

			We followed her in. She set the animal down and it fled to a back room.

			The living-eating area was IKEA with a splash of Target. Olivia invited us to the sofa but drew up short; fur blanketed the upholstery.

			“Dangit.” She ran to the kitchen for a lint roller, began sweeping furiously. “I vacuumed yesterday. It’s so gross. Oh my God, look at me.” Rolling her clothing.

			“What’s his name?” Regina asked.

			Olivia smiled again. Proud pet mom. “Owen. He’s a stinker, but I love him…Okay. I think it’s safe now.”

			She pulled over a dining chair, sat opposite us with her hands in her lap, and did one quick inhale-exhale. “Whew. Sorry about that.”

			I took out the voice recorder. “All right for me to tape this?”

			“Sure.”

			Regina said, “Thanks again for taking the time.”

			“It’s fine. I’ve already talked to so many people, you know? After a while you’re running on autopilot.”

			“I bet. Why don’t you start by telling us how you met Adam?”

			Olivia named a popular dating app. “He DM’d me like five times. I was about to block him. Then he sent this poem. ‘Roses are red, Michael Jackson sang “Thriller,” I promise I’m not a serial killer.’ I was like, ‘Fine, you win.’ ”

			Regina matched her smile. Perfect tone and temperature. “Cute.”

			“Yeah. Although, maybe he’s saying that because he is a serial killer, right? ’Cause who comes right out and tells you they’re not a serial killer?”

			“Except a serial killer.”

			“Exactly,” Olivia said.

			They shared a laugh.

			In the space of sixty seconds, everything about Olivia Parisi had changed: her posture easing, her voice lighter. I’d seen Regina work her magic before, but it was always impressive to witness.

			“We were messaging for a while before I agreed to meet him in person,” Olivia said. “I was so used to guys who seem nice and normal, then next thing they’re asking for nudes or sending you pictures of their—you know. So I definitely had my guard up. Actually, it’s kind of a funny story: I have this app, like a safety thing, for dating? It calls you at a preset time. You pick up and say Yes if you want to stay or Hi if you need to bail. If you say Hi, it starts playing this recording of a woman crying and saying Please come right now. It’s really loud, so the guy can overhear it. You hang up and go Gosh, I’m so sorry, I have to leave, it’s a family emergency.”

			“Wow, I love that idea,” Regina said.

			“Right? It’s so good. And the name, oh my God…It’s called Grandma Died.”

			We all laughed together, bringing me into the mix.

			Olivia crossed her legs. “Anyway, the first time I met Adam, we’re having coffee, talking, getting to know each other. My phone rings with the app. I’m having fun, so I pick up and go, ‘Yes.’ It waits a while, then calls again. I had mine set to call every fifteen minutes. Usually thirty minutes is way more than enough. Me and him, though, we’re really hitting it off. I don’t want to leave. But it just keeps on calling. If you don’t answer, it tries again, two minutes later, and after four tries it calls 911. I’m under the table”—she mimed typing with her thumbs—“trying to get it to stop, and he’s staring at me. ‘Are you okay? Do you need to take that?’ ‘Oh yeah, no, it’s…telemarketers.’ Finally I went to the bathroom and shut off my phone.”

			“Good date,” Regina said.

			“Amazing. Everything was so easy and natural. I remember feeling sad when it ended, ’cause I was sure he’d ghost. But he called the next day.”

			She gnawed a cuticle. “Honestly, I don’t know what he saw in me. He’s this artistic spirit, and I’m just…me. But I’m grateful.”

			Like Adam’s mother, she was weaving in and out of the present tense, unable to land.

			“You were together for a while,” Regina said.

			“Four years, eight months.”

			“Did you ever discuss getting married?”

			“All the time.”

			“What stopped you?”

			A wry smile. “You met his parents.”

			“They didn’t approve.”

			“I mean,” Olivia said, “they didn’t disapprove. Not out loud. His mom’s super polite. His dad…isn’t. But I almost prefer that, at least he’s honest. In the beginning, they made a point of saying how they wanted to get to know me. They’d invite us for dinner, then ignore me and talk about his dad’s research or some fundraiser his mom was organizing. I had nothing to contribute. It wasn’t my world. My dad left when I was two, my mom raised me by herself. We didn’t like, starve, but…The first time Adam brought me to his parents’ house I was like, ‘Holy macaroni.’ ”

			Regina smiled. “That’s what I said, too.”

			Olivia laughed softly. “Yeah. And I was surprised, ’cause he’s so down-to-earth. It made me like him even more. He was always apologizing for them. ‘I’m so sorry, they’re ridiculous. We don’t have to do that ever again.’ Or he’d talk about eloping. I appreciate that he was trying to make me feel better. But we both knew he couldn’t, it wasn’t…realistic.”

			“Why not?”

			“Well, for one, I didn’t want to come between him and his family. I’m not that kind of person. Plus he depended on them.”

			“Financially? Emotionally?”

			“Financially. They paid for his car, paid his rent. Most of his jobs came through his mom. She’s on all these boards. He’ll shoot the galas, do video presentations. She introduced him to people. Adam jokes about it. ‘Thank God for white privilege.’ ”

			Regina said, “He felt conflicted.”

			“For sure. But he never turned down the work. He couldn’t, not unless he wanted to start over on his own. That’s why we didn’t live together, because we knew it’d make things way too complicated. Also, I’m pretty OCD, and his place,” she said, laughing, “is a disaster. Anyway…I hoped they’d warm up, or at least get used to me. We both love the same person, right? Then it…happened, and we’re thrown together, the three of us, twenty-four seven. Like, really? This is what it takes? He has to, to—”

			She covered her face and let out a sharp sob.

			“I’m sorry,” she mumbled.

			I took out a mini-packet of tissues—a habit from my coroner days.

			“Thank you.” Olivia wiped her eyes, smearing mascara. “Uch. Dangit.”

			“Do you need a break?” Regina said.

			“It’s fine. I’m gonna have to redo my makeup, we may as well get it over with.”

			“Just say the word.”

			“Thank you.”

			She blew her nose, and Regina shot me a nod. Tag, you’re it.

			“When you’re ready,” I said, “I’d like to talk about Adam’s disappearance.”

			Olivia crumpled the tissue loosely in her hand. “I’m ready.”

			“You last saw Adam on Saturday night, June 20. Is that correct?”

			“Yes.”

			“Take me through the week leading up to that.”

			“I didn’t see him that much. Usually we have dinner together a couple times a week, but he was super busy with this project he needed to finish.”

			“What was he working on?”

			“A corporate thing. I’m not really sure. We were looking forward to seeing each other, because it had been a few days.”

			“He came here, to your place.”

			She nodded.

			“What time was that?”

			“Around five, I think.”

			“How would you describe his mood?”

			“I mean…Normal Adam.”

			“Did he seem agitated, or nervous? Like he had something on his mind?”

			“No. Or. I didn’t notice anything.”

			“What did you do?”

			“Ordered sushi and watched a movie.”

			“Anything good?” Regina asked.

			Olivia rolled her eyes. “Some art film. He liked that stuff. Honestly, I wasn’t paying attention, I was on my phone.”

			“Did he discuss his plans for the following days?” I asked.

			“He just said he had a ton of work. Maybe he seemed a little stressed about that.”

			“Did you drink?”

			“Wine, with the sushi.”

			“Use any drugs?”

			Olivia hesitated.

			“No judgment,” Regina said. “But it’s important to have a complete picture.”

			“We split an edible. But nothing else.”

			“Okay. Thank you for your honesty.”

			I said, “Anything else you can remember about that night that might be relevant?”

			“I mean.” Olivia squirmed, glanced at Regina. “We had sex. I don’t know if that matters.”

			“You’re doing great,” Regina said. “You’re also allowed to say I don’t know. Don’t feel that you have to give an answer just for the sake of saying something.”

			Olivia nodded and looked at her lap.

			“What time did Adam leave?” I asked.

			She glanced up. Relieved at a neutral question. “Ten or ten-thirty.”

			“In the morning.”

			“No, at night. He didn’t stay over, he went home to sleep.”

			“Was that typical?”

			“Not always but sometimes. He wanted to get up early and work out before he had to start editing again. His gym is right around the corner from his condo. So it made more sense for him to go home. He’s a morning person anyway.”

			“And you’re not,” Regina said.

			Olivia laughed. “Nooooo.”

			Regina chuckled conspiratorially.

			I said, “What time did you go to bed?”

			“Right after he left. I was wiped.”

			“Okay, now it’s Sunday,” I said. “What happens?”

			“I slept in. I woke up around…eleven? After that…I went for a run, I think. Cleaned, did laundry, I always do that on Sunday. There was leftover sushi, I think I had that for dinner.” Shrug. “Nothing too exciting.”

			“Did you hear from Adam?”

			“I texted him to see how it was going, but he didn’t answer. He’ll put his phone on Do Not Disturb when he wants to concentrate.”

			“Okay. Now it’s Monday morning. Had he answered you, overnight?”

			“No.”

			“Were you concerned?” Regina asked.

			“Not really. Like I said, he was working. I figured he was up late.”

			“What did you do that day?” I asked.

			“Got up, fed Owen, took a shower, and went to work. I texted Adam to ask if he needed me to bring him anything, or if he wanted to come over later. He didn’t answer. I was pretty sure he was just busy. But he also gets migraines. When it happens he has to shut off his screens and lie in the dark. So I was starting to worry about that. After work I decided to swing by his place to check on him. I let myself in but nobody was home.”

			“What time was that?” I asked.

			“The office is in Alviso and he lives downtown, so…Sixish.”

			“Okay. And what was your initial reaction, when he wasn’t home?”

			“I feel awful saying it. But the first thing I thought was he must be with someone.”

			“With someone, as in?” Regina asked.

			Olivia bit her lip. “Another woman.”

			“Had he cheated on you before?”

			“No. I mean, I don’t think so. He never gave me a reason to be suspicious. That’s just where my mind went. I guess it was better than thinking something bad had happened to him.”

			I nodded. “What did you do next?”

			“Called his gym. I thought maybe he got a late start. The guy told me Adam hadn’t been in since Saturday morning. Now I was starting to worry for real. Like, what if he got into an accident? I tried calling him. As it’s ringing, I hear buzzing. I go into the bathroom and…” She swallowed. “His phone’s sitting on top of the toilet. That’s when I started freaking out. ’Cause he wouldn’t leave his phone. That’s—it’s not normal.”

			“Was there any sign of a struggle? Was anything taken?”

			“Not that I could see. It just felt…I don’t know. Wrong. I can’t explain it. I started texting our friends. I called his mom, she didn’t pick up. I didn’t have his dad’s number. I do now, but…So,” she said, frowning, “I tried his sister. Kirsten.”

			I said, “Do you remember what time that was?”

			“It must’ve been around seven or eight.”

			“What did Kirsten say?”

			“She made it out like I was exaggerating. She asked if his car was there. I went down to the garage. It wasn’t in its spot. She goes, ‘See? He probably had to run an errand.’ What she was saying made sense, but…the phone? I told her: Something’s wrong, I can feel it. She goes, ‘Everyone has feelings. Your feelings aren’t reality.’ ”

			“You haven’t mentioned her till now,” Regina said. “When you were talking about Adam’s family, for example.”

			“Yeah. I…It’s complicated.”

			“Between you and her.”

			“Sort of, but more her and Adam.”

			“How so?”

			“They’re just very different people. She’s this big lawyer. Her husband, too. Adam didn’t like to be around her ’cause she criticized him constantly.”

			“About?”

			“His life choices, his job, everything. She thought he was lazy.”

			“Does ‘everything’ include you?”

			Olivia laughed grimly. “What do you think.”

			“After you spoke to Kirsten,” I said, “what did you do?”

			“I drove home, hoping I’d missed him somehow, but he wasn’t here, either, so I got in the car and started driving around, for hours, looking for him. At like three in the morning I went back to his apartment to wait for him.”

			“You must’ve been so scared,” Regina said.

			“I was losing it. I didn’t sleep at all. My brain was going a hundred miles an hour. What if he’s hurt, or—I don’t know. His parents are rich, maybe someone kidnapped him. The next day I went to his gym as soon as it opened. I called in sick, I checked all the places we liked to go, I was calling everyone and texting them.”

			“Did you call the police?” I asked.

			“I thought you can’t report someone missing for twenty-four hours. I know now that’s not right, but that’s what I thought.”

			“It had been a couple of days by then, correct?”

			“Yeah, but I thought you had to like start counting from…I mean, we weren’t married, so I didn’t know if I was even allowed to report it. And,” Olivia said, growing agitated, “and—Kirsten made me feel dumb for worrying. This isn’t, like, something I had any experience with.”

			“Of course not,” Regina said.

			“Looking back, I should’ve called them right away. I know that now, and I feel sick when I think about it. I want to throw up. I was a mess. I didn’t know what to do.”

			Regina nodded.

			“When did you first speak to the police?” I asked.

			“I think it was the day after Adam’s parents got back from Italy.”

			“Thursday the twenty-fifth.”

			“I guess that’s right. Or maybe Friday? It’s a blur…His mom texted me that they were flying home. I offered to meet them at the police station but they said not to.”

			“Now it’s been five or six days since you’ve seen Adam,” I said. “What were you doing in the interim?”

			“Anything I could think of. I put it on IG and Facebook, I was driving around nonstop.”

			“His father told me you organized a search.”

			“I did my best. Our friends were really helpful, we made a grid of the neighborhood and put up posters.”

			She’d spoken to detectives three times: once in San Jose after the discovery of the body and twice at the Regional Parks PD headquarters in Castro Valley, before and after the discovery of the car. In one respect, at least, she agreed with Rick Valois.

			“They just decided to blame Adam.” Her fists were clenched. “Like it’s his fault he’s dead.”

			I asked about the toxicology.

			“I told the police about the wine and the edible,” she said. “The rest of it, I don’t know. I don’t even remember what it was.”

			“Ketamine, plus three prescription drugs: Lexapro, Versed, and Flexeril.”

			“Okay, Lexapro, he takes that.”

			“What for?”

			“Just regular stuff.”

			“Like?”

			“Anxiety. I take it, too.”

			“Adam’s parents told us he was hospitalized in college,” Regina said.

			“He went through a rough patch. He didn’t like to talk about it, I respected that.”

			“Did you ever sense he was struggling with his mental health?” I asked.

			“No. But—hang on. You said Versed.”

			I nodded.

			“Okay,” Olivia said. “He had a dentist appointment.”

			“When?”

			“The week before. He goes to the practice where I work. I forgot till you reminded me.”

			“Did they give him a sedative?”

			“Probably. It’s what they give me. Adam hates doctors’ offices, he gets super nervous. I could check with Dr. Rangchi. I’m not sure she’d tell me, but I can ask.”

			“Did you mention this to the police?”

			“I don’t know. It may have slipped my mind. There was a lot going on.”

			“Ketamine?” I said.

			Olivia shook her head. “I’ve never seen him use it.”

			“How about with other friends?”

			“No. That’s not who we…It’s not us, all right?” A beat. “It’s upsetting to think about. You know? Him keeping that from me.”

			Regina nodded. “Tell us about his social circle.”

			“Me, mostly. Honestly, it wasn’t healthy. I told him he needed to get out more.”

			“What about the people who helped you look for him?”

			“Those are my friends, through work and stuff. We did have some couples we went out with, but not often. I can make a list for you.”

			“That’d be great, thanks,” Regina said.

			“Anyone else?” I asked.

			“A gym buddy?” Olivia said. “Wes something.”

			“Rick and Liz mentioned Trevor Vogel,” I said.

			“…yeah.”

			“You know him.”

			“Adam’s been friends with him forever. He’s kind of…sketchy.”

			“Rick said Adam used to visit Trevor in Oakland.”

			“Well, yeah,” Olivia said. “He was making a movie about him.”

			“About—Trevor?”

			“This is the project Adam worked on in his spare time?” Regina asked.

			Olivia nodded.

			“It’s what,” I said. “A documentary?”

			“Kind of?” she said.

			“How would you describe it?”

			“I’ve only seen bits and pieces. Adam wanted me to wait till it was done. Basically they’d just sit around and talk while the camera ran.”

			“Talk about what?” Regina asked.

			“Random stuff. Their friendship.”

			“Was there conflict between them?”

			“Conflict…? Not really. I mean, I think Trevor must have resented him at least a little. ’Cause their lives turned out so different, you know?”

			“Do you have Trevor’s contact information?” I asked. “Know where he lives?”

			Olivia shook her head. “I didn’t, like, hang out with him.” Another beat. “Adam used to loan him money.”

			“What for?”

			“I don’t…It wasn’t much, a couple hundred dollars at a time.”

			“Loan,” Regina said. “Or give?”

			“Yeah. Give.”

			“Before Adam went missing,” I asked, “did he say anything about intending to see Trevor in the coming days?”

			“No.”

			“Did Trevor call or text him?”

			“I don’t know.” Olivia fretted. “Look, I don’t want to get someone in trouble for no reason.”

			“We understand,” Regina said.

			“Any chance you can send us the footage of their conversations?” I asked.

			“I don’t have it. Everything was on Adam’s computer, the cops took it when they searched his apartment.” Olivia checked her watch. “Sorry. I need to get going.”

			“Thanks for your help,” Regina said. “We’ll be in touch.”

			As we headed for the door, Olivia spoke behind us: “Hey you.”

			We turned back. She was addressing Owen the cat, who had reappeared in the living room and was staring at us with copper-colored eyes.

			Olivia knelt to gather the animal against her chest.

			“He can tell.” She ran her fingers along its neck. “When I’m upset.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			East Bay Parks Public Safety was headquartered, fittingly, in a park. Lake Chabot Regional bordered San Leandro, where I was born and raised and where I still live. Regina and I caravanned up. Signs guided visitors to the decommissioned Nike missile battery. Our destination was more prosaic: a low-slung, sunstruck building wearing the taupe and green of a ranger’s uniform. The facility was itself soon to be decommissioned in favor of a more modern campus. Until then the park cops would have to make do.

			We checked in at the lobby desk, sat in hard plastic chairs. Matching fans clacked in opposite corners, disturbing the bulletin boards without relieving the stuffiness. No sense paying to upgrade the HVAC—not when salvation lay just over the next hill.

			“You know this dude?” Regina asked.

			I shook my head. Kat Davenport had emailed an introduction to both detectives, but only Gary Kinney had responded.

			Cop-terse: date and time.

			Regina cleaned her glasses on her shirt. “Remind me what you’re good for.”

			“Getting items off the top shelf, Elf.”

			A door buzzed open. Out stepped a man in his early fifties; gray crew cut, acne-scarred forehead, wrinkled chinos, and a paunchy deep-blue departmental polo.

			He appraised us with wide-set, protuberant eyes.

			Wary, but who could blame him? Case review is criticism. It’s bad enough coming from a fellow cop. Worse from a PI. Worst of all from a PI who’s an ex-cop. You’re not just a poser. You’re a traitor.

			I stood up. “Detective Kinney.”

			He broke into a grin. “Clay.”

			He pumped my hand, waited for Regina to replace her glasses before introducing himself and pumping hers. “Great to meet you both. Come on back, I got a buncha crap for you.”

			

			—

			He led us to a conference room blessed with an asthmatic window AC. On the table were a pair of banker’s boxes and a laptop connected to a whiteboard projector.

			“Sorry my partner can’t be here,” he said, shutting the door. “Her daughter’s down with a stomach bug. Hey, I didn’t offer you anything. Coffee, tea, and water, or there’s a vending machine.”

			“I’m good, thanks,” Regina said.

			“Clay?”

			“Good for now.”

			Kinney swept an arm toward the table. “This is it, in terms of paperwork. Couple boxes still in the cage. Why don’t we go over it, figure out how we can help each other.”

			“Sounds great.”

			He took us through the initial reports.

			I said, “Kat said you looked at the guy who called 911.”

			“For about ten seconds,” Kinney said. “He was more scared we’d bust him for being in the park after dark.”

			Following identification of the body, the detectives had worked on reconstructing Adam Valois’s movements in the days leading up to his disappearance.

			It helped that he was a creature of habit. CCTV footage, cellphone tower data, eyewitnesses, text messages, emails, and credit card activity corroborated Olivia Parisi’s story: Adam had spent much of that week holed up in his downtown condo, leaving only to walk the block and a half to Fin City Fitness or grab food.

			The workout buddy Olivia had mentioned was a man named Wes Lau, who’d noticed nothing out of the ordinary in Adam’s demeanor.

			At 12:44 p.m. on Saturday, June 20, lobby cameras showed Adam coming home, dressed in workout clothes and carrying a Chipotle bag. He exited the elevator on the ninth floor and walked to his unit. From then on, his phone stopped moving.

			“Saturday?” I said. “He didn’t take it with him to Olivia’s?”

			“Seems that way.”

			“She said he never went anywhere without his phone,” Regina said.

			“Yeah, well, he could’ve forgot. He had his hands full.” Kinney brought up a new CCTV clip on the whiteboard. “Check it out.”

			Same day, 4:42 p.m., subterranean parking garage. Adam entered the frame. He’d changed into jeans and a fitted T-shirt, had a bounce in his step.

			A guy whose evening plans included sushi, a movie, and, hopefully, sex.

			The main difference being that he was wheeling a large, rectangular hardshell case.

			Kinney hit Pause, freezing Adam in mid-stride. The case was deep, rugged, and blocky—the kind used to protect and transport delicate cargo. Cameras, electronics, firearms. It trailed behind him like a misshapen shadow.

			“Olivia didn’t mention that to us,” I said.

			“She says he didn’t have it on him when he got to her place,” Kinney said.

			“Do we know what’s inside?” Regina asked.

			“Well, he’s a video guy. So my money says video stuff. But I’m open to suggestions.”

			Regina said, “Was anything missing from his apartment?”

			Kinney smiled faintly. He clicked a photo subfolder: Vic Resid. “You tell me.”

			Adam Valois’s condo hewed to the Silicon Valley aesthetic—clean lines, sheet glass—but had been modified to suit its occupant’s quirks. Blackout curtains nullified the views, for work reasons or for migraines or both. He’d added acoustic baffling to the walls and ceiling. Everywhere was AV gear: cameras, stands, booms, studio lights, backdrops, power packs, parabolic umbrellas. More hardshell cases, along with a softbox. The editing station featured a jumbo display and a mesh chair to alleviate back strain.

			Expensive chaos.

			Regina said, “I found Waldo.”

			Kinney gave a good-natured chuckle and closed out the folder. “You get the gist.”

			I said, “Video in the case is logical. But what’s he doing with it on a Saturday night, when he’s supposed to be hanging out with his girlfriend?”

			“We wondered about that, too,” Kinney said. “Our first thought was he had a job the next morning, so he loaded up the night before. But the next gig on his calendar’s a week out. So then we started wondering if he dropped it off along the way.”

			“Where?”

			Kinney turned up his palms. “Loaning it to a friend? Or selling off stuff he didn’t need. You saw his place. He had all kinds of junk in there, analog, camcorders, VHS.”

			“A collector.”

			“One man’s collector is another man’s pack rat. We went through his messages, looking for him setting up a meet with a buyer. Nada. Everyone we talked to denies borrowing anything from him.”

			“Olivia told us they had sex Saturday night,” Regina said. “Maybe they made a movie together.”

			“Keeping it spicy, huh,” Kinney said. “Yeah, could be. Either way, the box wasn’t in the vehicle when Oakland recovered it.”

			He clicked another subfolder. Vic Vehic.

			Dark-blue Mazda hatchback, worked over: windows smashed, hubcaps missing.

			“Does he have a connection to that neighborhood?” I asked.

			“None,” Kinney said. “Fact of the matter is, we don’t have a single piece of evidence he was physically there. He didn’t stop for gas, didn’t ping a toll plaza or hit a red-light camera. There’s Caltrans cameras on 880, but we’re talking about a huge window, time-wise.”

			“And it’s a common car.”

			Kinney nodded. “We suspect it was stolen and dumped.”

			I said, “What if the stuff in the case isn’t video equipment.”

			“What, then?”

			“Drugs. Guns.”

			“Nothing about him suggests he’s mixed up in that kinda shit.”

			“I’m just trying to think of where the case might’ve gotten to,” I said. “If he’s carrying something illegal, that’s a good reason to leave his phone behind, so he can’t be tracked.”

			“Fine, but it’s on top of the toilet. To me it makes more sense he was in a rush. Anyway, you forget things when you’re high.”

			“You think he used before he got to her place,” I said.

			“Who knows? She swears up and down they didn’t touch anything harder than alcohol and weed. So either he pre-gamed, she’s lying, or he left her place and got high on his own. But him being some sorta dope kingpin? Feels a bridge too far, y’know? I should mention, too: We looked into whether he had a second phone. Nada.”

			“Burner?” I asked.

			“Not on the credit cards. ’Course he coulda paid cash.”

			Kinney shut the laptop, blanking the whiteboard. “I get where you’re coming from. ’Cause yeah, it’s frickin weird. He’s dragging around this big honking thing, and it just vanishes. Then he vanishes.”

			“What’s the last confirmed sighting?”

			“Six fifteen p.m. Saturday. They ordered food. Delivery guy remembers handing him a bag. After that, it’s her word.”

			“Any reason to doubt her?” Regina asked.

			“She’s been cooperative. Friends describe them as in love. The neighbors don’t report hearing noise or shouting or anything that suggests a fight. Her apartment looked orderly. No judge in the world’s gonna grant me a warrant to go luminol her bathroom. I got no probable cause, and there’s simpler explanations.”

			He ticked his fingers. “He goes off to score and gets jacked. Or he’s wasted and falls in by accident. Or he’s wasted and thinks he’s Aquaman and jumps in.”

			“Which is your favorite?”

			“I don’t have one. They’re like my kids, I love them equally.”

			“Thoughts on where Adam got the drugs?” I asked.

			“Weed belonged to the girlfriend. She showed my partner a digital receipt from an online dispensary. Muscle relaxant’s legit. Dentist confirmed giving him a sedative. So really we’re just talking about the K. Who the heck knows? And it’s sad: On its own, that’s probably not gonna kill him. Mix it with all this other stuff? No bueno.”

			“He didn’t overdose, though,” Regina said.

			“No, but you don’t want to go swimming in that state.”

			I said, “His dentist appointment was the prior week?”

			“I think so, yeah.”

			“I’m pretty sure the Versed would be out of his system. The half-life’s short.”

			“Right,” Kinney said. “Our assumption is he pocketed it for later.”

			“Olivia works at that office,” Regina said. “Does she have access to the medicine closet?”

			“You’re thinking she got it for him?”

			“Add it to the list of things a nice girl doesn’t want to share with the cops. They give it to him at his appointment, he likes it, asks her to grab a few on her way out. Like a bowl of mints.”

			“Dunno,” Kinney said. “But I also don’t know how you’d figure that out, unless they’re keeping track of every single pill.”

			“What about this friend of his?” I said. “Trevor Vogel.”

			As with Rick Valois, I’d spoken the magic words.

			The detective sagged. “Okay. Look. Your pal at the Coroner’s Bureau speaks very highly of you, Clay. And you,” he said to Regina, “seem like a good egg.”

			“Fake news,” she said.

			Kinney laughed. “Point is, I’m not one of those guys gets into pissing contests. I got three daughters, okay? I have no dignity left. You can help me do my job? More power. I’m not gonna run you off a good lead for the fun of it.”

			“Got it,” I said.

			“Yeah. So, please. Take my word for it: Trevor Vogel is a dead end.”

			“Word taken. Do you mind explaining?”

			“It would make my day.”

			He opened a binder. “Whatever Vogel does or does not know about Adam’s death, he wasn’t there when it happened. That’s a fact. I know, because he spent the whole of last summer in Vegas. Not at the Venetian. Clark County Detention Center.”

			Kinney flipped the binder around to reveal a mugshot.

			“Punched a blackjack dealer in the throat. High outta his mind. Ninety days.”

			Vogel had the squarest head I’d ever seen on a human being—like a LEGO figurine, minus the little plastic halo. Choppy brown hair stabbed out in all directions; his chin tilted upward defiantly, lips parting in a gap-toothed sneer. He looked like a guy who’d just been arrested for punching a blackjack dealer in the throat. The booking placard displayed a date of 05-18-2026.

			Five weeks before Adam went missing.

			“Pretty solid alibi,” Regina said.

			Kinney smiled. “Best in the business.”

			“You told the Valoises,” I said.

			“Right away. I informed their attorney in no uncertain terms that Mr. Vogel had been ruled out as the immediate perpetrator. The dad goes to me, ‘You need to find out if Vogel hired a hit man.’ ” Kinney sighed. “What’m I supposed to do with that? Guy’s a worthless POS, not John Gotti.”

			“Could he know something, anyway?” I said. “Olivia told us Adam was hanging out with him on the regular, giving him money.”

			“Oh, for sure. We talked to Vogel. He was the first person we talked to, in fact, after her, because the dad was so dead set on him being the bad guy. He was still locked up, so me and my partner flew out there. Hand on heart, I wasn’t ticking a box. I really thought, Let’s cover all the bases.”

			“And go to Vegas,” Regina said.

			Kinney chortled. “Tough job, but somebody’s gotta do it…We buy him a Pepsi, we’re taking our time, asking him about this and that. ‘When’d you last hear from Adam?’ ‘How’s things between you?’ Vogel doesn’t have a care in the world. He’s asking for Funyuns. Now I’m thinking, This guy is either a straight-up psychopath—and sure, he probably is—or he truly has no idea what we’re talking about. There was no processing time on his answers, like he had to remember his story. Finally we come out and tell him: Adam’s dead.” Kinney raised his palms again. “Son of a bitch starts crying.”

			“Just like that?” I asked.

			“Well, he did the ‘shut up, that’s not funny’ thing first. Then he sees we’re serious and starts bawling his eyes out.”

			“You can cry ’cause you feel guilty,” Regina said.

			“Yeah, and we played on that. He got offended at the implication. But you know how it is, sometimes you gotta ask the same question five different ways. And, not gonna lie: Their lawyer was on my back about it. We followed up once Vogel came back to Cali. He answers the door in his skivvies, starts complaining he already told us everything he knows, it’s harassment, he’s gonna sue.”

			“Where’s he stay at?”

			“Baby mama, up in Richmond.”

			“Name?”

			“Jasmine Worth. I wouldn’t bother, though. My partner went back a few weeks later to try again and she said Vogel took off. Since then he’s gone to ground.”

			“Olivia told us about a movie Adam was shooting with him,” Regina said.

			“It’s on a hard drive, in the cage. I haven’t watched most of it.”

			“Worth a look?”

			“Sure, if you have insomnia,” Kinney said. “Two idiots, yakking about nothing, for five hundred hours? I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.”

			“Clay has a strong stomach for monotony,” Regina said.

			“Could that be the reason Adam had a camera on him?” I asked.

			“To shoot what? B-roll? The guy’s one state over.” The detective’s cordiality was drying up. “Look, you asked for my opinion. I gave it to you. But you do you, boo.”

			“No doubt you’ve taken it as far as it can be taken. Last question?”

			“Yeah, sure.”

			“Did you talk to Adam’s sister? We hear there’s bad blood.”

			“Oh yeah. Big-time money, co-heir? But she also alibied out. As did her husband. As did everyone in Adam’s circle of friends. All comes down to the same problem.”

			“No evidence.”

			“Zee-ro. Listen, Clay. I wish I coulda done more for his parents. Not for ‘closure,’ that’s a myth. But I hate to see how it’s eating them up. Now: Can you do one thing for me?”

			“Please.”

			“Give it to them straight,” Kinney said. “Maybe they’ll listen to you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Regina needed to get back to Santa Cruz; I needed to pick up my kids from camp. Before parting ways, we reconvened in the parking lot.

			I said, “So what do we think about Ms. Olivia?”

			“She’s tense.”

			“ ‘Hiding something’ tense, or ‘my boyfriend died under mysterious circumstances and his parents hate me’ tense?”

			“Could be both,” she said.

			“Hiding what? A sex tape or she fed him stolen pills?”

			“Same answer.”

			“Pills are worse,” I said. “Apart from jeopardizing her job, it’d make her partly responsible for what happened to him.”

			“And scared shitless of what Rick and Liz would do if they found out. Who wants enemies like that?” Regina said. “Look how they leaned on Kinney.”

			“Yeah.”

			“What’d you make of him?”

			“First impression, the work seemed solid.”

			She elbowed me in the arm. “There you go, defending the Blue Brotherhood.”

			“Yes, Regina, all cops are the same, we all think the same way, everybody knows that.”

			“Your words, not mine. When are you talking to the lawyer?”

			“Tomorrow at the country club.”

			“Ooh la la. Fancy shmancy. You think they’ll let you in with that car?”

			“Through the service entrance,” I said. “Can you reach out to Adam’s sister? She’s not answering my calls.”

			Regina nodded. “What else is on the agenda, boss?”

			“Wrap my embezzlement case, see what Trevor Vogel has to say. Also—I don’t know if I should even mention this.”

			“Too late. Spit it.”

			“I asked my friend at the Coroner’s to get me an old case file.”

			“Why? What’s up?”

			“Nothing’s up.”

			“Something is most assuredly fucking up.”

			“Another floater,” I said. “Similar tox profile but nothing more, so far.”

			She beamed. “Poirot is cooking.”

			

			—

			Rancho El Bosque formed a right triangle with the Valois home and Fuller, Gilligan & Fuller, LLC’s office in downtown San Jose. The gate guard leaned from his booth to eye my elderly RAV4, deciding whether to redirect me to the service entrance.

			He waved me through with a stern reminder that the speed limit was five miles per hour.

			Greenbelts insulated the grounds from the surrounding suburbs: quiet on quiet, punctuated by the occasional tink of a tee shot.

			I pulled beneath the clubhouse overhang, activating a stable of valets. They didn’t betray any disappointment at the car. I could be a billionaire. Silicon Valley is funny.

			The restaurant hostess escorted me to a private room.

			Fuller, Gilligan & Fuller, LLC’s website listed nineteen attorneys, including Shelby Fuller III, a white-haired, Stanford-educated lion of the law, and his ruddy, thick-necked, Stanford-educated scion, Shelby IV. Partners both. I wasn’t sure whom to expect behind the paneled door.

			Drumroll, please…

			¡El Cuarto!

			Five-ten, late thirties, with chestnut-brown hair thinning but meticulously groomed. His office had granted our meeting with the proviso that Mr. Fuller had a four p.m. tee time. He was ready for it: formfitting robin’s egg golf trousers and an argyle double-knit shirt in and out of fashion fifty times in as many years. Gold wedding band, gold class ring with a big S overlaid on a red stone.

			Mine, from Cal, had a blue stone. I hadn’t wanted it, but my parents had insisted. It occupied a place of honor at the bottom of a sock drawer.

			Two dozen chairs circled a mahogany table the size of a skating rink, set with a carafe of iced tea, tumblers, and a non-disclosure agreement.

			Shelby Fuller IV said, “Read it if you like.”

			As I did, he said, “I had our people look you up.”

			“Who’s your people?”

			“The Ackerman Group.”

			Multi-city power hitters, corporate investigations, mostly. “What was their verdict?”

			“I’m here, aren’t I?”

			The NDA had two sections. Part one covered today’s conversation and any future conversations with Fuller, binding me to secrecy. Part two was retroactive, covering all conversations, past and future, with the Valoises. In the event that I violated the terms, I forfeited my firstborn and was cursed to the seventh generation.

			“My contract already includes a confidentiality clause,” I said.

			Fuller smiled sourly. “Trust but verify.”

			“I’m fine with the second part, but I can’t not tell Rick and Liz about our conversation. That defeats the purpose.”

			He sighed. Gestured for the NDA.

			Taking out a gold-and-malachite pen, he struck through a handful of clauses, added carets.

			“Happy?” he asked.

			I scanned. “Yes. Can I borrow your pen?”

			“You may.”

			He watched me sign, waited for me to give the pen back—as though I might try to swipe it. In fairness, it was a pretty nice pen.

			“How can I help you, Mr. Edison?”

			“Walk me through what you’ve done.”

			He reviewed the playbook: writing letters, making calls, massaging connections, pulling strings, purring threats. Not content to limit himself to the investigating jurisdiction, he’d contacted law enforcement at the county and state levels, plus council members, supervisors, representatives, and party chairs.

			I said, “That’s a lot.”

			“A lot of nothing,” he said. “The DA retains broad discretion, and without solid evidence leading to an arrest, there’s little I—or anyone—can do. Enter you.”

			His tone put me on par with a psychic or ghost hunter.

			I said, “Why isn’t Ackerman handling the case?”

			“The Valoises were dissatisfied with their work.”

			“They were,” I said, “or Rick was?”

			Fuller poured himself iced tea and ignored the question.

			I said, “Your firm specializes in corporate law.”

			“For the most part.”

			“An individual family like the Valoises wouldn’t be your standard client.”

			“The Valoises aren’t a standard family.”

			“How did you come to represent them?”

			“Elizabeth’s father ran a local bank that expanded. She inherited the majority stake, eight or ten branches up and down the peninsula. Wells Fargo bought them out. My father represented her during the acquisition.”

			“A relationship you inherited.”

			“We don’t do it for anyone else.”

			“Stop me when I’m wrong,” I said. “Personally, you feel this is a fool’s errand. But Liz does what Rick says, and you do what she says, and you’re not going to turn down billable hours.”

			“Would you?”

			“I’m here, aren’t I?”

			Fuller laughed. I often got that same laugh from attorneys.

			For a hired hand, you’re not so dumb.

			“I read the autopsy reports,” I said. “There are a number of things Rick left out. Makes me wonder what else he editorialized about.”

			“Such as.”

			“He said Adam had never been arrested.”

			“And?”

			“He said it a little louder than I thought necessary.”

			“It’s true.”

			“True because it never happened?” I said. “Or because you had it sealed?”

			“Not I.”

			“Your father, then.”

			Shelby Fuller IV tapped the NDA. “Remember signing this?”

			“It was thirty minutes ago.”

			“Just reminding you. As a courtesy.”

			I nodded. “Rock-solid.”

			He said, “Adam, in his adolescent wisdom, brought a gun to school. Unloaded, as I recall. It wasn’t his gun, either, it belonged to a friend’s parents.”

			“Which friend?”

			“A troubled kid named Trevor Vogel.”

			“Was he arrested, too?”

			“Yes, although the charges were dropped after Adam insisted he’d removed the gun from the Vogel home without their knowledge.”

			“Fallout?”

			“Not that bad. The judge was inclined to chalk Adam’s behavior up to youthful indiscretion. Afterward Rick had my father petition for an order of protection.”

			“Against Vogel.”

			Fuller nodded. “Denied, as he and Adam were both minors. In retrospect, it wasn’t an unreasonable request. Vogel went on to do a couple of stints in jail.”

			“Possession with intent and assault.”

			He regarded me with new appreciation. “Correct. I’ll have you know that I pleaded with the detectives to look into him. They said they’d take it under advisement, which, as you know, is cop-speak for ‘Go fuck yourself.’ ”

			“Not always,” I said. “Sometimes it means ‘You’re a fucking idiot.’ ”

			Fuller allowed himself a genuine smile. “Ah. Nuance.”

			“Where do I find Vogel?”

			“Our people came up empty.”

			“Maybe that’s why Rick was dissatisfied.”

			“Better luck to you.”

			“Did Adam have other run-ins with the law?”

			“Not even a speeding ticket.”

			“What can you tell me about Olivia Parisi?”

			“Not very much.”

			“They had you vet me. You must have done at least that much with her.”

			“Trust but verify.”

			“Anything pop up?”

			He shook his head.

			“Any other matters in which your firm represented Adam?”

			“None.”

			“Anything else I should know?”

			He thought a moment, then said, “Come with me.”

			

			—

			The restaurant had begun to fill up with customers—captains of industry, relaxing at the bar after a round or enjoying an early-bird dinner. Steak, lobster, truffles. I followed Fuller over the carpet, pausing at every other table so he could shake hands and exchange pleasantries.

			In the corridor, an arrow pointed the way to hole #1.

			“Forgot my clubs,” I said.

			Fuller chuckled and opened a door marked History Room.

			It was small, windowless, permeated by a smell of old paper and packed with memorabilia: plaques, signed golf balls, trophy case. A framed article anointed El Bosque’s course the third best in California after Cypress Point and Pebble Beach. Former club presidents gazed out from golden frames. Since 1931 the position had been held by eleven people—all male and, up until recently, all white. I wondered who’d founded a country club during the Great Depression.

			A leather armchair and brass floor lamp formed a reading nook within reach of the club yearbooks. Fuller pried out a mid-2000s volume.

			“Adam was about five years younger,” he said, turning pages. “I remember him hanging around as a kid.”

			He swapped the yearbook for another, finding what he wanted: a lifestyle magazine spread on El Bosque’s annual casino night to benefit Stanford Children’s Hospital. Green felt, cocktail dresses, croupiers in black tie and sleeve garters. The text boasted that they’d raised over three hundred thousand dollars.

			“That’s him.”

			Smiling faces around a poker table. A teenage Adam Valois sat behind a massive stack of chips. Rick was at his side, one hand resting on his shoulder. They looked more alike when they were happy. Both Shel Fullers peeked in at the edge of the frame.

			IV said, “He cleaned up that night. His dad was so proud.” A beat. “It’s not easy, being the son of.”

			I nodded.

			“And it’s not all about billable hours, either,” Fuller said. “Believe it or not, I’m human. What happened to Liz and Rick is horrendous.”

			He snapped shut the yearbook. “They’ll validate you at the front desk.”

			“I’m reserving the right to call you again.”

			“Anytime,” Fuller said. “The NDA is perpetual.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			By Tuesday, I’d finished my report on the embezzlement case. Once I submitted it, a guy was going to lose his job. Tough for him: He had two alimonies, two mortgages, and three kids in private school.

			Better than going to prison, though. His employer didn’t want the negative publicity on the eve of their IPO.

			Silicon Valley is funny.

			I hit Send.

			My inbox contained a note from Kat Davenport.

			
				Clay,

				Leave me out of it.

				K

			

			She’d attached a PDF of the Dennis Kudelka file—the sanitized version, available to any member of the public. That’s who I was now.

			The cover sheet bore Lisa Shupfer’s name and badge number. My name didn’t appear anywhere, though I’d worked on the case. One of my last, before I put in notice.

			Leaving before I was told to.

			I read through the report, seeing the parallels to Adam Valois.

			Young male.

			Bit of a loner.

			Drowned in the Bay.

			Adam had died with six substances in his blood. I expected Kudelka’s tox screen, performed by FML Inc., to show the same.

			Wrong.

			Alcohol, cannabis, ketamine, Versed, Amrix.

			No Lexapro.

			Still. Five of six. I was batting .833. Hall of Fame numbers.

			I texted Lisa Shupfer. Hey Shoops. Hope all’s well. You around to talk?

			Unlike Kat, she didn’t reply on the spot. Older generation.

			Closing the file, I turned my full attention to Trevor Vogel.

			Gary Kinney wasn’t kidding when he said Vogel had gone to ground. The most recent address on record was several years out of date. He didn’t own a vehicle, didn’t use social media. I dug up contact information for his family. Both sisters disavowed knowledge of his whereabouts and ordered me not to call them again. When I reached his parents at their Palo Alto home, his mother hung up on me.

			Baby mama time.

			

			—

			Jasmine Worth lived in the Iron Triangle, a gritty Richmond neighborhood dotted with Section 8 housing. Her unit was on the ground floor of a chartreuse stucco duplex with a bowed roof. The door was open for ventilation but blocked by a heavy-duty security gate on crumbling hinges. Inside, a television droned the Peppa Pig theme song.

			My knock drew a blurry, backlit shape to the perforated steel.

			A female voice said, “Yes?”

			“Hi there. I’m looking for Jasmine.”

			“She’s at work.”

			“Right. Remind me where that is?”

			“Who’re you?”

			“A friend.”

			“You’re her friend, you don’t know where she works?”

			A child called out: “Nana Wee, who is it?”

			“Nobody, baby,” the woman said.

			Behind the grate, she started to shut the door.

			“Wait, please,” I said. “I’m looking for Trevor Vogel.”

			The woman paused. “That’s not what you said.”

			“I’m having trouble reaching him. I thought Jasmine might be able to connect me.”

			“You’re police.”

			“No, ma’am. Private investigator.”

			“What do you want with that one?”

			“Talk to him.”

			“Is he in trouble?”

			Enough scorn in her voice for me to take a chance: “Do you want him to be?”

			That earned a snicker. “Hold on.”

			She unlocked the grate and pushed it outward, forcing me to step back.

			She was fifties, Black, bird-like, wearing a brocaded housecoat and cradling an infant in one arm. Behind them, a girl of four kept a watchful distance.

			I waved to her. “Hello.”

			She turned and fled.

			“Don’t mind her,” the woman said.

			“Nice to meet you, ma’am. I’m Clay.”

			“Louisa.”

			I smiled at the baby—six months or so, alert but silent, gazing up at me with huge, chocolate-brown eyes. “What’s your name?”

			“This is London.”

			“Hello, London. You’re beautiful.”

			“Yes she is.”

			“They’re Jasmine’s?”

			Louisa nodded.

			“Trevor’s?”

			“You wouldn’t know it, from the way he acts.”

			The baby’s age suggested conception right before Trevor embarked on his Las Vegas misadventure. Nice timing, Pops.

			I said, “You’re grandma?”

			“No sir, I just live upstairs.”

			“When’s the last time he came around?”

			“He doesn’t. I don’t allow it.”

			“Problems.”

			“Oh yes,” Louisa said. She looked at London, as if for confirmation. “Drugs, fighting. I had to call the police on them more than once. I told him, ‘You lay a finger on those children, I’ll take care of you myself.’ ”

			I smiled. “You would, too.”

			“He never tried to find out.”

			“Was Trevor dealing?”

			“Mm-hm. And using, I could smell it through the vents. I had people showing up in the middle of the night, ringing my bell. I told Jasmine she didn’t put an end to it, there’d be hell to pay.”

			“Does she still see him?”

			“If she does, she’s smart enough not to tell me.”

			London mewled. Louisa began to twist gently at the waist. “I don’t understand what gets into that girl. I told her: ‘Have some self-respect. He’s living in your home, eating your food, bringing trouble to your doorstep.’ ”

			I showed her a photo of Adam on my phone. “Recognize this individual?”

			She nodded. “I saw them together.”

			“Him and Trevor.”

			“Yes sir. He came knocking once. He said his cable wasn’t working right, wanted to know if he could borrow mine. I said, ‘You want to watch my TV?’ ‘No, no, a cable. Like a wire, for a camera.’ I told him, ‘You’re barking up the wrong tree.’ ”

			“Thank you, ma’am. That’s really helpful.”

			“You say so.”

			“I’d love to speak with Jasmine, if possible.”

			“Leave me your number, I’ll tell her you were here.”

			“It’s not her I’m interested in, just Trevor. I give you my word.”

			“Your word?” she said. “Friend, I don’t know you from a bowl of beans.”

			“You want to keep Trevor away from her.”

			She regarded me skeptically. “And you can do that?”

			“I won’t know until I talk to him.”

			The four-year-old poked her head out. “Nana Wee?”

			“Go watch TV, honey.”

			“I need help.”

			“I’ll be there in a minute. Go on.”

			The girl vanished.

			Louisa said, “You got a card?”

			I gave her one. She read it over and tucked it in her housecoat. Fixed her eyes on mine. “Promise me again.”

			“I’m not interested in Jasmine. You have my word.”

			“You sound righteous. But you better not make me regret it.”

			“No, ma’am.”

			She shifted her weight onto one hip. “She’s at the Home Depot in Emeryville.”

			“Thanks very much. What time does she get off?”

			“Ten-thirty. She takes the bus, so I don’t see her back till round midnight.”

			“Long day.”

			“She’s trying.”

			“Nice of you to help.”

			“Oh, I don’t mind. I didn’t get my own.” Louisa tickled London’s nose. “But I got you.”

			The baby cooed and broke into a one-toothed smile.

			

			—

			At nine p.m. I kissed Amy good night and drove to the Emeryville Home Depot.

			Forty minutes to closing time. Taco truck gone for the day, snack wrappers somersaulting across the blacktop, black sky airbrushed with the glowing, branded colors of neighboring big-box stores. Best Buy Blue, Target Red.

			I headed inside and grabbed an orange shopping bucket.

			Jasmine was taking inventory in the plumbing aisle. Immersed in her iPad, she paid me no mind; I was just another befuddled homeowner with a leaky sink.

			“Excuse me,” I said.

			Without looking up: “Can I help you.”

			“Hope so.” I set down the bucket. “I’m looking for Trevor Vogel.”

			Now she snapped to attention. Long face and medium-dark skin, cornrow ponytail, shiny bags beneath big, round eyes the same color as London’s. The child had studied me with curiosity. Mother was scanning for danger.

			She hurried away.

			“Jasmine.”

			“Leave me alone.”

			I followed her as she hooked down the next aisle. Light Fixtures. “Jasmine. Please.”

			She fumbled the walkie-talkie from her waist, barked in store code: “Chemical spill on sixteen.”

			“I just need to talk to him. It’s important.”

			“Repeat: Chemical spill, sixteen.”

			“Gimme two minutes, please.”

			“Whatever he did ain’t got shit to do with me.”

			“That’s why I want him, not you. Can you get him a message for me?”

			“Are you stupid?” She spun, wielding the handset like a baton. “I said go away.”

			The walkie-talkie blipped: Chemical spill en route.

			“You don’t have to protect him,” I said.

			“Protect him from what? You just want to talk, what do I got to protect him from?”

			“It’s about Adam.”

			Jasmine flinched.

			“Did Adam buy from him?” I asked. “Did Trevor introduce him to people?”

			We’re on fifteen the walkie-talkie chirped. Nobody’s here.

			“Sixteen,” Jasmine yelled into the handset.

			“What about the movie they were making?”

			Two burly men in orange aprons came running down the aisle, inserting themselves between her and me. Football players gone to seed, one downright obese.

			Jasmine said, “He’s harassing me.”

			“Sir, we’re gonna have to ask you to leave the store.”

			“Let’s please discuss this for a second,” I said.

			“Sir. Calm down.”

			“I’m calm. Can I give her a card, at least?”

			I reached into my pocket, causing the men to yelp and wave their arms.

			“Stop moving. Show us your hands. Hands. Now.”

			I put them up, the card between my fingers. “Guys. Chill out.”

			“Backup to fifteen,” one guy said into his walkie-talkie.

			“Sixteen,” Jasmine corrected.

			“Fuck, uh, sixteen.”

			“Relax,” I said. I laid the card on the floor. “I’m going.”

			If enduring public humiliation was an Olympic sport, all the gold medalists would be teachers. Flight attendants would take the silver, restaurant workers the bronze. But PIs would consistently make the quarterfinals.

			The men escorted me to the exit.

			“From now on I’m shopping at Lowe’s,” I said.

			I sat in my car, letting the stress of the confrontation fade.

			My phone chimed with a text. Lisa Shupfer. One word:

			Kudelka

			I smiled, wrote Can we talk?

			I’m home tomorrow

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Mountain House, a planned community thirty-five miles inland, broke ground in 2001. By 2008 it was the most debt-ridden place in America, with 90 percent of mortgages underwater.

			Lisa Shupfer and her husband, a Stockton patrol lieutenant, belonged to the 10 percent. For two decades, they’d hung on; decades of social upheaval, department rosters gutted, overtime tripling as cops fled the state for friendlier climes.

			Prices had rebounded.

			The day had come to get out.

			She opened the door to me and turned inside without a word. As I was to Kat, Shupfer was to me—a mentor, a colleague, a friend. Even at our closest, when we were working together forty or fifty hours a week, we’d never been on hugging terms.

			We headed toward the kitchen. The house was a mesa desert of cardboard boxes.

			Pillows. Neb Supplies.

			“Coffee machine’s packed,” she said. “I have those Peet’s cans.”

			“I thought you weren’t leaving till January.”

			“Ron went ahead so he and Connor can get settled before school starts. They’re driving.”

			“How long is that?”

			“Ten hours. They’ll break it up over a few days. There’s a direct from Oakland, but it’ll be more fun for Connor this way, and it’s a pain to fly with the equipment.”

			Her teenage son had cystic fibrosis. Well managed, though a big chunk of her mental energy went to battling infections and making up for missed classes.

			“Movers come next week,” she said.

			“What are you going to do in the meantime?”

			“Drink from Peet’s cans.”

			“Where are you going to sleep?”

			“Air mattress.”

			“Shoops. For real?”

			She dug her fingers into the plastic of an iced espresso twenty-four-pack. “You want or not?”

			

			—

			We took our cans out to the patio. The backyard was a tidy little gem. Honeybees and butterflies congregated in the wisteria. A wall fountain gurgled. The Shupfers had done the work themselves, incising flower beds, planting dwarf citrus, laying pathways, building a pergola. She didn’t seem the least bit sentimental about leaving it.

			“Sticks and bricks,” she said.

			I sipped lukewarm iced espresso and swiped through pictures of their new house, on three and a half acres, twenty minutes from downtown Boise. All their neighbors were expat Californians. Ron’s first task upon arrival was applying for Idaho plates.

			“Kat said you’re not having a goodbye party.”

			“I don’t want one.”

			“It’s not for you, Shoops, it’s for everyone else.”

			“They’ll live.” The pergola beams striped her doughy face with shadow; I noticed a new looseness in her cheeks and neck, gray filaments woven through her frizzy hair.

			“We’re talking Denny Kudelka,” she said.

			I showed her Adam Valois’s private autopsy report. After so many years on the job, she’d seen enough not to react to the verdict of “possible homicide.” Then she read the tox screen and the corners of her mouth wilted.

			She was seeing the same thing I’d seen. Remembering, as I’d remembered.

			She got up and went inside. I heard her rummaging in boxes.

			“You want help?” I called.

			“Stay there.”

			I finished my coffee, counted butterflies.

			Reemerging with a green plastic document holder, she undid the Velcro and shook the Kudelka file, fist-thick, onto the table.

			“All right, Edison,” she said. “Memory lane.”

			

			—

			Sunday, April 21, 2024, dawned cold and dull across the East Bay. In Oakland’s Jack London Square, the staff of the Dockside Bar and Grill were prepping for brunch service. A busser stood by the window, folding napkins and gazing out at the marina where two dozen small craft plashed.

			Something was in the water.

			It bobbed by the empty outermost slip: round, grayish. The size and color made the busser think it was a porpoise—you saw them now and then, swimming in the Inner Harbor channel—but it didn’t move like any living thing she’d seen, oscillating in a fan shape as though tethered to the pier.

			Feet surfaced.

			Over by the host stand, the front-of-house manager was reviewing table assignments. He heard the busser scream and came running. She couldn’t speak but pointed.

			The front-of-house manager had spent high school summers working as a lifeguard. He ran outside, vaulted the marina gate, and sprinted down the dock, ready to initiate lifesaving measures.

			The body floated in the classic drowner’s pose: face down, arms and legs dangling toward the seabed. It had gotten tangled in kelp and was naked, save a faded black T-shirt. The condition of the skin made lifesaving measures beside the point.

			The front-of-house manager didn’t want to do nothing, though, so he stripped off his tie and shirt, got down on his stomach, and thrust his arm into the filthy, frigid water, trying to grab hold of the body or the kelp. He couldn’t reach. He stood up, dripping, and felt for his phone. He didn’t have it. He’d left it on the host stand.

			The entire restaurant staff was pressed up to the rear windows, staring at him.

			He motioned for them to call 911, tracing the numbers in the air.

			Nobody moved a muscle. He realized he was writing backward.

			A boat drew near: the occupant of the empty slip, returning from an early-morning fishing expedition.

			The front-of-house manager shouted: Body in the water.

			The fisherman laid off the throttle and leaned over the port side rail.

			It was a body, all right.

			He radioed the Coast Guard, who dispatched a Defender and alerted 911, who sent Oakland Fire and PD. Emergency vehicles began piling up in the parking turnaround, uniforms swarmed the plaza. A crowd built along the boardwalk, posting to social media (OMG this is really happening) till the cops kicked everyone out and threw up a line of yellow tape.

			At 10:41 a.m., Oakland police officer Z. Hallstein #517 contacted the Alameda County Coroner’s Bureau to request removal of the body.

			ACSO deputy coroner Lisa Shupfer took the call. She recorded the scant preliminary information, strapped on her vest, and scanned the squad room for a partner.

			Edison, she said. We’re up.

			

			—

			The Coast Guard had fished the decedent out and laid him on the dock. After erecting privacy screens, Shupfer conferred with the cops and I thumbed on the camera.

			Caucasian male, twenty to thirty years of age. No identification on his person.

			We transported him to the bureau. He weighed in at 129 pounds.

			Dr. Simon Park performed the autopsy on Wednesday morning, April 24. John Doe displayed signs of prolonged immersion: washerwoman hands, skin slippage at the soles of the feet, animal depredation. His lungs were full of pink froth. His hyoid bone was intact. No apparent injuries—no propeller slashes or gunshot wounds or stab wounds; no head trauma, no skull fracture, no broken bones whatsoever.

			Park ruled the cause of death as drowning.

			Manner of death remained pending.

			A week went by without anybody claiming him. In an effort to reach family, Shupfer released limited information to the media.

			The next morning a woman named Irene Kudelka phoned the bureau. Her son Denny had been missing since late March. She supplied photos and a description of scars, enabling Shupfer to tentatively identify the decedent as Dennis Kudelka, age twenty-six, a resident of Concord. Postmortem changes made positive identification impossible.

			Bad shape.

			Irene had the family dentist send over her son’s records.

			ID confirmed.

			Behind the scenes, a game of jurisdictional hot potato was taking place.

			The missing persons report had been filed in Concord.

			Inner Harbor belonged to the Coast Guard, except for select areas that fell to California Highway Patrol.

			The body had been brought ashore in Oakland—but that said nothing about where it had actually gone into the water.

			Bottom line: Nobody wanted the case, which reeked of despair. In the end it circled back to Concord PD and a detective named Alan Mendes.

			Without a crime scene, without evidence of suicidal intent or violence, Shupfer ruled the only way she could, the same way I or any other competent coroner would.

			Accident.

			Irene Kudelka disagreed. She was adamant someone had harmed her son. For months she continued to call both our office and Concord PD. She and her husband, Fabian, went public with a reward. Six thousand dollars.

			Chump change compared with the Valoises’ twenty-five but a far bigger chunk of the Kudelkas’ net worth. Numerous individuals attempted to claim the money, including a psychic, who revealed that Denny Kudelka was alive and well, living underground in a government bunker in preparation for a top-secret mission.

			

			—

			“I need more coffee,” Shupfer said and went inside.

			A breeze tickled the paper smothering the patio table. I didn’t have to ask why she’d kept the file—printed it out and brought it home, packed it for transport to Idaho, a piece of her old life stuck into her fresh start like a burr. We all have a case, or cases, like that.

			Deeper, perhaps, for Lisa Shupfer.

			A drowned young man.

			Her son, his lungs filling and refilling with fluid.

			She reappeared, balancing two Peet’s cans on her laptop. “Help.”

			I took the cans. She sat, opened the computer, typed, turned the screen toward me.

			She’d logged into her personal inbox, rather than her work one, opening a thread from June 2024. The sender, jbrenner, had a military address. The subject heading was Your Inquiry.

			
				Deputy Shupfer:

				Here is the information you requested.

				To trace the source of an object, you either invert the currents from a flow model or run the tracers with a negative force. The flow field is derived from a hydrodynamic model. These are often regional-based. There are some technical caveats: When tracing forward, you often include a random walk drift term; those are not reversible. Also, not all possible source locations are reachable. Please see the attached URLs.

				I performed an analysis using the point and time of immersion you provided. The calculation took two minutes and fourteen seconds. The results reflect a range of possible outcomes and thus display as a probability map scaled in increments of 10 linear meters. The maximum probability for any given increment ≈ .0003137, therefore I would not expect this to be useful in any way.

				Jake

			

			A slew of links followed.

			I said, “I don’t know what this means.”

			She opened an image file. It was enormous, filling the screen several times over.

			“This guy, Brenner,” she said, sizing the image down, “works up at the Bay Model.”

			“In Sausalito?”

			“You’ve heard of it.”

			“I went there on a field trip. I think it was third grade.”

			“It hasn’t changed,” Shupfer said. “They showed you the fun stuff. Brenner does the real stuff. Studies ocean currents. I asked him to help me figure out where Kudelka was dumped. He wrote a computer program only he understands. Entered the time and place the body washed up, and ran the clock backward. Look.”

			I leaned toward the screen, still unable to grasp what I was seeing.

			“You’re thinking like a human,” she said. “Think like a fish. What use do they have for dirt and asphalt?”

			Instantly the image clicked. A map of San Francisco Bay, but in negative.

			All the land effaced, leaving only water, rendered in minute detail.

			A multicolored band limned the coast from the South Bay up to San Pablo Bay, stopping at the Carquinez Strait. More bands outlined the bridges as well as the largest islands: Angel, Alcatraz, Yerba Buena, Brooks, Treasure.

			I couldn’t discern a pattern to the colors, which spanned the rainbow, like the work of some hippie cartographer.

			“Red or orange,” she said, indicating a hot spot near Point Pinole, “means higher probability of being the dump site. Blue means less likely.”

			“Why didn’t you show this to me back then?”

			“ ’Cause it didn’t lead anywhere. There’s too many unknowns. Kudelka’s last seen is March 29, but it’s anyone’s guess when he died or went into the water. To get something going, I had Brenner start at one minute to midnight. This is the result. Problem is, the tides keep shifting. Start a few hours later and you get a totally different map. Looks cool; doesn’t tell you squat.”

			I studied the shoreline. “Not on its own. But it’d be interesting to put in Adam’s info. Maybe there’s overlap.”

			Shoops shrugged. “How should I know? I’m a dumb trash-collecting cop.”

			“Can I get a copy?”

			She forwarded me Brenner’s email, adding, “Don’t bother writing to him. Just show up, it’ll be more efficient.”

			She cracked a can.

			I said, “Happy retirement.”

			“Only type there is.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Among the links Brenner had provided was the original source code, hosted on a site catering to software developers. I sat at my desk, eyes glazing over as I stared at line after line of hieroglyphics.

			At four p.m. I gave up, sent everything on to Regina, and killed the lights.

			

			—

			“How was camp?” I asked, rubbing shampoo into Charlotte’s hair.

			“Fun,” she said.

			“What did you do?”

			“Made slime. Mine was green and I used blue glitter.”

			“Nice. Look up.” I rinsed her hair with water from a plastic whale and reached for the conditioner. The bottle squelched, down to its last quarter inch.

			“Farted,” Myles said.

			“That’s right, bud,” I said. “The bottle farted.”

			My phone was ringing on the sink. Regina.

			I answered and tapped Speaker with a wet pinkie. “Yo.”

			“What the fuck is this shit?”

			“Hi, Auntie Regina,” Charlotte said.

			“Oh shi—ssshhhoot. Hey, Charlotte.”

			“Why are you mad?”

			“I’m not mad.”

			“You sound mad.”

			“ ’Cause I have to work with your daddy.”

			“Don’t say that. My daddy is the best.”

			“I stand corrected.”

			Myles waved at the phone.

			“Myles is waving,” Charlotte said.

			“Hi, Myles,” Regina said.

			“Farted,” Myles said.

			“Who did?”

			“He wants you to know that the bottle farted,” I said.

			“Ooh, I hate when they do that.”

			I dried my hands and put the phone to my ear. “You get what I sent you?”

			“Yeah, I got it. Do I look like I speak dork?”

			I explained, directing her to the color-coded shoreline map.

			“You’re saying this doesn’t tell us anything,” she said.

			“We’ll see. I’m heading out to Sausalito tomorrow. Word from Adam’s sister?”

			“Radio silence.”

			“I can stop by her place. It’s on the way.”

			“Hands off my woman.”

			“I’m trying to save you a trip, Regina.”

			“I’ll meet you there at eight.”

			

			—

			Mill Valley, a snug, wealthy community nestled in the Marin Hills, lies seven miles north of the Golden Gate Bridge. The short commute must’ve appealed to Kirsten Valois’s husband, a partner at a San Francisco IP firm.

			She, on the other hand, served as in-house counsel for an educational nonprofit headquartered on the East Coast. Shades of her mother.

			We expected her to work remotely, and pulling up to the address I was encouraged by the gray Audi charging in the driveway.

			Regina was waiting for me on the curb.

			“How frickin early did you leave?” I asked.

			“Four score and seven years ago.”

			The house was a massive brown shingle, larger even than Rick and Liz’s, surrounded by stately redwoods and coast live oaks. Regina rang the video doorbell and turned to admire the view, Mount Tam crowning through fog.

			“I should’ve been a lawyer,” she said.

			“You argue enough.”

			A woman spoke through the intercom: “Yes?”

			“Kirsten Barry, please,” I said.

			“This is she.”

			“My name is Clay Edison. Do you have a moment to talk?”

			“Sorry, who is this?”

			“Clay Edison. I’m a private investigator. I’m here with my partner, Regina Klein. It’s about your bro—”

			The intercom clicked off.

			Through the leaded sidelight, a shape rapidly approached.

			Kirsten Barry née Valois opened the door. In person the contrast with Adam was even more pronounced—her strong bone structure and smoky eyes. Chemically straightened hair suggested a lifelong struggle for dominance; right now she had the upper hand, but that might change at any moment. Emerald satin blouse and pearls over sweatpants and fuzzy slippers.

			Zoom couture.

			She folded her arms across her chest. “Did my parents send you?”

			“No,” I said. “But we’ve been trying to reach you.”

			“Can I see some ID, please?”

			We obliged.

			“FYI, I have an eight thirty.”

			“We’ll try not to take up any more of your time than necessary.”

			“Fine, but I really don’t know what else you people expect me to say.” She returned the cards. “I’ve already given my statement.”

			“Who’d you talk to? Was it the Ackerman Group?”

			“I don’t remember their names. Maybe.”

			“We’re not with them,” I said. “We’re new.”

			“Mm.” A lip-smile. “How long do you suppose you’ll last?”

			Regina said, “Hopefully till eight thirty.”

			The smile blossomed into laughter. “Clock’s ticking.”

			

			—

			We sat in the kitchen, all white marble and brass accents. A Vitamix container with smoothie dregs soaked in the farmhouse sink. French doors looked out to a backyard as pristine as Shupfer’s and ten times larger.

			I began by reviewing the timeline of Adam’s disappearance.

			His sister cut in angrily:

			“You’re making it sound like I twiddled my thumbs.”

			“I didn’t mean to suggest that.”

			“First off, you need to understand. Olivia was hysterical. I couldn’t get a word in edgewise. I told her, ‘Go to the garage and see if his car’s there.’ I did it to give her something to do. I was trying to calm her down. And to be rational. For all we knew he really was running an errand. But she’s going, ‘No, no, I can feel it, we’re connected.’ I’m trying to think here and you’re talking astrology. That doesn’t mean I’m not worried. Of course I’m worried. He’s my brother. As soon as I got off the phone with her I started calling hospitals. If I waited to call my parents it was because I knew how they’d react. And, and—I was right: The second I told my mom he was missing she broke down. After that they wouldn’t take my calls. My dad screamed at me for tying up the line. I never got to tell them I’d already spoken to hospitals. So, yes. I’m worried. I’m also doing my best not to lose my mind. It’s okay, he’ll turn up eventually, that’s what happened last time.”

			I said, “Last time?”

			She smirked. “They didn’t tell you, did they.”

			“Seems that way.”

			Kirsten pressed her temples. “You see what I’m dealing with?”

			I glanced at Regina, who said, “Tell us. Please.”

			“In college,” Kirsten said. “He disappeared and wound up in the hospital.”

			I said, “Your mom said he had a panic attack.”

			“He did, but he was missing for three days. We were both living in New York, me at NYU Law and him at Sarah Lawrence. Adam’s RA emailed my parents because he’d skipped a couple of exams and wasn’t in his dorm. My parents couldn’t get ahold of him. So they called me, freaking out, and sent me to go look in on him. Halfway there, my phone rings. This woman says she’s a nurse at Bellevue, Adam’s in the ER, can I please come. I get off the train, cross the platform, and get right back on.”

			“Why’d they call you and not your parents?” Regina said.

			“Adam told them to. He didn’t want my parents finding out. Which was ridiculous. It’s not like I wasn’t going to tell them. But it shows you where his head was.”

			“How did he get to the ER?”

			“The cops found him wandering the streets, bleeding from his legs. At first they thought he’d been assaulted, but he told the doctor he’d done it to himself.”

			“Suicide attempt?”

			“I don’t know. It was his legs, not his arms. I asked him: ‘Why would you do that, cut yourself?’ He said he was upset. He’d been seeing someone, and he broke it off.”

			“Adam did.”

			“No. The guy.”

			“He was dating a man.”

			Kirsten nodded.

			“Your parents didn’t tell us that, either,” I said.

			“I’m pretty sure they don’t know. Adam swore me to secrecy.”

			“Who was this person?”

			Kirsten shook her head. “All he would say was, he wouldn’t go back to school. I stayed with him till my mom could fly out and bring him home.”

			“Had he had other relationships with men?” Regina asked.

			“Not that I know of. He wasn’t open about things like that.”

			“He trusted you enough to confide in you.”

			“Fifteen years ago, maybe. But that hasn’t been true for a long time.”

			“What changed?”

			“My brother’s got a lot of issues, okay? And my parents enable him. They always have. There’s never any consequences. They just swoop in and save him. And—this is going to sound wrong. It’s gonna sound like I’m being jealous or petty. But that’s not it.”

			“We’re listening.”

			“Adam…” She paused. “He starts at Oberlin. Drops out. Transfers to Sarah Lawrence. Pulls this stunt. Drops out again. He’s screwing around with this ‘film,’ traveling the world, while they foot the bill. Meanwhile, I’m graduating. I’m getting a job, I’m getting married. You’d think they’d notice that and want to reward it. Their instinct is the opposite. ‘Well, looks like you’re doing fine without us.’ I don’t need their money, all right? I wouldn’t accept it even if they tried to give it to me. But what kind of message does that send? Not to me, to him. They’re incentivizing him not to grow up.”

			“Do you think that’s what they wanted?” I said. “To infantilize him?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe. My father liked to live out his fantasies through Adam. He wanted to be an artist, did he tell you that?”

			I shook my head.

			“A painter. His family was…I won’t say poor, but certainly not rich. Nothing like my mom’s. His parents pushed him to do something practical, and he was bright enough to get a full ride at Yale. That’s where they met. Her parents were humiliated. They referred to my dad as ‘the scholarship boy.’ Marrying him was the only brave thing she’s ever done in her life.”

			Regina said, “I can see why you’d feel uncertain how to respond when Adam went missing.”

			“Thank you for saying that. It’s like everybody thinks I hate him, or I’m cold. And it’s so unfair. It’s not that I don’t care. I do. But.”

			She fell silent, scraping at the countertop with a lacquered nail.

			“This Adam, he’s not the person I remember. I remember someone else when we were kids.” She looked at us. “I want to keep those memories.”

			I nodded.

			“Anyway.” She smiled. “My two cents.”

			“We appreciate it,” I said. “If you don’t mind, could we talk about the days that followed? The search, the investigation.”

			“I wasn’t involved. I offered. They turned me down.”

			“Your parents did, or Olivia?”

			“Them. I doubt she argued, though. She probably enjoyed feeling included for once. The three of them were acting like a little secret society. They said they didn’t need people complicating things. ‘Too many cooks.’ ”

			She sounded more sad than bitter.

			“What kind of relationship did you have with Olivia?” Regina asked.

			“None. That night, when she wanted to reach me, she didn’t even have my number. She had to google my husband, call his office, and get it from him.”

			“She implied that the friction was between you and Adam, not you and her.”

			“I mean, I never had it out with her. She’s not a confrontational person, more passive-aggressive. But things between him and me got worse after she entered the picture.”

			“You think she turned him against you?”

			“Can’t prove it,” she said. “But she had a good deal going. He bought her gifts, he took her on vacation. I assume she wanted to keep that.”

			“And she viewed you as a threat,” I said.

			“Wouldn’t be the first time. I’m smarter than she is. Plenty of people find that threatening.”

			“What do you think attracted Adam to her?”

			“I have no idea. She’s cute, I guess. Maybe she has mad blowjob skills. Sorry,” she said, pushing up from her barstool, “I have to get ready for my call.”

			“Real quick,” Regina said. “What can you tell us about Trevor Vogel?”

			Kirsten made an impatient noise. “That’s my dad talking.”

			“Maybe. But he’s paying us.”

			“Well, I can’t help you there. Trevor was Adam’s friend, not mine. From what I remember he was a loser. End of story.”

			She started for the door. “I’ll walk you out.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Built by the army in the late 1950s, the Bay Model is what it sounds like: a painstaking 3-D replica of the San Francisco Bay seabed, filled with real water and covering an acre and a half of warehouse floor.

			Hydraulic pumps simulate the tides, allowing scientists in the pre-computer era to study the potential effects of construction, pollution, dredging. Nowadays the place serves mainly as a rite of passage for schoolkids, who come to learn about the water cycle and cultivate an appreciation for the majesty of nature.

			Or to do what my friends did: chuck in Doritos bags that get sucked up by the intake valves, triggering a weeklong shutdown.

			Shupfer was right. It hadn’t changed. Same chlorinated smell, same beige federal government lobby carpeting. The model itself was hidden on the other side of a walk-through exhibit. Regina and I bought tickets from a uniformed sergeant with a Corps of Engineers shoulder patch.

			“Is Jake Brenner here?” I asked.

			“In his cave.” The sergeant dialed her landline. “Jake. Visitors. No, I don’t know who they are.” She cupped the receiver. “Who are you?”

			“Private investigators.”

			“Jake, they caught you. Start running.”

			She put down the receiver. “One second.”

			In short order a loud, metallic jangle could be heard and then a man came crashing into the office. Olive drabs set off electric-ginger hair and translucent skin bluish with veins. Some three dozen keys clanged on a belt carabiner, swinging like the fist of Optimus Prime. Two stripes: Corporal Brenner.

			He said, “What?”

			“Hi Jake,” I said. “I’m Clay Edison and this is Regina Klein. We got your name from Alameda sheriff-coroner Lisa Shupfer.”

			He blinked. “The dead body.”

			“That’s right. We wanted to talk to you about current modeling.”

			“Why?”

			“We have a dead body, too,” Regina said.

			Brenner spun and marched out, keys jangling.

			I looked to the sergeant, who smiled and shrugged.

			The keys jangled back. Brenner’s head poked into the doorway. “Are you coming.”

			

			—

			We followed him through the exhibit, past habitat dioramas and learning stations, placards printed in optimistic, futuristic 1950s font. During the school year, the place would be filled with shrieking kids; in summer, the sole other visitor was a Black man in his seventies wearing a Vietnam Veteran cap.

			A jerky educational film preached to empty seats.

			Water, our most precious natural resource…

			In the chilly main hall, the model sprawled out in a giant horseshoe, wrapping around pillars, turning corners, too vast for us to see the whole thing. It looked as though someone had begun digging out an absurdly large swimming pool, gotten two feet deep, and quit.

			As with the color-coded map Shoops had shown me, only water mattered: the four smaller bays that combined to form San Francisco Bay, the rivers that fed them, estuaries and inlets and coves. All the surrounding land existed as an afterthought—featureless concrete for visitors to walk on.

			Regina paused, trying to get her bearings.

			“Think like a fish,” I said.

			“The fuck does that mean?”

			Brenner marched south. “After me.”

			City signs placed along the coastline helped to orient us. We trampled an invisible Albany, an implied Berkeley. Ten paces separated Oakland Harbor, where Denny Kudelka had surfaced, from the salt marshes where Adam Valois had washed up.

			Brenner rounded the South Bay, stomping Godzilla-esque across Silicon Valley, flattening the campuses of Google and Meta and Apple, headed for a door marked Private. Unlocking it with one of his many keys, he tugged on a chain light.

			Six-by-eight room; bizarre contrast to all the space outside. Bare studs and a sloped concrete floor with a drain told of a former life as a janitor’s closet.

			Corporal Jake Brenner had made this cell-like place his own. A pair of vertical monitors stood at attention atop the rickety government-issue desk. A tower computer hummed. He’d spliced into the wiring, run ethernet. Creature comforts included a government-issue office chair, a dust-furred box fan, a prehistoric telephone in acidified plastic, a microwave, a mini-fridge, and bulk cases of Diet Dr Pepper stacked five-high.

			Brenner sat and waggled a mouse, bringing up a map of the Bay, spread across both monitors. Arrows indicated ocean current direction and speed. Every few seconds they refreshed.

			“This controls the model?” I asked.

			“What? No,” Brenner said. “That’s for civilians. This is real-time.”

			He switched to a tab labeled Simulate, opening a dialogue box with a dizzying array of input fields. “What are your final coordinates?”

			“Can we sit somewhere?” Regina asked.

			Brenner waved at the soda.

			Regina and I took down a few cases each, stacked them up, and balanced on them.

			“Final coordinates,” Brenner said, tapping his feet and one hand.

			“I can show you on the map,” I said.

			He surrendered the mouse. I zoomed in, dropped a pin on the Coyote Hills mudflats.

			“Precise location or approximate?”

			“Approximate.”

			“How approximate?”

			“Give or take a hundred yards.”

			He clicked Radius (m) and plugged in 91.44. “What date did the body make landfall?”

			“July 3 or 4, 2026.”

			“Time.”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Date of immersion.”

			“Start with June 21 to June 23.”

			“What year?”

			“Same year.”

			“Twenty twenty-six.”

			“Yes.”

			He turned to us, blinking. “This is not going to work.”

			“Let’s give it a try,” Regina said.

			Brenner checked a box marked Reverse and clicked Run.

			A progress bar appeared, inched toward completion.

			“How long is this going to take?” Regina asked.

			Brenner pointed to the bar. “That long.”

			After eight minutes, the map redrew, coastline a mishmash of color.

			“See?” he said.

			“How can we narrow it down?” Regina asked.

			“More specific parameters,” Brenner said. “Date or time of landfall. Date, time, point of immersion.”

			“If we knew any of that, we wouldn’t be here.”

			No response.

			I said, “How about if we compare this map with the one you sent Deputy Shupfer? Look for locations in common?”

			“The software is configured to perform a single trace,” he said. “I can add comparative functionality but I’ll have to write it from scratch.”

			Regina said, “Great. You want to get back in touch when it’s done?”

			“I’ll do it now,” Brenner said.

			He sprang up and hurried to the mini-fridge. The shelves were wall-to-wall El Monterey brand bean-and-cheese burritos. The door was all Diet Dr Pepper.

			Brenner tossed a burrito in the microwave and pressed the Burrito button. Opening a soda can, he returned to his desk.

			Glanced over, perplexed to find us still standing there. “I need twenty minutes.”

			“We’ll take a walk,” I said.

			

			—

			Regina and I strolled the warehouse floor.

			“What’s your read on Kirsten?” I said. “Trust her?”

			“As far as I trust anyone.”

			“Makes me wonder if this onetime thing with a guy was only a onetime thing.”

			“You think Adam was stepping out on Olivia,” she said.

			“I think that’s a good reason to turn off his phone.”

			“Or buy a burner.”

			“Or drive an hour to a place where he won’t run into anyone he knows,” I said. “We should reinterview Olivia.”

			“I’ll do it,” Regina said. “Girl talk.”

			We came to the section of the model where the San Joaquin and Sacramento rivers met, a complex network of waterways and townships whose names recalled a bygone era: Cow Creek, Deadman Creek, Rough and Ready Island.

			Regina pointed to Disappointment Slough. “I found my next home.”

			The man in the Vietnam Veteran cap stood nearby. He gave a friendly nod. “Nice to see young people in love.”

			I braced myself for Regina’s reply: Fuck that shit.

			She said, “Thank you, sir,” cocked her head, and batted her eyelashes.

			The man laughed. “You’re a lucky man, Stretch.”

			Regina smiled up at me. “Never, ever forget it.”

			

			—

			We completed our circuit. Brenner was ready. The room smelled like jack cheese and farts. The computer map looked the same but for two dialogue boxes, a pair of input fields, and a Compare button.

			He clicked. The progress bar appeared at 0 percent.

			Stayed there.

			“Is it working?” Regina asked.

			“Yes.”

			“How can you tell?”

			“I wrote it. It works.”

			“Then why isn’t the line moving?”

			“A granularity of ten linear meters equals approximately sixty-five thousand data points, each requiring its own multivariate regression, thus adding a second matrix—”

			“We’ll take another walk,” I said.

			“Leave the door open,” Regina said.

			

			—

			Forty minutes later, she and I were back, perched on Diet Dr Pepper.

			The third map pared down the number of hot spots. Still far too many. But progress.

			“Progress,” I said.

			“No,” Brenner said. “This assumes a common point of immersion. If that’s incorrect, the output is invalid. This is the problem with using incomplete starting parameters, the downstream error compounds exponentially.”

			Regina said, “Listen, ChatGPT—”

			“How about victim weight or height?” I said. “Would that help?”

			“No.” Blink-blink. “There is another way.”

			Silence.

			I said, “Which is…”

			“Additional matrices.”

			We looked at him, uncomprehending.

			“More bodies,” he said.

			I stood up with a jolt, toppling my soda throne. Regina’s eyes had taken on an electric sheen.

			We started out.

			Brenner said, “Where are you going?”

			Regina said, “To find more bodies.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Six hundred Californians drown each year. Men outnumber women by nearly three to one. Swimming pools present the greatest danger, with children most vulnerable. The far-northern coast has the highest regional death rate but the fewest actual deaths, due to its remoteness and sparse population.

			At ninety-five drowning deaths per year, the San Francisco Bay Area tops the list.

			Things get even more interesting when you factor in intent. Statewide, the vast majority of drownings are accidental, with only 15 percent classified as intentional or undetermined.

			Around here, it’s 40 percent.

			Bridge jumpers.

			Homicides.

			Question marks.

			They added up to almost a thousand cases over the last two decades.

			Death doesn’t respect the map. It goes where it wants and takes whom it chooses. Nine counties touch the Bay, each with its own coroner’s bureau or medical examiner’s office and its own computer network. An Alameda investigator can’t access records in Santa Clara or Marin, much less those belonging to the armed forces, CHP, or FBI. You have to contact each office individually, praying that whoever you reach is in a generous mood, that they have their act together, that they don’t mistype.

			You ask nicely. You cash in favors.

			I had thirteen years’ worth of chips to gamble with.

			My query was drowners with a toxicological profile similar to that of Adam Valois and Dennis Kudelka. Similar, but not necessarily identical; Regina and I agreed that booze, cannabis, and Lexapro were too common to be meaningful. Ethyl alcohol is also a by-product of decomposition. Bodies ferment, and tests can’t distinguish between the booze of a martini and the booze we make of ourselves.

			What mattered most was the trifecta.

			Ketamine, midazolam, cyclobenzaprine.

			That might be enough to give Brenner the matrices he needed.

			While we waited for responses, Regina scheduled a second visit with Olivia Parisi, and I contacted Concord detective Alan Mendes to learn more about the Kudelka case. He was refreshingly agreeable and offered to meet me on his day off, texting the address of a Fairfield hamburger joint.

			My tires sang as I drove over the Carquinez Bridge. To my left were San Pablo Bay and the naval shipyard. To my right stretched Suisun Bay, its marshes reminiscent of the Louisiana Bayou. The narrows beneath marked the farthest point of origin for either body, beyond which powerful westward currents prohibited upstream drift.

			It struck me that, while I’d spent most of my life within a few miles of the ocean, I seldom interacted with or thought about it. Every so often Amy and I took the kids to Crab Cove or rode the ferry to the city. But that was a novelty—a treat. Certainly compared with Los Angeles, San Diego, Santa Barbara, or Santa Cruz, the Bay Area lacks a strong beach culture. Our water’s too cold, our coastline too brutal, our chokepoint bridges a source of aggravation and anxiety. To most natives, most of the time, the Bay is at best a view, at worst an obstacle, and it’s a tad ironic that we’ve named ourselves for a feature we so often work to avoid.

			Now I was seeing things differently.

			Like a fish.

			To my left, to my right, the surface rippled and beckoned.

			

			—

			Larry B’s Monster Patty was someone’s Happy Days fantasy: black-and-white-check linoleum, vinyl booths, a jukebox. Alan Mendes leaned on the Formica counter, well into a lettuce-wrapped cheeseburger.

			“Clay? Al. Sorry,” he said, wiping grease from his fingers. “I do intermittent-fasting keto. If I don’t eat right away, I turn into a pumpkin.”

			Mendes was late forties, five-eight, with short, thick limbs, a barrel chest, and a shaved head. A crucifix tattoo turtled out from his sleeve as he crushed my hand.

			I ordered coffee that materialized in seconds.

			“Nothing else?” the counterman asked.

			“Fries are good,” Mendes said. “For you.” Grin. “I’m keto.”

			I said, “Fries, please.”

			The counterman said, “Coming up.”

			Mendes and I eased into a game of Six Degrees of Cop. He remembered Lisa Shupfer.

			“That lady’s no bullshit,” he said.

			“Not one ounce.”

			The counterman delivered my fries. I took some and passed the basket to Mendes.

			“Prick,” he said, shaking the ketchup bottle.

			He listened, chewing, as I sketched Adam Valois’s case. Every so often he broke in with a question, his tone genial if a bit cagey.

			“You really think this computer map thing will work?” he asked.

			“Don’t know. We’re looking for other vics.”

			“I haven’t heard of any.”

			“No reason you would, if they’re washing up in different locations, at different times. So far, we only have two.”

			“And neither’s a homicide.”

			“Not officially.”

			Mendes took a fry, swirled it in ketchup. “Let’s say you do find more. Then what? It’s a serial killer?”

			“I’m nowhere near saying that.”

			“I like to pretend there’s no such thing as coincidences.” He stuffed the fry in his mouth. “But that’s just a lie cops tell themselves.”

			“I feel the same way.”

			“So?”

			“The tox is very specific,” I said. “These aren’t drugs you pile on top of each other for fun. Ketamine, fine, but I’ve never heard of anyone partying with muscle relaxants.”

			“Man, don’t underestimate stupidity. There are probably idiots getting high licking postage stamps.”

			“Your gut’s saying no.”

			“My gut says nothing except it’s too damn big. Look, Clay, I don’t want to rain on your parade.”

			“You’re not. I asked. But if you saw anything with Denny that pointed to foul play, I want to hear it.”

			“I’m happy to share,” he said. “Just get those fucking fries away from me.”

			

			—

			Prior to his disappearance, Dennis Kudelka was living with his parents and driving for Lyft. On Friday, March 29, 2024, he crisscrossed the Bay Area, making two airport runs and numerous shorter trips. His final fare ended with a drop-off in Berkeley, after which he logged out of the app. Cell towers placed him in downtown Oakland from about seven p.m. to ten p.m. Then his phone turned off and was never recovered. His friends denied seeing him or knowing his plans. A canvass of bars and clubs came to naught.

			Kudelka’s car, a white Honda Accord, had been towed after sitting for a week in the Webster Street parking garage. From there to Jack London Square was a straight one-mile shot down Broadway, although, like Adam, Denny would’ve had to pass through some dicey areas. Why walk when he had a car? Nor could Mendes find evidence of Denny using alternative transportation: bus, BART, cab, rideshare, sidewalk scooter, bike rental.

			If he’d gone home with someone, they weren’t talking.

			“His mom kept beating the drum that he caught a bad fare,” Mendes said. “I ruled out everyone he drove that day. She’s asking me to test for DNA. How the hell am I supposed to justify that to my CO? There’s no blood in the vehicle. The guy makes a living picking up strangers. You’re gonna find everybody and their grandma.”

			He took the last bite of his burger. “You said your guy’s gay.”

			“His sister told us about one male relationship, but it’s unconfirmed, and we don’t know of any others. He’s got a girlfriend.”

			“Uh-huh.” A beat, as Mendes weighed the merits of a quid pro quo. “One of Denny’s friends told me he slept with men and women.”

			“Regularly?”

			“Enough that the friend thought to mention it.”

			“Was he out?”

			“To the friend. Not to his parents.”

			“Is that why he was hanging around downtown?” I said. “To meet people?”

			“It crossed my mind. But nobody remembered talking to him.”

			“Dating sites or apps?”

			“Same thing as the DNA,” Mendes said. “There’s too many to choose from, each one’s got thousands of members. Where do you start? I didn’t get that far before your pal ruled accident. Then my hands are tied. I’m not knocking her, by the way. He was stoned. He wasn’t beat up. Him falling in still makes the most sense.”

			I nodded. “Ever come across this guy, Trevor Vogel? He was a friend of Adam’s.”

			Mendes peered at the mugshot on my phone. “What a beauty…Nope. Sorry. My turn. Why’d you quit being a coroner?”

			“It was a good job. Then it wasn’t.”

			“I have a cousin in L.A., works at the morgue. Gloria Mendes.”

			I shook my head.

			Mendes said, “Don’t know how she does it. It’d gross me out.”

			“You get used to it.”

			“I couldn’t. I know my limits.”

			He reached for a fry but caught himself and went for his wallet instead.

			“On me,” I said.

			“You sure?”

			“Business expense.”

			He clapped my shoulder. “Thanks, brother. Keep me in the loop.”

			

			—

			On my way home I stopped off in Richmond and drove to Jasmine Worth’s apartment.

			This time it was her slender silhouette that came to the security grate.

			“Hi, Jasmine.”

			I fully expected her to slam the door in my face. She didn’t. She didn’t unlock the grate, either.

			“What do you want?”

			“Checking in about Trevor. Have you had a chance to talk to him?”

			“I told you, I don’t talk to him.”

			“Did you give him my message?”

			“He didn’t do nothing.”

			“I know that,” I said. “He was in jail when Adam died.”

			“So what do you want?”

			“They were friends for a long time.”

			The four-year-old girl’s voice: “Mama.”

			“One second,” Jasmine answered. To me: “So?”

			“So I think he probably knows things about Adam that other people don’t.”

			“Let me tell you something about Trevor, okay? Me and him, that’s toxic. You put him away, you’re doing me a favor. But I ain’t gonna lie and tell you he did something he didn’t do. ’Cause that just means someone’s out there getting away with it.”

			“Mama.”

			“I said one second. And I’ll tell you something else. You can say whatever you want about him. He’s a piece of shit. Nobody knows that better than me. All right? But he loved that boy.”

			“Mama.” The girl shuffled forward. “London threw up.”

			Jasmine emitted a throaty sound. Anger and fatigue percolating. “I’m coming.”

			The door banged shut.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Internet romance had changed since my bachelor days. A handful of biggies continued to rule the landscape—Tinder, Grindr, Badoo, Zoosk, Bumble, Match. But few aspects of human experience are more varied than sexual appetite, and the free market had responded, churning out scores of niche sites and apps that sorted potential partners based on every trait or state imaginable: politics, fitness level, musical taste, preferred substance of abuse, star sign.

			Bristlr for beard nuts. Equestrian Cupid for horse lovers.

			Craving affection after a hard year’s whaling?

			Fear not: Sea Captain Date was made for you.

			Today’s users also had myriad ways to define themselves and their goals. To an old guy like me, many of these categories were obscure. What distinguished a friend-with-benefits from a fuckbuddy from a one-night stand from a situationship? It depended on context, on who was writing, and on the site’s implicit culture.

			Add to that the usual problems caused by online anonymity. Nothing prevented folks from creating multiple profiles. Nothing required them to show their faces or use a real photo. The number of bots—AI bios, AI headshots—had exploded.

			All in all, it made for a vast, confusing ocean of loneliness and desire. I felt for today’s singles. I could understand why Alan Mendes hadn’t bothered.

			But he wasn’t getting paid by the hour.

			I started with the biggies. Each had its own policy for how long it retained inactive profiles, ranging from one year to the end of time. Each employed a freemium model, limiting features to unpaid users, blurring photos or capping search results at five or ten pages. Adam Valois’s usual social media handles didn’t show up.

			Which made sense. If he was cheating on Olivia, he’d err on the side of caution. In fact he’d be better served driving an hour from home and taking his chances in a bar.

			Denny Kudelka, on the other hand, was everywhere.

			I first stumbled across him on AdultFriendFinder, username DK420xx69. A shirtless profile pic showcased his sinewy build. His bio was a paragon of concision.

			hmu i will get u wet

			Poetry for the New Age.

			The username enabled me to be more targeted, and by Friday, I’d located him on numerous sites, including HukUpp, Pläegroünd, Thirst City, and LuvvBouquet. On its own the list didn’t prove much; in that way it was similar to Jake Brenner’s shoreline map.

			More instructive would be to see who Denny had communicated with around the time of his death, or if Adam kept profiles on any of the same sites.

			For that I’d need warrants. And for warrants I’d need a cop.

			

			—

			Gary Kinney at the park police wasn’t in. I reached his partner, Tiffany Reuss.

			“How’s your daughter feeling?” I asked.

			“Pardon?”

			“Detective Kinney told me she had a bug.”

			“Right. Better, thanks. What can I do for you?”

			“I wanted to share what we’ve come up with, see if it kicks anything off for you.”

			“You can try.”

			She listened silently. When I raised Adam’s possible bisexuality, she said:

			“You know, Gary and I discussed Adam seeing someone else. Not a man, no reason to think that. But an affair explains a lot. Even more so with a man. Leaving his phone behind, hush-hush travel.”

			“Did you ask Olivia about it?”

			“I went to see her by myself. We thought she’d be more open if it was just a woman asking. She wasn’t having it. Shut right down.”

			“How’d you interpret that?”

			“Hard to say. You assume it’s not a fun thing for her to think about. Paints the entire relationship in a whole new light.”

			“Any dating apps on Adam’s phone?”

			“I don’t remember hearing about it during the forensic. Same for his computer, but I can’t be sure. Why?”

			“Denny Kudelka belonged to a whole bunch. I have a list I can send you. Maybe Adam was on some of the same ones.”

			“How many sites we talking about?” Reuss said.

			“So far, twenty-six.”

			“Oh, wow,” she said. “Hm. Well. Lemme talk to Gary and get back to you.”

			Subtext: You want me to write twenty-six affidavits?

			Sub-subtext: LOL, cowboy.

			

			—

			At lunchtime, I went across the street for ramen, thumbing through my inbox while waiting on my order.

			
				Hi Mr. Edison

				I have a case that might interest you.

				Aaron Grouse | Deputy Coroner #121

				San Mateo County Coroner’s Bureau

			

			I collected my food, jogged back to the office, and called him.

			“Coroner’s Bureau.”

			“Hi, Deputy Grouse. It’s Clay Edison. Thanks for your email. This an okay time?”

			“Yeah, just bear in mind that I’m working and could get called away.”

			“Absolutely. You want to send me the file?”

			“I will, but I gotta warn you: It’s thin. I can sum it up for you.”

			In the early hours of March 23, 2025, a kayaker offshore of the Ravenswood nature preserve spotted something bobbing beneath the Dumbarton Bridge.

			“Not the freeway overpass,” Grouse said. “The old railroad bridge, to the south.”

			The kayaker got closer.

			A skinless face broke to the surface.

			Most people would’ve paddled off as fast as possible. To the kayaker’s credit, he stayed put, phoning 911 from the water and using his oar to prevent the body from drifting away until emergency responders arrived.

			If Adam Valois and Denny Kudelka were in bad shape, San Mateo County John Doe #57 was worse: facial features obliterated, hands and feet fully degloved. His DNA did not appear in the databases, and he didn’t correspond to any recent missing persons. The most the pathologist would say was: male, Black or mixed race, eighteen to thirty-five years old, in the water for four to eight weeks. No apparent injuries.

			Pink froth filled his lungs.

			Alcohol, ketamine, midazolam, and cyclobenzaprine tainted his blood.

			Despite numerous media appeals and the release of a computer-aided facial reconstruction, no one had claimed him.

			Deputy Aaron Grouse ruled the manner of death as undetermined.

			The body was stored for twenty-four months before being cremated and interred in a public grave. Tissue and blood samples remained on ice.

			“It’d help to have time and location of discovery,” I said. “As precise as you can get it.”

			Grouse went quiet. I heard him clicking. In the background a phone rang. It sounded identical to the phones at the Alameda County Coroner’s Bureau. Everybody shopped at the same procurement center.

			“Second bridge support from the shore,” he said. “North side. Time…The 911 call came in at six twenty-seven a.m. When the body reached that spot? Sheesh. Sorry.”

			“Okay. Thanks big-time. And I’d love a copy of the facial reconstruction.”

			“Yeah, no problem.”

			I emailed Jake Brenner rough coordinates, asking him to assign an immersion time frame of four to eight weeks prior to discovery, then pried open my ramen. As I was scooping out the last bits a PDF arrived from Grouse.

			Light on detail. The most I could say about John Doe #57 was that he was male, Black or mixed race, eighteen to thirty-five years old.

			Nevertheless I sent the image to Regina. Another body.

			She called. “Nice find.”

			“Sorry,” I said. “I missed that. What?”

			“I praised your investigative skills.”

			“One more time?”

			“This is not the day to test my patience, Poirot.”

			“Aren’t you supposed to be talking to Olivia right now?”

			“I sure am. I confirmed with her last night. I got to her place twenty minutes ago. Nobody home. I text and she says her cat’s sick, she had to take him to the vet.”

			“Shit. Sorry.”

			“Oh, don’t be. I love San Jose, it’s paradise on earth. You know what,” she said, “since I’m here already, we might as well take advantage. I’ll print some flyers, come up to Oakland, we’ll hit the bars and clubs.”

			“Now?”

			“No, we’ll wait for the next blood moon when my chakra aligns with destiny. Yes, now.”

			“I can’t. I still have a ton of dating sites to comb through.”

			“Come on, Poirot. Live a little. What case was ever solved at a desk?”

			“About ninety percent of them.”

			“No risk, no reward.”

			“Nothing’s open at this hour. And I have to pick up my kids.”

			“Tonight, then. I’ll come for dinner and we’ll go out after. Go ahead. Invite me.”

			I sighed. “Regina, would you like to join us for dinner.”

			“I’m not sure. What’s on the menu?”

			“Pasta with feta sauce.”

			“Ehhh. Try again.”

			“That’s what I shopped for, Regina. Those are the ingredients I have.”

			“I’ve got dietary restrictions,” she said. “You know that.”

			“…I think I have some steaks in the freezer.”

			“Aw. Clay. That’s so kind of you,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to impose, though.”

			“Then don’t.”

			“But since you insist.”

			

			—

			Having her with me actually helped a great deal: Amy didn’t get home till six, and Regina took the kids outside, affording me the rare privilege of cooking in peace. The sound of a ball dribbling filtered in from the backyard.

			Regina: “I was a basketball player like your daddy.”

			Charlotte: “That’s not true.”

			“Yes it is. But I’m not tall like him so I used to run between the other players’ legs.”

			“You can’t do that.”

			“Says who?”

			“Says me.”

			“You make the rules?”

			“Yes.”

			“Okay then.”

			“Thow! Thow!”

			“Holy smokes. Nice one, Myles.”

			“I’m good at throwing, too,” Charlotte said.

			“I’m sure you are.”

			“Daddy says I have a cannon.”

			“Let’s see it.”

			“…oops.”

			“You weren’t kidding. Should we go next door and ask your neighbors?”

			“Daddy says we don’t bother them.”

			“This has happened before, I take it.”

			At ten after, Amy walked into the kitchen, dropped her bag, and kissed me on the cheek. “I thought you were making feta pasta.”

			“Change of plans.”

			She glanced around. “Where are the kids?”

			“Outside, with Regina.”

			“I didn’t know she was coming.”

			“Neither did I.”

			Amy smiled. “I’ll go say hi.”

			She exited through the side door.

			“Mommy!” Myles yelled.

			“Mommy!” Regina yelled.

			

			—

			We ate on the deck. Grill-smoke hung in the air.

			“Why, everything’s so delicious, Clay,” Regina said.

			“Thank you.”

			“Thank you for having me.”

			“You’re being different,” Charlotte said.

			“More cake,” Myles said.

			“You’re welcome anytime, Regina,” Amy said.

			“Am I?”

			“Apparently,” I said.

			“More cake.”

			“Sorry, dude. We don’t have cake.”

			“More. Caaaake.”

			“No cake, honey,” Amy said. “But there’s ice cream.”

			“Cake,” Myles moaned. “Cake.”

			“He wants steak,” Charlotte interpreted.

			I cut pieces and pushed them onto his plate, causing him to moan again, this time with pleasure.

			“Caaake,” he said through a mouthful of meat.

			The adults laughed.

			Charlotte said, “Why does he talk like that?”

			“He’s learning,” Amy said.

			“I don’t talk like that.”

			“He’s younger than you, sweetheart.”

			“Do I talk too much?”

			“Of course not,” I said.

			“Devin said I’m a chatterbox.”

			“Devin can eat it,” Regina said.

			“Eat what?”

			Amy, stifling a laugh, said, “It’s an expression. It means you should ignore her.”

			“Devin’s a boy.”

			“Then ignore him.”

			“Eat it, Devin,” Charlotte said.

			“Cake.”

			

			—

			Amy and I put the kids down while Regina went to get changed for our night on the town. Half an hour later, she still hadn’t reappeared.

			“What’s taking her so long?”

			Amy craned past me. Covered her mouth. “Oh my God.”

			Regina sashayed out to the living room.

			Tonight’s look was Disco Goddess: skintight black faux-leather pants, matching mini-biker-jacket, hot-pink crop top, eyeshadow the same fierce shade, eyeglasses another pink echo, radiating waves of Barbie energy; hair gelled in front and teased at the back into a full-on poodle-tail pouf.

			She struck a pose, ten years younger and four inches taller on black Air Jordan platforms.

			“Let’s dance, bitch.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			For hours we canvassed downtown Oakland, handing out flyers with pictures of Adam and Denny during better times, plus the facial reconstruction of John Doe.

			It was Friday night, sidewalks jammed. A few people took a look and asked what had happened or expressed sympathy. Mostly the reaction was indifference. They were too drunk; we were ruining their vibe.

			By one a.m., a sense of futility had set in. We stood at the velvet rope, waiting to be admitted to Ambrosia Social Club.

			Regina said, “My feet are killing me.”

			“Weird.” I lifted a New Balance 547. “Mine feel great.”

			“Eat it.”

			The bouncer, a massive, mean-looking dude in a circus tent coat, gestured for our IDs and had Regina open her purse. She displayed the contents: half a ream’s worth of copy shop flyers. He took one and stared at it.

			“Careful,” she said. “It’s loaded.”

			He frowned but unclipped the rope.

			Mirror balls scattered lurid red light over the dance floor. A DJ wearing a horse-head mask spun vinyl at an ear-crackling level. We divided the flyers and moved off in opposite directions: Regina swimming into the throng while I fought my way to the bar.

			A lone bartender was on duty. He ignored me for several passes before granting eye contact.

			“Get you?” he shouted.

			I put out a flyer. “Seen them?”

			He glanced at it, glanced at me; then he took the flyer into the kitchen and reemerged with backup, a woman twenty years his senior, unmistakably management.

			“I have to ask you to leave,” she shouted.

			I made a why face.

			“We don’t like cops here.”

			“I’m not a cop.”

			“I don’t care. You’re making people uncomfortable.”

			The bartender stood behind her, glaring at me.

			“These men are dead,” I said.

			“Last chance. Get out.”

			I raised my hands in concession and backed off.

			Turned and plunged into the crowd.

			I couldn’t see Regina—too short—and I threaded across the dance floor, offering flyers, pressing them into sweaty hands. Bodies crushed together, grinding, flirting, snapping selfies, sucking down cocktails to forget their student loans. The music was an aneurysm. I tried not to think of how people would fare in a fire.

			Stepping through a bead curtain I followed a corridor to a back room bathed in hookah smoke. Here you could talk without shouting. More bodies lay on floor pillows in various states of undress or repose. Neon declared it to be The Comfort Zone.

			Regina was engaging with three men, trying to redirect their focus from her cleavage to a flyer.

			I picked my way toward her, bent to her ear. “Move on.”

			She nodded and stood with her purse.

			“What the fuck, dude,” one of the guys said.

			Gen Z, bushy beard, knit cap, Fair Isle sweater. As if he’d just pulled into port after a hard year’s whaling rather than doing graphic design for Salesforce.

			He muscled in front of Regina, chest out, swaying. “We were having a conversation.”

			“Sorry, it’s over.”

			“Fuck you, asshole.” He appealed to her. “You let him speak to you like that?”

			She ignored him and turned to go. I was a step behind her and then the guy was on top of me. Then all three guys were on top of me. Aside from the Gorton’s fisherman, there was one guy wearing a turquoise cowboy shirt and another in acid-washed overalls. It was like fighting the Village People. I thought I was doing pretty well, all things considered.

			Regina must’ve disagreed. She loosed a hair-raising war cry and ran at Overalls, rocking him with a knee to the jaw that snapped his head back and sent him through a cute vintage lamp. I took advantage of the distraction to twist violently, bucking off the Buckeroo and the Old Tar, scooting on my ass along the sticky, splintery floor. Everyone else had begun scrambling for the exit, screaming and shoving to get out of The Comfort Zone.

			So not the vibe.

			I clambered to my feet just as Captain Ahab came lurching toward me, cheeks livid with post-pandemic rage and thirty-three-dollar elderflower martinis. With a short sidestep I cupped the base of his skull and delivered him face-first into the exposed brick, whereupon he returned to Davy Jones’s locker, or at least to the waiting list at Davy Jones’s dentistry practice. Meanwhile John Wayne was chasing Regina with a broken bottle like some high-stakes game of tag. Her platforms were slowing her down. I started to intervene but was diverted by Overalls, who roused himself to grab my right knee.

			I’m very sensitive about my knees. Righty in particular. Lot of history there. A lot of—dare I say it?—trauma. I didn’t like it. It made me mad.

			I rammed a fist into his temple, laying him out for good. Two down.

			The Marlboro Man had backed Regina into a corner and was taking weak floppy jabs with the bottle while she swung her purse, scattering flyers into the pulsating air.

			I wrapped an arm around his neck and threw him over an ottoman.

			Without pausing to assess the wreckage she and I rushed into the corridor.

			Collided with the gargantuan bouncer.

			Bounced.

			He hadn’t budged, a wall of hard fat and muscle, a bull moose in black Dickies.

			“You hit me,” he said.

			He reached into his coat for a Taser. “Legally, I can defend myself.”

			“Or we could just leave,” Regina said.

			The bouncer nodded benignly. “Cops?”

			“Private investigators.”

			“I used to be with ACSO,” I said.

			The bouncer smiled. “No kidding.”

			“Thirteen years. You?”

			“Oakland PD.”

			“Nice,” I said. “Still there?”

			“Can’t give up my benefits.”

			“Totally. You know Delilah Nwodo? She’s CID.”

			“Sure I know her.” Awe in his eyes; I’d dropped the right name. “Smart lady.”

			He tucked away the Taser and brought out a flyer. “What’s this about?”

			“Drowning vics. Heard anything?”

			The bouncer shook his head. “I only work two weekends a month, though.”

			“For what it’s worth,” I said, “I asked the bartender, and he got pretty aggro.”

			“Yeah, Zeke’s a prick.” He studied the flyer. “What’s the DOD?”

			“Adam, about a year ago. John Doe the year before that, Denny in 2024.”

			“Then Zeke’s not your guy. He only started over the summer. He was living in New York. His aunt owns the place.”

			“I think I met her, too. Friendly.”

			“Oh yeah. Defund people.”

			“They hired you.”

			“All fun and games till shit goes down,” he said, gesturing to The Comfort Zone, where the three injured men lay groaning. “Then who do you call? A social worker?”

			“I was a social worker,” Regina said.

			“Where? Afghanistan?”

			“Close. L.A.”

			He laughed. “Do me a favor. The boss is pissed. She wants me to make an example of you.”

			“You got it,” Regina said.

			He hoisted her onto his shoulder. I hunched so he could clamp a meaty hand on my neck.

			“Make a thing of it,” he said.

			Regina began to thrash and howl, and he dragged us out to the main room, bellowing to clear a path. I staggered beneath his grasp as though in terrible pain.

			“Motherfucker,” Regina screamed. “Put me down.”

			The manager stood by the entrance, watching as the bouncer carried Regina outside, placed her gingerly on her feet, and gave me a halfhearted shove.

			“Don’t come back,” the bouncer said.

			He winked and slammed the door.

			

			—

			On Saturday I waited till noon to call Regina.

			A man answered: “Klein Investigations.”

			“Hi Ed. It’s Clay.”

			“Clay, excellent to hear from you.”

			“Same. How’ve you been?”

			“Oh, terrific. Exciting times at the lab.”

			I let him talk about proteins for a bit.

			“That’s really cool,” I said. “Hey, is Regina around?”

			“Well, she’s still asleep. I’ll tell you, Clay,” he said, lowering his voice, “she came in pretty late, and I couldn’t help but notice she’s a little banged up.”

			“We had an eventful night. She handled herself fine, though.”

			“She’s so brave.” Protectiveness had given way to pride. “I just admire her so much.”

			In the background she yelled: “Are you talking about me?”

			“Only good things,” Ed said. “It’s Clay.”

			“Did he tell you I saved his ass?” She took the phone. “Did you tell him?”

			“I would describe it as a mutual saving,” I said.

			Ed said, “Hungry, darling?”

			“I’d love some coffee.”

			“Coming right up.”

			“Thank you, baby.”

			She let Ed leave the room; grumbled: “Don’t say it.”

			“Say what.”

			“I don’t deserve him.”

			“Your words, not mine. Did you give him an answer yet?”

			“Kindly shut the fuck up.”

			I laughed. “How’s your head?”

			“Peachy. You?”

			“Some bruises but nothing too bad.”

			“Is Amy upset?”

			“More resigned,” I said. “Don’t worry, I told her it was your fault. Anything from Olivia yet?”

			“She texted. I’m talking to her on Monday after work.”

			In the background Ed was asking if Regina wanted scrambled eggs.

			“Don’t fucking say it,” she growled and hung up.

			

			—

			On Sunday, Amy and I took the kids fruit picking in Brentwood. Myles lasted five minutes in the heat before climbing into the wagon. I dragged him along bumpy dirt rows while Charlotte ran ahead, grabbing apricots and nectarines and dropping them into her bucket. The lowest branches had been stripped, leaving hard or rotted fruit within her reach.

			“Try to find the ripest ones you can,” Amy called.

			“Okay, Mommy!”

			I rose on tiptoes to snag a golden apricot. “Here you go, buddy.”

			Myles took a bite. Juice streamed down his neck. “Num.”

			I picked another, held it out. “Honey?”

			Amy shook her head absently.

			We walked on. Insects whined.

			“Out,” Myles said.

			I stopped the wagon so he could hop down. He stumbled after Charlotte.

			“Tarlah,” he wailed. “Way.”

			“Charlotte,” I yelled. “Wait for your brother, please.”

			Her voice drifted back: “Okay!”

			I turned to Amy. “Did you want to talk about what happened on Friday night?”

			“If you do.”

			“You seem preoccupied.”

			“I am, but not about that,” she said. “You remember Ronald?”

			“…Ronald.”

			“From the clinic. Ronald Tines. The admin guy. Glasses. Sweater. Tooth gap.”

			“Beet salad,” I said.

			She tilted her head. “What?”

			“Your holiday party. He brought beet salad. He wouldn’t stop talking to me about it. The man loves beet salad.”

			She smiled. “Okay. Beet salad.”

			“What about him?”

			“His dad’s sick.”

			“Oh, no. With what?”

			“Alzheimer’s. They’ve known for a while but recently it’s gotten much worse.”

			“I’m sorry.” I reached for her hand. “That’s awful.”

			“It really is. Ronald’s the sole caretaker. I don’t know how he’s going to manage it. He’s so stressed out. I went to get my new keycard, and he’s at his desk, crying. I ended up talking to him for like half an hour.”

			“I’m sure it helped him.”

			“I hope so. The whole time I couldn’t stop thinking about my own parents.”

			“Is something wrong?”

			“No, no. Just, listening to him—it gave me a little preview, you know?”

			I nodded.

			“And it raises all these questions for me,” she said. “Am I doing what I want to be doing. Where am I, in a year, or five years.”

			“Do you feel ready for a change?” I asked.

			“Every single day.”

			“Whatever you decide, I support you.”

			“I appreciate that.”

			“You did it for me.”

			She smiled again. “You thought I was mad at you ’cause you got in a fight.”

			“Is that a crazy thing to think?”

			“Did you start it?”

			“No. I told him that his conversation with Regina was over and he went ballistic.”

			“What a jerk.”

			“Mega-drunk jerk.”

			“Oooh, the worst kind,” she said.

			She took hold of my shirt and kissed me.

			Charlotte raced toward us, squeezing fistfuls of rotted apricot. “Mommy, look.”

			“…Wow.”

			“It’s like slime.”

			“I can see that.”

			Myles brought up the rear. He had apricot in his hair.

			“Time to go,” Amy said.

			“But I’m not done,” Charlotte said.

			“I think I saw lemonade for sale.”

			Charlotte pointed to a red speck at the end of the row. “But my bucket.”

			I said, “I’ll grab it and pay.”

			We drove home with eighty-six dollars of inedible fruit.

			

			—

			Monday morning, I got an email from Jake Brenner.

			Here is the information you requested. The calculation took seventeen hours and twenty-two minutes. With parameters this broad the results are to be regarded as tentative at best.

			The new map eliminated hot spots along the northern and western shores of San Pablo Bay. I wanted to call it progress. Brenner would surely disagree.

			For the next several hours I went back to internet dating. Still no Adam. I did scare up a few more profiles for Denny, bringing the total to thirty-one. The guy was relentless.

			A text came in. Unfamiliar number, 650 area code.

			U looking 4 me

			Taking it for spam, I moved to delete it.

			Thought again.

			Who is this I wrote.

			U a cop

			Trevor? Is that you?

			No answer. I called the number. This person had not set up a voicemail box.

			I used to be a cop I wrote. I’m not anymore

			Lmao ok

			Google me

			A few minutes went by.

			U a cop he wrote.

			Call me please

			Y

			Talk to you about Adam

			No answer.

			I wrote I know you didn’t hurt him

			No answer.

			Where are you? I wrote.

			Nothing. I sent him a location pin anyway. Adding: I’ll be here at 1 p.m. today.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			At the appointed hour I sat on a Lake Merritt park bench, watching the traffic and listening to the geese.

			I’d chosen the spot because it was public, with good sightlines, far from play areas or picnic tables. I knew the neighborhood well, having lived there as a bachelor.

			A bus eastbound on Grand Avenue stopped to collect a passenger.

			One bench over, the human lump mummified in newspaper cried out in his sleep, prompting a chorus of strident honks.

			Like many Oaklanders, the geese weren’t native. For years they used the lake as a way station on their annual migration. In the 1980s they changed their minds and set up a permanent camp. Maybe, like many Oaklanders, they could smell gentrification and wanted to get in early. Maybe the decision had come down from Head Goose in Charge, following the recommendation of a goose committee, working in conjunction with a goose consulting firm.

			Analysis suggests this location offers the ideal balance of stale bread and opportunities to shit on the ground.

			Another bus lumbered by. It was 88 degrees out and I had on too many layers—ballistic vest, holster, long-sleeved shirt. My SIG Sauer P365 lay heavy against my rib cage. The shirt placket was magnetic, with false buttons, for quick access. I could draw in about a second and a half. I’d practiced.

			Thirty minutes past the appointed hour, I wrote Trevor Vogel a text.

			I’ll wait five more minutes

			I tapped Send. One bench over, a chime sounded and the mummy stirred, shedding papers, rooting in his pockets for a flip phone.

			I cupped my mouth. “Trevor.”

			He sat up suddenly, arms swinging, head swinging.

			I approached, pausing when I started to smell him. While he was recognizably the same person as in the mugshot, the last year had exacted a steep price. His clothes were filthy where they weren’t torn to rags. Scabs flecked grimy, sunken cheeks. Saddest were his sneakers: They didn’t match.

			He fixed me with a slack-jawed stare. I recognized that aura: a combustible mix of paranoia and vacancy that could turn violent at a moment’s notice.

			“Thanks for coming,” I said. “Can I sit?”

			He hawked, spat, made room for me on the bench.

			“I already told them cops,” he said. “I don’t know shit. I wasn’t there.”

			“I know.”

			“Then what the fuck you want from me?”

			“Adam used to drive up to Oakland to see you.”

			“Yeah, so.”

			“What did you guys do?”

			“Chill.”

			“I have no interest in narcing you. But I need to know if you sold him dope.”

			The question appeared to relax him. That’s the big deal? “Sometimes.”

			“How often?”

			“I wasn’t keeping count, yo.”

			“What kind?”

			“Just weed.” Off my look: “I swear to God. I didn’t let him have anything else.”

			I said, “Adam had ketamine in his system. Where’d he get it?”

			“Not from me. I don’t touch that club kid shit. It’s boring. You just sit there and watch the fuckin wall. I don’t even know anyone who sells it.”

			“Who else did you introduce Adam to?”

			“Nobody.”

			“You two’ve been friends how long?”

			A slimy tongue darted over parched lips. “Kindergarten.”

			“All that time, you never said, Hey, Adam, meet my pal.”

			“That ain’t how it was.”

			“How was it?”

			“Me,” he said, “and him.”

			“Did Adam sell for you?”

			“No.”

			“Carry? Move money?”

			“No, man.”

			“Why was he giving you cash?”

			“I needed it.”

			“Good friend,” I said. “I wish I had a friend like that.”

			Jaw jutting, eyes slitted.

			I readied for a swing.

			He burrowed into his arms, began rocking back and forth.

			“Fuck,” he whispered.

			He pounded himself on the crown of his head. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

			When he showed his face, his cheeks were wet. He swallowed down saliva and snot.

			I offered the tissue pack. He grabbed one, smeared dirt across his skin, blew his nose, chucked the remains into the gutter.

			A bus rolled by.

			I said, “When was the last time you ate?”

			

			—

			The hostess at Songpa House Korean BBQ reacted with alarm to Trevor’s appearance, starting to point to a wall sign that declared Restrooms Are for Paying Customers Only.

			I said, “Two, please.”

			She put on a brave face and led us to a rear booth. “Enjoy.”

			“Bitch,” Trevor muttered as she walked away.

			He snatched up the menu. “What’s good?”

			“I like the pork belly. But you can’t go wrong.”

			“You eat here a lot.”

			“I used to.”

			“Why’d you stop?”

			“I moved.”

			“Where you live now?”

			“You first,” I said.

			He laughed despite himself.

			The server brought water.

			Trevor threw down the menu. “Gimme the all-you-can-eat.”

			“Only for the whole table,” the server said.

			“That’s bullshit, yo.”

			“Two all-you-can-eat, please,” I said. “Thanks.”

			The server took the menus and left.

			“I hate shit like that,” Trevor said.

			“Rules?”

			“For real, what difference does it make?”

			“It’s their business. They get to decide how to run it.”

			“Still bullshit.” He picked at a piece of dead skin on his lip. “You talked to Jasmine.”

			“A little.”

			“How’s she doing.”

			“Working hard.”

			“Not my fault the bitch won’t take my money.” He tugged the skin loose—blood welled up—and flicked it under the table. “You see my girls?”

			“Briefly.”

			“How they look?”

			“Happy,” I lied.

			Quickly, mercifully, the food began to arrive, piles of seafood and thin-sliced raw meat. Trevor tossed items barehanded onto the cooking grate, pulling them off at the first sign of color change and cramming them down with bleak determination.

			Force-feeding himself.

			He gagged on rib eye, groped for water. “This shit is chewy as fuck.”

			Rotted teeth didn’t help. I said, “Maybe give it longer on the fire.”

			He grew slightly more agreeable as he filled up, leading me to wonder how much of his surliness was due to temperament, how much to drugs, and how much to plain old hunger. At minimum he appeared intent on getting my money’s worth, demolishing one platter after another. The server began giving us a wide berth.

			When he seemed relatively pacified, I asked about Adam’s arrest in high school.

			“It was unloaded,” Trevor said. “I didn’t want him doing nothing crazy.”

			“What did he want a gun for?”

			“He was just angry.”

			“At what?”

			“Everything. His parents, school. Yo,” he called to the server, waving a plate at her. “I need me some more of these shrimps.”

			She didn’t move.

			“All you can eat,” he said. “Right?”

			She glared, took the plate into the kitchen.

			“Shit.” Trevor shook his head. “Don’t call it that if that ain’t what it is.”

			“A couple people have mentioned that Adam was sexually attracted to men.”

			I expected denial but Trevor nodded.

			“You knew.”

			“Hell yeah. That’s my boy. Ride or ride.”

			“Was that what he was angry about? Was he frustrated?”

			“Nah. He was like that since he was little.”

			I hazarded the logical question: “Anything ever happen between the two of you?”

			“Not really.”

			“Not really or no?”

			“It didn’t mean nothing.”

			I waited.

			He said, “We used to go swimming at his house. The pool had these jets, right? And you could, like, you could rub on them? That shit felt good…Anyway we’re in there, I’m all like, unh, unh, unh, I’m about to come, I got my eyes closed, and I feel Adam’s hand on my dick. I was like, ‘Whoa, whoa, what the fuck.’ ”

			“What did he do?”

			“Let go my dick.”

			“How old were you?”

			“Nine, ten. Something like that.”

			“Did it affect your friendship?”

			“Not really. We kinda just forgot about it.”

			“Did it ever happen again?”

			“Uh-uh.” He forked a piece of rib eye, dunked it in ssamjang, and sat back, chewing. “It’s crazy, you know? In school they always had me and him sitting next to each other, ’cause of our last names. And I hated him. For real. Hated. I thought he was a lil bitch. Our moms forced us to play together so we’d stop fighting. Then I was like, ‘Okay, he’s still a lil bitch. But he’s my lil bitch.’ ”

			“What about as you got older? Did he hook up with guys?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Would he have told you?”

			“He told me when he fucked girls.”

			“Okay, but maybe this was something he would’ve kept private.”

			Trevor shrugged. “You asked me, I answered you.”

			“Adam’s sister told us that he had a relationship with a man during college,” I said. “And that he was pretty upset when it ended.”

			“I don’t know about that. We sorta stopped talking when he left Cali. He was over there doing his thing, I was here doing mine.”

			“He never discussed it with you later.”

			“Nah, man.”

			The server brought the shrimp.

			“Some more these ribs, too,” Trevor said.

			She stiffened and left with the empty.

			“How’d you and Adam get back in touch?” I asked.

			“He DM’d me. He said he wanted to make a movie about us.” Shrimp dumped onto the grill. “I think he just wanted an excuse to hang out.”

			“Why’d he need an excuse?”

			“ ’Cause of Olivia.”

			“What’s that mean?”

			“You know how bitches be.”

			“Not sure I do.”

			“Yeah, you do.” He prodded the shrimp with tongs. “She’s all texting him, where you at, who you with, when you coming home.”

			“Jealous.”

			“For real for real.”

			“Other people have described her and Adam as being in love.”

			“I ain’t gonna argue with that.”

			“Did Adam cheat on her?”

			“Yo, that’s his business.”

			“Is that a yes?”

			He tossed the tongs down with a clatter. “Look, all I know, one time he comes over wearing this watch. Like a nice ass watch. I’m like, ‘That’s dope, where’d you get it?’ He goes, ‘A friend gave it to me.’ ‘Damn, I want to be this dude’s friend, too, hook me up.’ He took it off and straight up gave it to me. He said he’ll just ask the guy for another. I’m like, ‘Yo, what the fuck, who is this guy, fucking Santa Claus?’ Adam starts laughing. ‘Yeah, you gotta sit on his lap.’ ”

			“He was getting paid for sex?”

			“Whatever, I’m cool with it.”

			“What’s this person’s name?”

			“He didn’t say.”

			“Did Adam ever mention him again?”

			Trevor shook his head.

			“When’d you have this conversation? Close to when Adam died?”

			“Before.”

			“Months, years?”

			“Listen, bro, I told you what I know, all right?”

			“Did you tell it to the cops?”

			“They wasn’t asking about that, they just wanted me to confess to shit I never did. I don’t need anyone to make me feel like shit, all right? I already feel like shit.”

			“Why?”

			“Why you think? He’s dead.”

			“You didn’t do it.”

			“So? He’s dead, motherfucker.”

			His face was red.

			“You bitches are all the same. It’s like, what do I got to do? Fuck, bro. I didn’t even know he was dead till they came to talk to me.”

			I nodded. “Tough way to find out.”

			“No shit. And it fucks me up, all right? I think about it all the time. Literally every day. My brain just replays it, over and over. He’s out there dying and I’m locked up, I can’t do a thing.”

			“What could you have done?”

			He shook his head morosely. “Adam wasn’t built for real shit.”

			The shrimp began to burn, sending up little pillars of black smoke. I was about to reach for the tongs when Trevor let out a half belch, half sob.

			His eyes went wide.

			He lurched from the booth and stumbled down the back hall, bumping the server, who yelped and dropped his platter of ribs.

			Loud retches rang out.

			I rushed to the men’s room, toed open the door. Trevor was on his knees. He’d aimed for the stall but fallen short, doubling over on the tiles and vomiting up his lunch.

			Another place I could never return to.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			I wanted to share the intel with Regina before her interview with Olivia. But her phone was silenced, and I didn’t hear back from her until that evening, when she texted an audio file.

			Hot off the presses

			Amy and I were in our pajamas, unwinding before bed.

			I kissed her forehead. “Don’t wait up for me.”

			“You’re not going out,” she said.

			“No, just need to listen to something Regina sent me. Sleep well, love you.”

			She yawned. “You too.”

			I took my phone to the kitchen, stuck in my earbuds, and tapped Play.

			

			—

			Olivia Parisi’s voice said, “Sorry about the other day.”

			“No problem,” Regina said. Gentle and warm, gal pal extraordinaire. “How’s Owen doing?”

			“Oh my God, it was so insane. He eats the most random things. Like, I had to pin up my shower curtain ’cause he basically chewed off the bottom.”

			“Oof.”

			“I give him plenty of food, so it’s not that. The vet said it’s a condition…I always keep the bathroom door shut, but I must’ve forgotten, ’cause in the morning it was open, and he’d just torn the place apart. Tissues, toilet paper. I had a brand-new box of contacts on the sink. Somehow he got into them. He ate the lenses.”

			“No.”

			“Yeah. Literally ate them. I don’t know, maybe he liked the taste of the saline.”

			“Is he okay?”

			“He’s fine. They told me he’ll poop them out. But every time he does this, it’s five hundred dollars.”

			“On the plus side, his stomach is twenty-twenty.”

			They were both laughing.

			“I’m glad he’s okay,” Regina said. “And thanks for meeting again.”

			“Of course. Anything I can do to help. Did you speak to the people whose names I gave you?”

			“I did. Thanks.”

			“Were they able to tell you anything?”

			“Not much. Several of them made a point of saying how in love you two were.”

			“That’s nice to hear, I guess.”

			“One thing I asked was why Adam would be in Oakland. Nobody seemed to know. When we talked, you couldn’t think of a reason, either, other than to visit Trevor.”

			“I was thinking out loud,” Olivia said. “I don’t actually know if that’s what he was doing.”

			“Right. I also spoke to Kirsten. She said that when Adam was at Sarah Lawrence he had a relationship with a man, which was what led to him being hospitalized.”

			Silence.

			“Were you aware of that?” Regina asked.

			“Was I aware…? I mean, yes. Yeah. Yes, I was aware. We were together for almost five years. Of course I was aware.”

			“Did Adam have other relationships with men?”

			“You’re asking me if he was gay. Is that it?”

			“More like bi. Was it a onetime deal or something else?”

			“He was not gay and he was not bi.”

			“Okay.”

			“He was my boyfriend,” Olivia said. “We had sex. Good sex. You can think whatever you want, you don’t get to decide.”

			“You’re right.”

			“Fine, but you’re acting like one thing, from a long time ago, gets to define who he is. People experiment. I did all kinds of stupid stuff. It doesn’t mean that’s who I am for the rest of my life.”

			“I’m not trying to box Adam in,” Regina said. “I’m sorry if it feels like that.”

			“It does. That’s pretty much exactly what it feels like.”

			“Then I apologize.”

			“I know I’m not like a, a supermodel, or whatever, but can you give me a little credit, please? I wouldn’t be with someone who didn’t want me in that way. I couldn’t.”

			“Sure.”

			“He didn’t have to, like, force himself to…He loved me.”

			“I don’t doubt that at all, Olivia.”

			“No, but. Listen. Okay? Me. He loved me.”

			“I believe you,” Regina said.

			“You should.”

			Silence.

			“How old are you?” Olivia asked.

			“Forty.”

			“Are you married?”

			“I have a boyfriend.”

			“How old is he?”

			“A little older.”

			“Lemme guess, he’s a perfect gentleman.”

			Regina laughed softly.

			“I’m serious,” Olivia said. “Guys my age, you have no idea. I don’t know if it’s too much porn, or…” A beat. “One guy, it was like our second date, we’re making out on his couch. We hadn’t really done anything, just kissing. He starts choking me.”

			“Oh God.”

			“Yeah.”

			“What did you do?”

			“Grabbed his hands, like, ‘What are you doing?’ He was all, ‘Oh, you don’t like that?’ Like I’m the weird one. Like it’s a normal thing you do. And, I don’t know. Maybe it is.”

			“I’m so sorry, Olivia. That sounds so frightening.”

			“Yeah, it was. And I mean, I’m not trying to make this about me. But it’s not like it’s always been easy, okay? I’ve had things happen in my life…Do you understand what I’m saying?”

			“I think I do.”

			Silence.

			“Did you report it?” Regina asked.

			“Report what? Nobody’s going to believe me. He’s just gonna say I asked him to. Look, I don’t care about that. My point is, I’ve met tons of guys, and they all have a thing. Okay? All of them. Adam…He treats me well. He’s honest. I never questioned his feelings for me. Do you get how rare that is? If he has needs, and I can’t give that to him, and it doesn’t affect me, why should that upset me? I’m happy for him.”

			“Sure.”

			“Everybody has hobbies,” Olivia said. “If he was into, I don’t know. Cars. Went crazy over cars. I’m not going to get upset over that. That would be stupid. I’m not going to feel jealous of a car.”

			“I hear you,” Regina said. “And I think you’re brave for sharing it with me.”

			“Thank you.”

			A beat.

			“This scenario you’re describing,” Regina said, “with Adam seeing other people—”

			“He wasn’t seeing them,” Olivia said. “He just went and…got it out of his system. Once in a while, and then we were back to normal. Like a fling.”

			“Okay. A fling. I still think we need to consider how it changes the situation.”

			“Does it?”

			“You don’t think it does.”

			“Not really, no,” Olivia said. “What does it change?”

			“Well, for example, I’d wonder if Adam was with someone when he died.”

			“He wasn’t.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“We had rules. He had to tell me when and where he was going. He had to wear a condom, and he had to get tested every two weeks.”

			“You communicated.”

			“Yes.”

			“Is it possible he sometimes left things out?”

			“Why would he lie? He had my permission. He had nothing to hide.”

			“That’s fair,” Regina said.

			Ah, the pain of stopping your eyes from rolling clear back.

			“It doesn’t have to be that he was lying intentionally,” Regina said. “Maybe he forgot.”

			“He wouldn’t. Not about that. See, this, the way you’re talking to me—this is why I didn’t say anything to anyone about it.”

			“Do you mean the police or Adam’s parents?”

			“Either. They’re just going to look at me like I’m crazy.”

			“I don’t think that.”

			“Yeah, well, you can say that, but this is always how it is. People want everything to be either this or that.”

			“It must be frustrating, having to constantly explain.”

			“It’s exhausting. I don’t need that in my life.”

			“Did you discuss it with friends?”

			“We didn’t discuss it with anyone. For this reason.”

			“I hope you can see,” Regina said, “I’m not coming from a place of judgment, just curiosity about how it worked. Like, how frequently did Adam have these flings?”

			Olivia blew out air. “Every few months, I guess.”

			“Did he go out and meet people, did he connect with them online?”

			“I mean. Both, probably? I don’t know. I wasn’t sitting there, helping him swipe.”

			“Did you ever meet any of these individuals?”

			“Of course not,” Olivia said. “That’s weird. Why would I want to meet them?”

			“I can imagine some people might feel better, knowing who their partner was with.”

			“Not me.”

			“Don’t ask, don’t tell.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Did he only meet with men, or was it women, too?”

			“I wouldn’t…Men.”

			“That was a rule.”

			“We didn’t need a rule. Look,” Olivia said, “you’re still not getting it.”

			“I’m trying to.”

			“Yeah, well, if you did, you wouldn’t be asking these kinds of questions.”

			“Bear with me, please, a little bit longer.”

			Olivia sighed impatiently. “Yeah, okay.”

			“We met with Detective Kinney,” Regina said. “He showed us CCTV footage from Adam’s parking garage, taken Saturday evening. In it, Adam’s hauling what looks like an equipment case.”

			“He had a bunch of those for his cameras and stuff. I told the cops, he didn’t have it with him when he showed up at my place.”

			“Any idea what happened to it?”

			“No.”

			“Can you think of a reason why he’d have a camera on him?”

			“I mean, he was a cameraman, it was part of his job.”

			“He wasn’t going to a job the next day, though.”

			“I guess.”

			“You said that you and Adam had sex that night.”

			“…yeah.”

			“Did you make a movie?”

			A beat.

			“Excuse me?” Olivia said.

			“Did you film yourselves having sex?”

			“I…No. You really just asked me that.”

			“I’m trying to understand as best I can.”

			“We didn’t make a movie. And this”—louder, steely—“is making me pretty uncomfortable.”

			“I’m sorry. But is it possible that he made a movie with someone else?”

			“Oh my God. Seriously?”

			“Olivia, I’m—”

			“You did not just seriously ask me that.”

			“I’m having trouble wrapping my head around the camera case—why Adam brought it with him, where it went.”

			“If I thought he was with someone, don’t you think I would’ve told that to the police?”

			“You didn’t tell them about the arrangement to begin with.”

			“Yeah,” Olivia said, “because it didn’t matter. He wasn’t meeting anyone. He would have told me, okay? Now can we please be done? Please?”

			“One final thing and then we’ll wrap it up,” Regina said.

			“Oh my God…Whatever.”

			“I wanted to return to something you said last time. I asked what you thought when Adam wasn’t in his apartment. You said you suspected he was with another woman.”

			“…okay?”

			“Do you remember saying that?”

			“Not really.”

			“I can play you the recording.”

			“No, I…If you say so.”

			“What made you think that?”

			“I mean. I don’t remember saying it, so I don’t know.”

			“You see where I’m coming from,” Regina said. “Your arrangement allowed him to have sexual contact with men, not women.”

			“When you put it that way it sounds like a business agreement.”

			“Based on what you’re telling me, in your position, I would sooner imagine he was with a man. But you said you were worried about a woman.”

			“Yeah, but…That’s not what I meant.”

			“Okay. What did you mean?”

			“I just…I don’t know. I don’t know, okay? I wasn’t thinking straight. Maybe I felt insecure. I don’t know any women who aren’t insecure about that.”

			“Sure. You also told us that Adam hadn’t given you a reason to be suspicious.”

			“He didn’t.”

			“Does it seem possible?”

			“Does what seem possible?”

			“He was meeting with a woman, but he didn’t inform you,” Regina said. “That could be one reason he had a camera with him.”

			“No. No. I need to stop, please. My head is killing me.”

			“I have some Motrin in my purse, if you’d like.”

			“No, it’s—I’ll be okay. Let’s just drop this.”

			“Sure,” Regina said. “Would you be open to talking again?”

			Silence.

			The audio continued to run as Regina picked up the recorder. Good habit, in case the subject took a parting shot.

			Two sets of footsteps, the squeak of a hinge.

			“Feel better,” Regina said.

			A door closed.

			Still the file ran. I heard feet walking up a driveway; heard the double beep of a car unlocked, the grunt as Regina climbed behind the wheel, a clunk as she set the recorder in the cupholder.

			“Fuck a duck,” she said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			I called her. “Kickass work.”

			“But of course.” Background hiss; she was driving. “You believe that?”

			“I couldn’t see her. Did you believe it?”

			“Yes and no. I’m listening to her go on, how this cute little deal worked for them, she feels no jealousy, au contraire, she’s happy that he’s happy. And you know, in person, it really did look like she’s convinced herself it’s the truth. Then I bring up other women and boom. Not happy.”

			“How unhappy?”

			“Hell hath no fury,” she said. “As to where that leads us, who knows? What’ve you been up to?”

			I recapped my interview with Trevor.

			“Dammit,” she said. “I wish I’d spoken to you first, could’ve brought him up with her. All right. What do you want to do?”

			“Deep dive on Miss Olivia. Try her again once she’s cooled off.”

			“I’ll take care of it.”

			“You sure? You’ve done a lot with her.”

			“Yeah, which is why I’ll take care of it.”

			“Okay. We should probably check in with Rick and Liz, too.”

			“That,” she said, “I’m gonna let you field.”

			

			—

			On Wednesday I drove to Los Altos. This time it was Rick Valois who saw me into the living room. Liz hovered by the fireplace, darning her fingers. Nobody offered me a drink.

			We sat.

			“I’ll be sending you my written summary later today,” I said. “I wanted to talk in person first, so we could go through it together and you can ask questions.”

			Liz said, “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.” I opened my laptop. “I’ll start with the coroner’s report. I spoke to the lead investigator and reviewed the file. In my view, they’re correct: At present, the physical evidence alone isn’t strong enough to support a homicide ruling.”

			Rick’s expression curdled instantly. “That’s not what the independent lab said.”

			“I understand that, Professor. But they’re not bound by the same legal categories, and other than a single, ambiguous statement in the conclusion, the autopsy findings themselves are identical. To overturn an official ruling we’d need ironclad proof. We don’t have that. Not even close.”

			“So what? You’re done?”

			“Let him speak, please,” Liz said.

			“If that’s what he thinks, fine,” Rick said. “Let’s cut the crap and move on.”

			“May I?” I said.

			He waved assent.

			“Thank you,” I said. “None of this is to say Adam’s death wasn’t a homicide. There are questions worth asking. But any contrary evidence we have, at least right now, is flimsy at best.”

			“Isn’t that why we hired you?” Rick said. “To find hard evidence?”

			“You hired me to review the case, and that’s what I’ve done. Regina and I spoke to the police. We interviewed everyone you referred us to, as well as the folks Olivia put us in touch with. I also tracked down Trevor Vogel.”

			He sat forward. “And?”

			“We know he wasn’t directly involved. He insists he wasn’t involved, period.”

			“You took him at his word.”

			“For the most part, I did, yes. Besides the fact that he was in Nevada when Adam died, he’s barely functional. Not to mention pretty broken up about it.”

			“We’re talking about a sociopath, for God’s sake. Capable of anything.”

			“Be that as it may, I can’t see him planning a murder from one state over.”

			“I just…I’m gobsmacked.”

			“Rick,” Liz murmured.

			“You had him,” Rick said, “and you let him go.”

			“I can’t arrest him,” I said.

			“Then call the real police and get them to do it.”

			“That wasn’t the purpose of the conversation, Professor. The detectives have been very clear that they don’t consider Trevor a suspect. Had I called them, they’d have ignored me and likely never spoken to me again.”

			Rick shook his head. “Unbelievable.”

			“I’ll continue to keep an open mind,” I said. “I’d ask you to do the same. He’s one of several lines of inquiry.”

			“What are the others?” Liz said.

			“Before I answer that, I want to advise you that we’re going to venture into some sensitive territory around your son’s personal life.”

			They glanced at each other.

			“Meaning what?” Rick said.

			“Are you aware that Adam had sexual relationships with men?”

			Liz’s lips parted.

			“The hell are you talking about?” Rick said. “Who told you that?”

			“Multiple sources.”

			“Who?”

			I said, “Kirsten. Olivia and Trevor both confirmed it.”

			“Olivia did?”

			“What did Kirsten say?” Liz asked.

			“Adam was dating a man in college,” I said. “The breakup was what led to him leaving campus and getting hospitalized.”

			“Hang on a second, please, hang on,” Rick said. “Why would Olivia date him if he was gay?”

			“She didn’t define him that way, and I’m not sure he saw himself that way.”

			“What, then?”

			“All indications are that they were committed to each other. Part of the deal was that he was allowed to meet men for occasional sex.”

			“That’s absurd,” Rick said. “Why in the world would she agree to such a thing?”

			“According to her it was a way of giving Adam what he needed.”

			“This is…” Rick spluttered a laugh. “It’s just absurd. This is how you’ve been spending your time? Our money? Raking up muck?”

			“Rick, please,” Liz said.

			“Please what? Are you listening to what he’s saying?”

			I said, “I realize this might be upsetting—”

			He jabbed a finger at me. “Don’t you dare put words in my mouth. I said no such thing. Making me out like some kind of, of, of homophobe.”

			“Professor—”

			“And don’t ‘Professor’ me. This is my house, you will not come in here and piss on my leg and tell me it’s raining.”

			“Richard,” Liz said. “Enough.”

			Silence.

			I said, “I didn’t mean that it’s upsetting because of Adam’s sexual orientation. Just that it can be hard to learn your child kept secrets from you.”

			Rick stared past me, a vein ticking in his neck.

			“We appreciate your thoughtfulness,” Liz said.

			“If you’d rather stop, I can send you the summary to read at your convenience.”

			“We’re listening,” she said. She turned to her husband. “Richard?”

			He left the room.

			I looked at Liz. “Should we—”

			Rick yelled down the hall: “Wait, please.”

			He returned with a legal pad and a pen, threw himself onto the sofa. “Proceed.”

			From that point on, he didn’t interrupt. But I could tell what interested him—or infuriated him—by the intensity of his scribbling.

			Liz Valois remained still, her posture like oak.

			When I finished she gave a strained smile. “This is a lot to take in.”

			I nodded.

			“I know Adam struggled,” she said. “That much was evident when he got arrested. I thought, Well, he’s a teenage boy, they’re like that. We put him in therapy, he started medication. He seemed to be doing better.”

			Rick rediscovered his voice: “He was doing better.”

			“Then we got the call from the college.”

			“And we went right away.”

			“I went,” Liz said.

			Silence.

			“What did they tell you?” I asked.

			“Nothing, really,” she said. “Everyone I spoke with was very guarded. The hospital, too. They all said the same thing: Adam’s an adult, it’s a privacy issue.”

			“More like CYA,” Rick muttered.

			“And Kirsten didn’t disclose what he’d told her,” I said.

			Liz shook her head.

			“If she had,” Rick said, “maybe we wouldn’t be sitting here right now.”

			“I think that’s being a bit harsh on her,” I said.

			“Is it? While her brother’s running around on the sly, meeting God knows who? I don’t know why he thought he had to…pretend. We don’t give a damn about who he slept with. We have all kinds of friends. My cousin’s gay.”

			“It’s our fault,” Liz said.

			“Don’t say that,” Rick said. “Why would you say that?”

			“Because it is.”

			“I don’t want to hear that kind of talk.” He grabbed her hand. “You’re a wonderful mother.”

			“We allowed him to drop out and move in with us. He had to go back into therapy and restart his antidepressant, those were the conditions. But we shouldn’t have let him quit. We should have made him stay in school and grow up.”

			“We were doing the best we could.”

			“That’s not true, Richard, and it doesn’t help me to pretend, either.”

			“I’m not pretending.”

			She withdrew her hand, speaking only to me. “These last few years, I thought we’d reached a—a new phase, and everything would be fine.”

			Her voice was steady, her face composed as tears trickled down her cheeks.

			I went to my pocket for a tissue. All gone; I’d given the last one to Trevor Vogel.

			“Now look what you’ve done,” Rick said and jumped up.

			He stomped to the powder room for a Kleenex box. Liz placed it in her lap but did not use it.

			He took up his pad. “I have some questions.”

			“Please,” I said.

			“First off, I want to know what Olivia has to say for herself. She’s claiming ignorance, well, I’m sorry, no, that’s—no. Not going to happen. How could she not know who he was with?”

			“She told Regina she didn’t like to hear specifics.”

			“Awfully convenient for her, don’t you think?”

			“I think it’s worth looking into.”

			“I’d call it a hell of a lot more than that. It’s goddamn suspicious.”

			He was building up a head of steam, shifting the object of his vengeance in real time.

			“She’s the last person to see him alive,” Rick said. “How do we know she didn’t do something to him?”

			“As I said, we’re exploring several possibilities.”

			“In science, we prioritize parsimony. That means the simplest explanation. In this context, she’s the parsimonious suspect. It’s the partner, everybody knows that.”

			I decided not to remind him that, an hour ago, he’d been gunning for Trevor Vogel. “It would help to hear your impressions of their relationship.”

			“They seemed happy,” Liz said, “as far as I could tell.”

			“Dr. Valois?”

			“I don’t know how I’m supposed to answer that given everything you’ve told us,” he said.

			“Whatever you remember.”

			“That is what I remember. Nothing. She was a nonentity.”

			“We could have made more of an effort,” Liz said. “To…welcome her.”

			I said, “Did Adam ever mention having conflict with her?”

			“Not to me.”

			“Did you ever see her act violently toward him?”

			“She’d have to be some kind of idiot to hit him in front of us,” Rick said.

			He raised an educational index finger. “That’s not how it works, with female abusers. Nobody talks about it because no man is going to admit it.”

			“Once Adam disappeared,” I said, “did you notice any changes in her behavior?”

			Liz shook her head. “She was nothing but helpful.”

			“That could be her way of trying to divert attention from herself,” Rick said.

			“How long did you keep in touch with her?” I asked.

			“We were texting for a bit,” Liz said. “And she called occasionally, to check in.”

			“Did she ever say anything that struck you as unusual?”

			“Such as what?”

			“Fishing for information about the investigation, for example.”

			Rick said, “So you do suspect her.”

			I said, “I’m keeping an open mind.”

			“Not that I can recall,” Liz said.

			“Okay. Along those lines, I wanted to ask about the person who gave Adam a watch.”

			“Allegedly,” Rick said.

			“To me, that suggests someone with money.”

			Silence.

			Time to push. “Someone from your club, possibly?”

			“You’re asking if one of our friends was whoring our son?” Rick said.

			“I’m thinking about who Adam had relationships with. Mrs. Valois?”

			Liz shook her head.

			“You helped Adam drum up business,” I said.

			“I did when he was starting out. Not as much these days.”

			“Would that have brought him into contact with wealthy individuals?”

			“I suppose.”

			“It could be someone that lives up in the East Bay, closer to where his car was found. Maybe Piedmont? Does that ring any bells?”

			“Not for me,” she said.

			“Dr. Valois?”

			“I told you, no,” he said. “The very idea revolts me. My son didn’t need to, to…He had everything he could’ve wanted and more. Why he would…”

			He trailed off, put his head in his hands. In profile he bore an eerie similarity to Trevor, pounding himself in the skull.

			Liz said, “Shouldn’t we bring this to the police?”

			“We can,” I said. “I doubt it’ll move them. As I said, we have to overcome the presumption that this was an accident. And, for the record, that’s still the most likely scenario. If someone did harm Adam—”

			Big if, Alan Mendes said in my ear.

			“—then it’s either connected to these other cases or it isn’t. If it is, we’re spread across three jurisdictions and several years.”

			Rick raised his head. “I don’t understand why you’re bothering with all of this other nonsense when it’s obvious that you should be focusing on her.”

			“They’re not mutually exclusive.”

			“Really? What are the odds?”

			“I can’t and won’t put a number on it,” I said. “What I can tell you is that persuading the cops to get involved will require additional evidence. That takes time and money.”

			“Ah.” He snorted. “Now it comes out. You want us to give you a blank check.”

			“Not in the least. I work at your discretion.”

			He smiled sardonically. “My wife and I will discuss it and get back to you.”

			“No,” Liz said. “We won’t.”

			She met my eye. “Do what you need to do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			The next day, I got another hit.

			A reedy baritone said, “Clay Edison, please.”

			“Speaking.”

			“This is Inspector John Pettit with SFPD. The ME forwarded me your email about drowning vics.”

			“Hi, Inspector. Thanks for calling. Do you have a case that fits?”

			“Why don’t you start? That way I can see if we have anything to discuss.”

			I kept it brief and broad, aiming to pique his interest with Jake Brenner’s fancy-pants computer program. “Do we have something to discuss?”

			“Possibly. Let me think it over.”

			Subtext: I ain’t telling you shit.

			“Sure,” I said. “Mind sharing your vic’s name?”

			Pettit must’ve realized I could find out that much; or maybe he figured he was throwing me a bone. “Linus Hao. H-a-o.”

			“Thanks. Looking forward to talking soon.”

			He clicked off without answering.

			

			—

			Google News scraped several articles from SFGate, the first dating to six months before Adam’s death.

			
				Body Washes Ashore at Park

				January 9, 2026

				An investigation is under way after a body washed ashore near India Basin Shoreline Park yesterday.

				A woman observed a body floating in the water and called 911, investigators stated.

				At this time authorities have not released the identity of the person, who was pronounced dead at the scene.

			

			One week later:

			
				Police Identify Man Found in India Basin

				January 16, 2026

				San Francisco police today released the name of a man whose body washed up in India Basin Shoreline Park on January 8.

				He is Linus Hao, 27, a resident of Mountain View.

				Camille Radovic, who called 911 to report Hao’s body, described noticing something unusual in the water.

				“We were by the slides and I saw this thing sort of swimming toward us.”

				Paramedics attempted to resuscitate Hao but were unsuccessful and pronounced him dead at the scene.

				A spokesperson for the San Francisco Office of the Chief Medical Examiner stated that they are uncertain at this time as to what caused Hao’s death.

			

			The next development was major and took longer.

			
				Medical Examiner Rules Man’s Death a Homicide

				March 11, 2026

				The San Francisco Office of the Chief Medical Examiner ruled Friday that the death of a Mountain View man whose body was discovered in January was a homicide.

				On Thursday, January 8, San Francisco firefighters responded to reports of a human body at India Basin Shoreline Park. The individual, later identified as Linus Hao, 27, was unresponsive to medical efforts and pronounced dead at the scene.

				According to a preliminary report released by the medical examiner’s office on Monday, Hao’s cause of death was drowning, with blunt force trauma as a secondary cause of death. The report did not state what caused the injuries.

				A spokesperson for the San Francisco Police Department declined to provide additional information, citing the ongoing investigation.

				Originally from San Diego, Hao worked as a software engineer. His sister Agnes described him as a “gentle soul who had never hurt anyone.” A private memorial is planned for March 23.

			

			In April, SFPD appealed to the public for help—without avail, it seemed. An anniversary article noted the lack of progress.

			
				One Year On, Drowning Murder Remains a Mystery

				January 12, 2027

				For Camille Radovic, it was supposed to be a fun morning at the park.

				“The girls love it there,” she said.

				“There” refers to India Basin Shoreline Park, a small, serene recreational area on the waterfront near Hunters Point. Radovic, a nanny to twins, would bring them to the park’s tot lot “three or four times a week.”

				On the morning of January 8, 2026, Radovic was watching the children play on the slides.

				That’s when she noticed the body.

				“It looked like someone swimming,” she said. “It was coming straight toward the rocks.”

				As the person drifted closer, Radovic realized that something was wrong.

				“His arms and legs weren’t moving,” she said. “I couldn’t see him breathing, either, or lifting up his head.”

				Radovic called 911.

				Paramedics pronounced the individual dead at the scene.

				The body did not have any identification on it, and it took the medical examiner and police over a week to identify the deceased as Linus Hao, a 27-year-old Mountain View resident.

				According to SFPD spokesperson Sgt. Joe Guzman, Hao lived alone and worked from home, and his absence went unnoticed by co-workers. Hao’s sister Agnes alerted police after she was unable to reach her brother for several days.

				An autopsy revealed Hao’s cause of death as drowning. He had also suffered extensive blunt force injuries and was intoxicated, both of which would have impaired his ability to swim, according to SF Medical Examiner’s Investigator Alexi Malgin.

				The death was ruled a homicide.

				Sgt. Guzman stated that although the department has pursued a number of leads, currently there are no viable suspects.

				Last November, SFPD Inspector John Pettit was assigned to review the case.

				“It’s not one of those situations where we have a smoking gun,” Pettit said. “Somebody out there knows something, and we’re asking them to listen to their conscience.”

				In the meantime, life has gone back to normal at Shoreline Park, the tot lot once again alive with the happy sounds of children at play. Asked if the incident gives her second thoughts about coming here, Camille Radovic shook her head.

				“This is the city,” she said. “You get used to anything.”

			

			Linus Hao’s LinkedIn had him majoring in computer science at Pomona. He’d worked for several tech powerhouses before landing at an information security start-up. While he did have an Instagram page, he posted less frequently, and in less intimate detail, than his peers. Mostly he recycled memes.

			What Hao shared with Adam Valois was a South Bay address and a job that kept him at home. They lived in different cities, though, and Adam was an artist, not a coder. He was also six years older than Hao—an eternity in today’s demographics.

			Denny Kudelka, on the other hand, fit Hao’s age cohort. Socially and geographically, they occupied separate worlds.

			As for John Doe, I had nothing to compare.

			Hao was a common enough surname that I had difficulty pinpointing his parents. My best guess for his sister, Agnes, was a gastroenterology resident at Children’s Hospital Colorado in Aurora. I left a message at her department.

			Next I searched for Camille Radovic, the nanny who’d called 911.

			Jackpot.

			Her social media persona was SFNanny4Twins. She’d cultivated around three thousand followers with clickbaity how-tos like “The Best Swaddle: No More Breakouts,” “End Diaper Rash for Good,” and “Mo Veggies, Mo Problems.”

			Mixed in were photos and videos documenting her daily activities—playground outings, museums, music class, mealtime. She hid the children’s faces behind outsized emojis, making them look like parade float characters.

			I messaged her, then called the SF Medical Examiner and asked for Alexi Malgin.

			He wasn’t available to talk to me. I requested a copy of the Linus Hao file.

			Five days later, it arrived. By then I’d tried Malgin twice more. I’d tried SFPD inspector Pettit three times. I’d tried Alan Mendes, Aaron Grouse, Gary Kinney, Tiffany Reuss.

			Nobody was available to talk to me.

			Regina said, “Get in line.”

			She and Olivia had been texting, unable to find a mutually agreeable time for a follow-up interview. No matter what Regina proposed, it somehow conflicted with Olivia’s busy schedule.

			“Stalling,” I said.

			“That’s my read.”

			“We could ambush her.”

			“Let’s give it a few more days,” Regina said. “I’m still on my deep dive.”

			“How’s that going?”

			“The dentist she works for describes her as polite and punctual. None of their friends seem to have a clue about Adam’s extracurricular activities. I also reached out to her mom. No answer.”

			“Must run in the family.”

			

			—

			Linus Hao’s autopsy protocol described a well-nourished Asian male between the ages of twenty and forty. He was better preserved than the other drowners, implying less time in the water.

			“Better preserved” didn’t mean “in good shape.” The pathologist documented a host of injuries: fractured collarbone, scalp lacerations, missing teeth, multiple contusions, damaged laryngeal cartilage. The bruise patterns suggested a hard, narrow object, six to twelve inches long—a pipe or rod. Defensive wounds to the forearms: trying to fend off an attack.

			Not just another drowner.

			The tox screen showed ethyl alcohol, ketamine, Versed, Flexeril.

			The cover sheet, written by SFME investigator Alexi Malgin, listed the time and location of discovery as eleven a.m. in India Basin Shoreline Park. A round number for the hour was often a placeholder, and without more precise coordinates, I decided to hold on contacting Jake Brenner. I didn’t want him to short-circuit.

			I drove to San Francisco.

			

			—

			Exiting the Yerba Buena Tunnel I saw downtown spring up, skyscrapers crowding the waterfront like a tourist mob while real tourists wandered the Embarcadero in search of a magic long gone. They’d have to console themselves with a spin in a self-driving taxi and ice cream at nine bucks a scoop.

			Far below, white vessels dotted dark-green felt.

			I cut through the Mission and Potrero Hill, past Zuckerberg General Hospital, its trauma center funded by innumerable Likes. Cesar Chavez Street delivered me into the city’s neglected southeastern corner, a quilt of warehouses, light industry, and residential redevelopment. More trucks were out than cars, more work crews than pedestrians, and the sidewalks appeared relatively free of tents, trash, or needles—a testament to the lack of street life.

			A five-minute walk separated India Basin Shoreline Park from the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner. I could imagine the jokes flying around when they got the call to remove Linus Hao’s body.

			Fuck the van, we’ll carry him.

			The facility was cuboid and sterile. It might’ve been home to an information security start-up, but for the Mobile Command Unit parked by the curb and an abstract steel sculpture that screamed municipal arts grant.

			I showed my ID to the lobby guard and asked for Alexi Malgin. All the surrounding counties had converted their staff to sworn sheriff’s deputies, but San Francisco did things their own way, continuing to employ civilian coroners. Malgin shouldered out in business casual chinos and a blue button-down.

			The boots gave him away. Steel toes, rubber exterior. Morgue gear. Hose ’em down.

			He was in his twenties, rail-thin from the neck down and pudgy above, as if all his baby fat had migrated to the penthouse. A dark-blond beard meant to loan gravitas almost worked. He made eye contact but didn’t stop, proceeding straight through the lobby and out of the building.

			I caught up to him on Jennings and we fell into step.

			“I’m not supposed to talk to you,” he said.

			“Says who?” I asked.

			“Pettit.”

			“You don’t answer to him.”

			“No. But my boss is friendly with his boss, and I’ve been at this job two years.”

			“Why doesn’t Pettit want you talking to me?”

			“He thinks you’re full of it. Connecting cases that aren’t connected.”

			“So why are you here?”

			Malgin gave a crooked smile. “Because I think he’s a douche.”

			His boots squeaked as we hooked a left onto Evans Avenue.

			“He calls, starts reaming me out,” he said. “Like, what? All I did was pass him your name and number. I didn’t talk to you, I didn’t tell you anything. This is how you treat me? Douche.”

			We were trudging uphill alongside the Hunters Point power plant. Clumps of purple pampas grass grew ten feet high along the fence, their silky tops fluttering through barbed wire. Although no longer making energy—it shuttered after a lengthy protest—the site continued to serve as a substation. Wires ran every which way; the hair on my neck was standing up, and I could hear the hum of transformers, like a single grim note held on a church organ.

			“Does Pettit have a theory?” I said.

			“Robbery gone wrong. Anything else is noise.”

			“What’s his evidence?”

			“His evidence is there’s no evidence.”

			“So a random street thing covers it.”

			Malgin nodded.

			The road forked, the substation ended, and the basin unfurled into view, a drab murky tongue, half a mile wide and half a mile deep. Sheltered from aggressive Bay winds, the water was opaque and calm, betraying only the faintest incoming ripple. A steep eight-acre parcel sloped up from the shoreline. It wasn’t an obvious place to make a park. The grade was severe, the views dreary—stanchions, cranes, concrete rubble. Oil tankers and cargo ships balanced on the horizon.

			Boots squeaking, Malgin clomped down the driveway. Seagull droppings stained the asphalt; I smelled kelp. At the midway point we reached the tot lot, where a trio of toddlers ran free. Their caretakers sat beneath a line of willows, sipping Starbucks and thumbing at screens.

			Per SFGate, Camille Radovic had noticed the body from the playground slide. I went over to what I assumed was the right spot—the caretakers glanced up with alarm; strange man in the park—and got out my camera to re-create her perspective.

			I couldn’t. The willows blocked the water.

			Maybe she’d been standing at the top of the slide? Or watching from the benches? I didn’t have time to figure it out; Malgin was ahead of me, cutting across the pitted safety surface and disappearing down a final set of railroad-tie steps.

			Hustling after him, I understood.

			Two more slides were affixed to the slope’s eastern face, lower and closer to the embankment, offering an unobstructed view of the basin. A wise choice for twins. No waiting or fighting.

			#NannyHack

			Malgin crouched to pat the grass. “EMTs had him lying here when we arrived.”

			“Did they tell you where he washed up?”

			He stood and took in half a mile of water, mud, and rocks. “There.”

			“Should I bother asking about the time?”

			“I recorded it when the call came in.”

			“Eleven a.m.”

			“On the dot.”

			“The woman who phoned 911,” I said, “Camille Radovic. Any chance you have her info?”

			“I never talked to her.” He toed the ground where the dead man had lain. “It was strange, him being so close to the office. We were saying we should forget the van and just carry him back.”

			“Two years on the job,” I said. “Must’ve been one of your first bodies.”

			“Third.”

			“What’d you do before?”

			“Taught middle school science.”

			“Nice. My dad was a science teacher for forty years.”

			“I prefer this,” Malgin said. “No one talks back.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Malgin got a call, excused himself, and left.

			Slinging the camera around my neck, I descended the embankment toward the waterline.

			The rocks were large, sharp, and slick with algae. Erosion control membranes showed through the gaps; pier remnants poked up fifty feet offshore. Carefully I made my way around the basin, capturing it from multiple angles. I wanted visual reference points—something an eyewitness could point to and say, There. At the same time, I was aware of a landscape in flux, tides rising and falling, soil and stones washing in and out.

			I mounted the steps to the tot lot.

			The sun had broken through, bringing more children, plus a squadron of strollers. Women ranging from college-aged to grandmotherly sat beneath the willows. Camille Radovic was not among them.

			“Morning,” I said. “How’s everybody doing today?”

			Faces lifted. Frowned.

			He’s back.

			A woman in a Giants sweatshirt spoke up: “Can I help you.”

			“Let’s find out.” I smiled. “My name is Brian. I’m a producer for Channel Four News. I’m looking for Camille Radovic. Anybody know how I can get in touch with her?”

			The youngest woman, with a dyed purple streak, said, “What for?”

			“Great question. I wanted to interview Ms. Radovic about an incident that took place here a couple years ago. A body in the water. Were any of you around for that?”

			A few tight nods.

			“If I showed you a picture, could you point to where it was?”

			No volunteers.

			“They closed the park,” the grandmotherly woman said. “We had to leave.”

			“Right. When does Camille usually show up?”

			“She don’t come no more,” Giants Sweatshirt said. “She changed families.”

			“Do you have her phone number?”

			“Is she gonna be on TV?” Purple Streak asked.

			“Well, that really depends on her. We need to wrap by end of day, so the sooner I talk to her, the better.”

			“If you gimme your number, I can text her.”

			I recited it. “Thanks so much.”

			Wails from the climbing structure. Faces turned.

			“Trudy,” Purple Streak hollered. “Let go of him. Trudy.”

			She leapt up and ran to enforce.

			The other women returned to their screens. Not their child, not their problem.

			“Thanks, everyone,” I said.

			Nobody responded. I wasn’t their problem, either.

			I started for my car. I hadn’t even left the park when my phone dinged.

			Hiiiii it’s Camille is it too late?? [image: Three grimacing face emojis.]

			Good timing! I wrote. You just made it!

			[image: Smiling face with heart-eyes emoji, grinning face with sweat emoji, woozy face emoji, and face with symbols on mouth emoji.]

			Where are you? I can come meet you

			W kids @ Alta Plaza

			I mapped it. Pacific Heights.

			On my way I wrote.

			[image: Two party popper emojis.][image: Heart emoji.]

			

			—

			Another park, another playground. This being Pac Heights, the equipment was newer, the strollers fancier. In addition to women in leggings and sunglasses I saw a few men—tech bros, retired or soon-to-be. Everyone sipping Blue Bottle and thumbing screens.

			Camille Radovic had commandeered the bucket swings and was pushing two children with one hand while making kissy faces at the selfie camera. She was thirty or so, curvy, pleasant-faced, and dark-haired. Her current charges were a boy and a girl, about a year old. White-blond silk poked out from their sun hats.

			I introduced myself as Brian from Channel Four News.

			“Hiiiii,” Camille said. “Oh my gosh, thank you so much.”

			“Glad it worked out.” I waved to the children. “You two are adorable.”

			“Thaaank you. Say thank you, Xander. Thank you, Gigi.”

			Her readiness to share the kids’ names with a stranger disturbed me; her smile was bright and impatient. “Where’s your cameraman?”

			“On his way. Why don’t we run through what you plan to say?”

			“Like a warm-up.”

			“You got it.”

			“Cool,” she said, applauding herself. “Should I stop pushing them, or keep going?”

			“Whatever’s easiest for you.”

			“I think it looks better if I’m doing my nanny thing,” she said. “Can you make sure not to include their faces? Their mom’s pretty strict about that.”

			“I’ll tell Chuck once he gets here.”

			“Cool.” She tilted to favor her good side. “How’s my light?”

			“Perfect. Go for it.”

			“Well. I was watching the twins. My other twins, haha. Then.” Her brow pinched with consternation. “I saw this thing. Floating. I was like, ‘Whoooa, what is that?’ ”

			She broke character to smile at me.

			“Excellent. Do me a favor,” I said. “I went out there with my scouting camera. Take a look and show me where the body was when you first noticed it.”

			Camille nodded. I scrolled through the photos I’d taken that morning.

			“Kind of there,” she said, waggling her finger at the pier remnants.

			“The third post.”

			“Yeah. Or the one next to it. Kind of between.”

			“And what about where it touched the rocks?”

			“Um. There?”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I think? Are you going to ask me that on camera?”

			“It’s the news,” I said “We want to be as accurate as possible.”

			“Oh yeah.”

			“How about the time? When’d you first see it?”

			“Um. With Francie and Marnie, we usually went to the park around nine or ten. Later if they woke up late. Sorry, I feel like maybe this isn’t what you need.”

			“No no no, you’re doing great,” I said. “See if you can remember about how long you waited before placing the call to 911.”

			“I…” A lightbulb went off. “You know what.”

			She stepped away from the swings and began whipping through her phone. The twins gurgled unhappily.

			“Push them for a sec?” Camille said.

			I pushed the twins. They wrenched around to stare at me. They looked petrified. I didn’t blame them. I wondered what it would be like to have twins. I wondered what it would be like to be a manny; how many followers I could amass. I could call myself EastBayBodies2Babies.

			“Okay,” Camille said, proudly. “Here’s my footage.”

			She handed me her phone, cued to a video. The title stamp read India Basin Shoreline Park, January 8, 2026, 9:27 a.m. A pair of identical twin girls stood poised at the top of the double slides. They were two years old, chubby and grave, one dressed in blue, the other in red.

			Ready? Camille’s voice said. One, two, three, goooo!

			The girl in red sat gingerly and inched down, slowing herself with her shoes.

			Her sister leapt headfirst, came flying off the end, face-planted, and burst into tears.

			Different styles.

			Whoopsy-daisy! Camille yelled.

			Still filming, she embraced the injured twin. Teachable moment.

			Marnie, poor baby, you got an owie. That’s what happens when we go too fast…Let me see, show Cami.

			Marnie whimpered. Her elbow was scratched.

			You’re okay. You’re fine. Up. Up. Let’s go again. Up. We’re gonna go again. Ready? Good job! What a brave girl! Okay, let’s go. Francie…Oh shit.

			The camera swung up, searching for Francie.

			She was running away on her fat little red legs.

			Francie! Stop! Shit…

			The camera shook wildly as Camille grabbed Marnie and gave chase.

			Francie! I said stop!

			Francie didn’t stop.

			Fuh…Francie!

			Camille was huffing and puffing, weighed down by thirty-five pounds of Marnie. Props to Francie, too: She was fast, almost reaching the rocks before Camille seized her by the arm.

			God…dammit, Francie. You cah…can’t do that.

			Francie began to bawl.

			I glanced at the real Camille. Still smiling proudly. Her finest work.

			Onscreen, both twins were bawling, the same plaintive miserable voice doubled and out of sync.

			Girls, come on. Chill out.

			They didn’t chill out.

			Camille kept filming. Teachable moment.

			She set Marnie on the ground, sat Francie next to her. Tears streaked their moonfaces.

			We’re all going to take a breath. Ready? One, two, threeee, I’m taking care of meee…Francie. You’re not taking a breath, please. One, two, three…Oh my God. Fine. I’m not going to argue with you.

			Camille sighed. Then:

			Whuh.

			The view shifted to the water.

			Oh my God! Girls! Look! It’s a fishy! Turn around. Look. Marnie. Turn around.

			Camille zoomed in, following the object as it drifted steadily closer, passing between two pier remnants like a slo-mo field goal splitting the uprights.

			Tracing a smooth, beautiful path.

			The twins had stopped crying.

			Do you see the fishy? Say hi, fishy! Hi! Should we wave to the fishy? Let’s wave.

			After about forty seconds, the object reached the embankment. It bobbed momentarily till a largish wave rolled in and shoved it sideways toward the rocks.

			An arm slopped out.

			Oh my God.

			Linus Hao’s head surfaced and submerged.

			Oh. Oh no…Mister! Hello! Mister! Can you hear me!

			Picking up on the agitation in Camille’s voice, the girls began again to bawl.

			Shhh. Quiet. Stop. Stop…Oh, no. Oh, shit…Mister, can you hear me? Mister!

			Another wave lifted the torso fully out of the water. Only then did Camille remember that the item in her hand was not just a camera but a phone. The video ended.

			“I called 911,” she said.

			“Camille,” I said. “This is incredible.”

			She beamed. “Really?”

			“Really. I’d love a copy for the segment. Text it to me?”

			She started to comply. Thought of something. “Do I get anything for it?”

			“Oh jeez.” I mugged ambivalence. “We don’t pay for media.”

			“Oh.”

			“Sorry. It’s a journalistic ethics thing. But if we end up using it, you’ll get onscreen credit.”

			“Can you put up my socials?”

			“I think I can probably swing that. I have to run it by my boss.”

			“Okay, one sec.”

			Having come to a standstill, the blond twins whined and kicked their legs furiously.

			“Shhh,” Camille said, giving them each a shove. “How long till your cameraman gets here? I have to get them home for nap.”

			I waited for the video to come through on my phone, then pretended to read a text. “Dangit. He got called to another story. We’ll have to schedule a reshoot.”

			Camille’s face fell. “Oh.”

			“I know,” I said. “The news never sleeps. Thank you, though. This is awesome.”

			“When’s it going to be on?”

			“I’ll let you know if it airs. Thanks again.”

			As I walked off, I could hear the twins devolving into full-throated tantrums.

			“One-two-three,” Camille sang. “I’m taking care of me.”

			

			—

			San Francisco PD moved its headquarters to Mission Bay in 2015, but the investigations bureau remained behind at the old Hall of Justice, a morose granite monolith on Bryant Street. Uniformed cops and sheriffs loitered on the courthouse steps, opposite a block encrusted with the usual legal barnacles: criminal defense, bail bondsmen, immigration counselors, Beat That Ticket!

			I entered the lobby and got in line for the metal detector. An echoey quiet prevailed. The jury duty rush had subsided, the lunch rush not yet begun. Tired-eyed lawyers blew on vending machine coffee in mandatory compostable cups. Adjacent to the elevator bank, like so many time capsules, were three pay phone booths. How long before someone converted them to a tiny Starbucks? Or better yet, three tiny Starbuckses?

			Collecting my backpack from the X-ray machine, I called upstairs on my cell.

			“Investigations.”

			“Inspector Pettit, please.”

			“Who’s calling?”

			“Clay Edison.”

			“Hold please.”

			I counted down to the inevitable reply.

			“He’s not available.”

			“Tell him I’m in the lobby,” I said. “Tell him I have something he needs to see.”

			I camped out in a pay phone booth, sipping vending machine coffee. It tasted like a compostable cup. Tiny Starbucks couldn’t come soon enough.

			The elevator dinged and a guy stepped out, peering around with a pissed-off smile. He was tall but not as tall as me, broad-shouldered, with a Roman nose and cheeks the inky tinge of someone who shaves twice a day. Tailored slacks, alligator shoes, hair slicked high like a junk bond trader.

			He clocked me, came striding over the scuffed marble. “Can’t you take a hint?”

			“Pleasure to meet you, Inspector,” I said, putting out a hand.

			He ignored it. “Go home.”

			“You were supposed to get back to me.”

			“I never said that. I said I’d think about it. I thought about it.”

			“Let me buy you coffee and we’ll talk it over.”

			Pettit regarded my compostable cup with scorn. “I don’t drink that garbage. You have something to show me or not?”

			I reached for my phone, intending to play him Camille Radovic’s video.

			A little voice in my ear gave me pause. Quid pro quo.

			“Did you talk to Jake Brenner?” I asked.

			“Your robot friend,” he said. “Total waste of time.”

			“He sent you a map?”

			“Garbage. Worse than that fucking coffee.”

			“Did you have him use all the coordinates or just yours?”

			“Look, pal, I don’t have time for this shit.”

			“Brenner needs explicit instructions,” I said. “He’s going to do exactly what you ask, nothing more, nothing less.”

			“You should take a lesson.”

			“What’s Hao’s last known location? Is it East Bay?”

			Pettit smiled. This guy. He started for the elevator.

			I trailed him. “What about the other stuff I mentioned? Dating sites?”

			He stabbed the up button repeatedly.

			“Did Hao sleep with men?”

			The doors dinged open.

			“Lunch,” I said. “On me.”

			He got in and scanned his key fob, standing back as the doors slid shut.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Buried in the metadata of Camille Radovic’s video was a start time down to the second: 9:27:13 a.m. I reviewed the clip frame by frame—tracking the body as it meandered to shore, comparing its position with my photos and Google maps, plotting dozens of coordinates.

			I emailed the information to Jake Brenner. Minutes later my phone rang.

			“It won’t work,” Brenner said.

			“Why not?”

			“Insufficient processing power. Every point on the curve requires its own—”

			“Can we solve that?”

			“Yes.”

			“How?”

			“Add processing power.”

			“How do we do that?”

			“Upgrade the processor.”

			“How much does that cost?”

			“Four hundred thirty-eight dollars and four cents plus tax and applicable shipping.”

			“Buy it and I’ll reimburse you.”

			“I can’t do that, you need to make the purchase.”

			“What’s the model number?”

			He rattled it off, and I entered it into the search bar. At $438.04 plus tax, the processor qualified for free one-day delivery.

			I clicked Buy Now. “It’ll be there tomorrow. How long will the analysis take?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Longer than before?”

			“Yes.”

			“Jake, did you speak with a San Francisco police inspector named John Pettit?”

			“Yes.”

			“What did he tell you?”

			“He sent me a location and asked me to trace the source.”

			“Did he provide a point of origin?”

			“Oakland.”

			Bingo. Eat it, Pettit. “Where in Oakland?”

			“All he said was Oakland. I told him, it’s not going to work.”

			“What about a start date and time?”

			Clicking and typing. “Twenty hundred hours 31 December 2025 to zero eight hundred hours 1 January 2026.”

			Eat it again, Pettit. “Did you run a comparison with the other bodies? The ones I gave you?”

			“He didn’t ask me to.”

			“Asshole,” I muttered.

			“What?”

			“Not you. Call me as soon as the analysis is done.”

			I didn’t say please. It meant nothing to him.

			

			—

			I tried Linus Hao’s sister Agnes; maybe she could fill in what Pettit wouldn’t. As I was leaving her a second message, call waiting beeped. I figured it was Brenner with another technical objection, but the screen showed a 925 number.

			“Hello?”

			A male voice said, “Yeah, uh. Can I talk to someone?”

			“What’s this regarding?”

			“It just says call if you have information.”

			“Is this about the missing persons flyer?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Okay. Thanks for calling. I’m Clay.” I waited. “What’s your name?”

			“Uh. Do I…Do I have to tell you that?”

			“Not if you don’t want to.” I opened a database and ran a reverse search on his number. “Maybe you could start with where you saw the flyer.”

			“Uh. Savage.”

			“That’s a club?”

			“Yeah. It was on the wall.”

			“You recognized one of the individuals.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Which one?”

			“Adam Valois,” he said, pronouncing it as Valoyz.

			My heart kicked. “How do you know him?”

			“I don’t know him. I just—talked to him for, I don’t know. Ten minutes?”

			The search result popped up. Rafael Arguelles. Twenty-two years old. Oakland resident.

			“When was this?” I asked.

			“Last summer.”

			“Do you know the date?”

			“Like around my birthday. My cousin was visiting.”

			I didn’t need to ask his birthday. I had it on my screen. June 17.

			Three days before Adam’s disappearance.

			Rafael said, “He didn’t do anything.”

			“Who didn’t? Your cousin?”

			“Yeah. Like, really. Nothing.”

			“I understand.”

			“No, but, I’m saying if he finds out I…” A beat. “I don’t want him to find out.”

			“He doesn’t have to. Tell me whatever you’re comfortable with and we’ll take it from there.”

			“Um…So, me and him went out, we’re going around. Someone starts calling his name. It’s this guy Dame. He and my cousin used to be tight. They played together at Tech. But Vi—my cousin, he moved to Sac, so I guess they hadn’t seen each other in a while. My cousin’s like, ‘Yo, come party with us, it’s Ra’—shit,” he mumbled, annoyed at himself, “ ‘it’s his birthday, we’re doing shots.’ And Dame goes, ‘Sorry, bro.’ ’Cause he was with this other dude.”

			“Adam.”

			“Yeah.”

			“You’re sure it was him.”

			“Pretty sure.”

			“Can you describe him?”

			“I mean, he looked like the guy in the picture.”

			“Height, weight?”

			“Not small, but nothing like Dame.”

			“How big is Dame?”

			“Huge. Jacked, too. He’s Black, this guy was white.”

			“Hair color,” I said. “Eye color, clothing, anything like that?”

			“I don’t know, man, I just remember his face.”

			“Where’s this conversation taking place?”

			“Downtown.”

			“Sorry, which downtown?”

			“Oakland.”

			“In a bar, a club?”

			“Outside. On the street. We were walking around, trying to decide where to go.”

			“Do you remember what block it was? Can you picture anything nearby, a store or a street sign?”

			“…I…”

			“You know what, it’s fine,” I said. “If it comes to you later, great. Let’s keep going.”

			“Um…Dame and my cousin, they start talking. I turn to this other dude like, ‘Where you from, how you know Dame?’ Regular shit you ask a person. ’Cause it was awkward, right? Not saying anything. He’s just like, ‘This, that, the other.’ I could tell he didn’t want to talk to me.”

			“Did he seem intoxicated? Was his slurring his speech?”

			“Maybe? To be honest, me, I was a little excited myself.”

			“Got you. What else do you remember?”

			“Well, we’re standing there, not really saying anything, and then the guy goes to me, ‘It’s your birthday?’ ‘Yeah.’ ‘How old are you?’ ‘Twenty-one.’ He…” A faint chuff. “He pulls out his wallet and gives me twenty bucks, plus a one-dollar bill.”

			“What did you think of that?”

			“I mean, you want to give me money, I ain’t mad about that.”

			“Did you get his name?”

			“Nah. We just waited till Dame and my cousin finished talking. Then Dame goes, ‘Yo, hit me up,’ the two of them took off.”

			“Any idea where they went?”

			“Uh-uh. We just went and did our thing.”

			“I’m wondering if we can get any closer on the date,” I said. “Maybe you and your cousin messaged that night. When you were getting ready to go out, for example.”

			“I don’t…”

			“Can you look?”

			“Yeah, just—let me…”

			A long silence.

			“June 20,” Rafael said.

			My heart kicked again, harder. “That’s a Saturday night.”

			“Yeah, I guess.”

			“Do you remember what time you saw them?”

			“Ffff…Pretty late. Me and my cousin didn’t get back till like four in the morning.”

			I said, “What else can you tell me about Dame?”

			“What do you mean.”

			“What kind of person is he?”

			“He’s just a regular guy.”

			“Do you know if he was into guys or girls?”

			“Dame?” He laughed. “He was a football player.”

			“Does that mean girls?”

			“Well. Yeah. Those guys get tons of it.”

			“Just to clarify, when you said they played at Tech, that’s Oakland Tech.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Do you remember if Dame ever got into trouble?”

			“Trouble?”

			“Was he arrested?” I asked. “Did he use drugs?”

			“I don’t…Look, he’s not really my friend, he’s V—he’s my cousin’s friend.”

			“Do you think your cousin might be willing to talk to me?”

			“…I don’t know about that.”

			“But maybe?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Do you have a phone number for Dame, or an address?”

			“Not…like I said, I don’t really know him.”

			“What’s his last name?”

			No answer.

			I said, “What about the other people on the flyer? Do you recognize them?”

			“No, just the guy.”

			“And you only saw Adam that one night.”

			Silence.

			“What, uh,” Rafael said. “What happened to him?”

			“He died.”

			“Yeah, but…I mean, how.”

			“He drowned.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“So did the others,” I said. “At least one of them was beaten.”

			“…shit.”

			“Yeah. It was ugly.”

			Silence.

			“You’re sure you never saw Adam again,” I said.

			“I swear, man.”

			“Okay.”

			Silence.

			“We went over to see Dame,” he said. “Me and my cousin.”

			“When?”

			“The next day.”

			“Sunday.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Okay. What happened?”

			“We woke up late. We got something to eat, and then my cousin’s like, ‘Yo, let’s go see Dame.’ We’re knocking, he comes out all mad ’cause he was still asleep. I see him, and…”

			Silence.

			He said, “It looked like he got into a fight.”

			“What made you think that?”

			“He had a big cut on his cheek, and there was scratches all over his arms and his face.”

			“Did he say how he got the injuries?”

			“No.”

			“Did he talk about the night before or mention Adam?”

			“No. We just chilled for a little and then we went home.”

			“Okay. Do you remember the address he was at?”

			“Nah, I…My cousin was driving.”

			“Everything you’re saying is really important,” I said. “Can you please tell me Dame’s last name?”

			Silence.

			“I get that you don’t want people to find out,” I said. “Here’s how I think about it. If he didn’t do anything, it ends here. If he did, we don’t want it to happen again.”

			Silence. Arguelles had provided enough detail—committed enough slips of the tongue—that I could probably piece together the answer.

			“Roby,” he said. “Dame Roby.”

			I started to thank him but he was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			A high school athletics database had Damian Lamar Roby playing tight end for the Oakland Tech Bulldogs alongside Rafael Arguelles’s cousin, Victor. Stats told a familiar story: Roby had peaked junior year, notching six hundred receiving yards and nine touchdowns. On some level I could relate.

			Two arrests for petty larceny. He’d never served time or committed a violent crime.

			Now he was twenty-eight, with little more than a 2011 Nissan Altima to his name. He kept his online footprint small; I couldn’t find a current photo, let alone a connection to Adam Valois or the other victims.

			I phoned Regina from the road.

			“Like I said, nothing gets solved at a desk.”

			“Technically I was at my desk when Arguelles called,” I said. “And nothing’s close to solved. But yes, ma’am, I acknowledge that hitting the town was smart.”

			“That is some lame-ass gratitude,” she said. “Yet I accept it with my characteristic graciousness. You like his story?”

			“He has a specific memory of Adam giving him money. Although it was a year ago, and he admits he wasn’t sober. For me the biggest thing is that the dates match up. If true, he’s the first person to place Adam in Oakland on Saturday night.”

			“Do you have an address for Roby?”

			“On my way as we speak.”

			“If you wait till tomorrow I can go with you,” she said.

			“I don’t want Arguelles to have second thoughts and tip him off.”

			“Keep me looped,” she said. “And be careful.”

			

			—

			Damian Roby lived in a run-down multiplex on a tight, run-down block in the Arroyo Viejo neighborhood, squarely beneath the Oakland airport flight corridor. Mattresses, disarticulated furniture, and other assorted junk clogged the sidewalk. Pitbulls paced behind low iron fences, their barking drowned out by the howl of an inbound 737. Every vehicle, including Roby’s silver Altima, was parked with wheels propped on the curb to prevent sideswipes. I followed suit, climbing exterior stairs to an open corridor and knocking at 2A.

			Footsteps; silence.

			“Mr. Roby?” I called.

			“Who’s that?”

			I displayed my license to the peephole. California PI licenses don’t look very authoritative, and I had no real authority, making it an empty gesture on two counts. Performed fast enough, however, and with enough confidence, it often yields compliance.

			The door cracked a few inches, chain still latched.

			I rarely need to look up to have a conversation. Roby had to be six-six, his broad V body befitting a former tight end. He braced an arm against the door, straining the sleeve of a gray mechanic’s shirt. Chest patch name tag, Jiffy Lube logo.

			One dark bloodshot eye bore down on me. “What you want?”

			“Adam Valois.”

			“Who?”

			I showed him my phone.

			The eye darted away. “Don’t know him.”

			“Could you please take another look?”

			“Don’t need to.”

			“You mind opening up so we can talk?”

			Roby sniffed. “Hang on.”

			He shut the door. I waited for the chain to slide free.

			An airplane screamed overhead.

			I knocked. “Mr. Roby.”

			To my left, a metallic crunch, followed by the slap of sneakers.

			“Shit.”

			I ran to the end of the corridor and craned over the railing.

			A second-floor window was open. Roby had jumped, leaving a dent in the hood of a station wagon parked below.

			He was sprinting up the sidewalk at full bore. I expected him to zoom off in the Altima but he kept going. The athlete in me had to admire it—his fluidity and power as he juked potholes and hurdled trash. He had a hundred-yard head start, he was younger and closer to playing condition. I didn’t stand a chance. By the time I made it down to the street he was at the corner; by the time I made it to the corner he was nowhere in sight.

			

			—

			I returned the next morning to find the silver Altima had vanished overnight. The second-story window remained open, curtain pulled through and flapping in the breeze. Roby’s neighbors weren’t home or they weren’t talking to me.

			But I’d done my homework: His mother, Angelica, and sister, Zahara, shared an address in Highland Terrace, up the hill from the hospital, on a block of one-story Craftsman bungalows. Theirs was butter-yellow stucco with red trim. White Corolla in the driveway, blocking an ancient green Volkswagen Beetle.

			No silver Altima.

			No answer to my knock.

			Next stop: Roby’s brother, Gerald, on 20th near International. A high wooden driveway gate hid his rear unit.

			The silver Altima was parked out front, two wheels propped on the curb.

			Dame shouldn’t have bothered. Nobody else had. The street was plenty wide.

			Force of habit.

			I pulled over, switched on sports talk radio, readied my camera.

			At ten a.m., a notification pinged. My package containing the Intel® Core™ i21-16700K processor had been delivered. The UPS driver supplied photographic proof: a blurry, deer-in-the-headlights shot of Jake Brenner, leaning out to collect the box.

			At eleven, Regina called.

			“Buckle up, Poirot,” she said. “Mama’s gonna paint you a masterpiece.”

			“All ears, Frida Kahlo.”

			She’d managed to track down a woman who’d gone to college with Olivia Parisi.

			“Her name is Jennifer Lawrence.”

			“You’re shitting me,” I said.

			“I shit you not.”

			“Does she look like Jennifer Lawrence?”

			“She does not.”

			“Ouch for her.”

			“True dat,” Regina said. “Our Jennifer Lawrence, Jennifer Lynn Lawrence, is thirty-five. The Jennifer Lawrence, Jennifer Shrader Lawrence, is thirty-seven. Imagine: You’re this poor gal, living your average life, with an average name. Then: blammo. The Hunger Games.”

			“She was famous before that,” I said.

			“Not to me.”

			“Winter’s Bone?”

			“Nobody watched that,” Regina said.

			“She won an Oscar.”

			“Nobody cares.”

			“How’d you find this JL?” I asked.

			“Rush-week photo of her and Olivia from the Sac State student paper.”

			“Blammo.”

			“Please hold your applause till the end. Okay, Jennifer Lawrence…Stop laughing, you’re throwing my rhythm off.”

			I laughed some more.

			She said, “As I was saying…Average JL currently resides in Seattle, where she owns a floral design shop called Jennifer’s Flowers, will you stop fucking laughing.”

			“I’m sorry, it’s just such a perfect name for a flower shop, owned by Jennifer.”

			“As I was fucking saying. She and Olivia embrace Greek life and join Delta Zeta. They’re not just friends, they’re roommates and besties for two years.”

			“What happened after two years?”

			“I’m getting to that. Goddammit, you’re intolerable. How the hell does Amy put up with it?”

			“With great pain.”

			“Where was I…Shit.”

			“Roommates and besties.”

			“Roommates and besties,” Regina said. “Shacked up in sororal bliss. One morning Jennifer notices she’s missing a shirt. ‘Hey, Livvy, seen my shirt?’ ‘Oh, yeah, I borrowed it and forgot to put it back. My bad.’ Then: a pair of shoes. Earrings. A necklace.”

			“Credit card,” I said.

			“Close. Debit. She guessed the PIN.”

			“Average Jennifer Lawrence’s birthday.”

			“Poirot strikes again.”

			“How much did she take?” I asked.

			“Two hundred bucks.”

			“Fallout?”

			“Jennifer Lynn brings it to the chapter president, who orders her not to raise a stink, because they’re on probation for an alcohol violation. Fine, but she refuses to keep rooming with Olivia. They shuffle folks around, Olivia does the same thing to the next girl. They vote to boot her off the island.”

			“It never gets reported.”

			“No sir. She said that even prior to all this, Olivia had a reputation for making stuff up. Her nickname was ‘Livvy the Liar.’ ”

			“What stuff?”

			“Her background, family, money. Her parents aren’t divorced, they’re living in France. That kind of thing.”

			“Same dynamic with Adam’s family. Trying to fit in with the rich kids.”

			“Okay, Freud.”

			“I thought it was Poirot.”

			“You’re a man of many faces. All foreign with facial hair.”

			“Boyfriends?” I asked.

			“She never dated.”

			“Never?”

			“So says Jennifer Lynn. The house is throwing parties, everyone’s hooking up, Olivia leaves and goes to the library.”

			“I’m surprised they didn’t kick her out for that,” I said.

			“You can applaud now.”

			“The crowd goes wild.”

			“As it should. We know her record’s clean as an adult. And it’s a long way from swiping some heels to killing your boyfriend. Still.”

			“Agreed. Interesting.”

			The wooden driveway gate opened.

			“Lemme call you back,” I said and clicked off.

			The man who emerged resembled Damian Roby, only younger and stockier, with a low-cut Afro. I took pictures as he drove off in his brother’s silver Altima.

			The main house was quiet and dark. Unlatching the gate, I crossed a mostly dirt yard to the ADU. Through uncurtained windows I saw a couch made up for sleeping. Two plates, two coffee cups, in the kitchen sink.

			No Dame.

			I drove to my office to look up Gerald Roby.

			His record was spotless. White Toyota Corolla registered in his name.

			The very same vehicle parked at their mother’s house.

			Neat trick.

			Listen, bro, I need to swap cars with you for a while.

			I drove back to Highland Terrace.

			The Corolla was gone, leaving only the green Volkswagen Beetle.

			I rang the doorbell. “Ms. Roby? Hello?”

			No amount of knocking mattered.

			

			—

			I started calling Jiffy Lubes.

			I wanted to express my appreciation for the exceptional service I received from one of your technicians.

			Who’s that?

			Guy named Dame, I think that’s what it was. He really went above and beyond. Please thank him for me.

			Say that name one more time?

			Dame.

			We don’t have anyone named Dame.

			Damian, maybe? Big tall guy. Shaved head.

			You sure you got the right place?

			This is the Jiffy Lube on University?

			That’s Berkeley. This is San Leandro.

			Whoops, sorry.

			Automotive lubrication was big business: The Greater Bay Area boasted twenty-seven franchises, many of them too overrun with customers to answer the phone. By day’s end I’d finished half the list.

			“Have we considered,” Regina said, “that he doesn’t work at Jiffy Lube, he just has the shirt?”

			“Never know till you try,” I said. “I also emailed the park cops. Adam being seen with someone that night ought to stir them up.”

			“Did it?”

			“Nothing yet.”

			Regina had hit a similar wall with Olivia, who had stopped responding to texts.

			“I’m beginning to feel unloved,” she said.

			“That reminds me: How’s Ed?” I asked. “Did you give him an answer?”

			She hung up.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			There were two Jiffy Lubes within the San Francisco city limits. The manager at the Van Ness location told me over the phone that they didn’t have an employee named Dame who had provided me exceptional service. Maybe I wanted the Jiffy Lube on Geary?

			The manager at Geary Boulevard said, “Cool, I’ll let him know.”

			“Thanks. Is he working today? My wife needs her car looked at.”

			“Dame? Uh…I thought he was. Hang on. Anyone seen Dame?”

			No.

			“Sorry, I don’t know where he’s at,” the manager said. “Just have her bring it in, all the guys are good.”

			“Will do.”

			I drove to the city. The garage entrance was off 25th Ave. I didn’t see Roby’s silver Altima or his brother’s white Corolla in the employee spots or anywhere else.

			I parked across the street, turned on sports talk radio, and readied my camera.

			At midday, Gary Kinney called.

			“Hi, Detective.”

			“Heeey, brother. Good to hear your voice.”

			“Thanks for getting back to me.”

			“Yeah, no prob. I wanted to talk to you anyway.”

			Irritation lurked beneath the jollity. A Little League coach, bucking up his team after a blowout loss.

			“So here’s the deal,” he said. “I got your note, about Adam going on these, eh, outings, for lack of a better term. I need to ask if that’s something you shared with the parents.”

			“Yes, although I stressed that there’s not much evidence to support—”

			“Well, okay, but hold your horses.” Kinney chuckled. “Let’s call it what it is. No evidence.”

			“We do have reason to believe he was with—”

			“Clay. Clay. I’m gonna stop you right there.”

			The cheer had peeled off to expose raw nerve. The same coach after eight straight blowouts.

			“Let’s you and me understand each other, okay?” Kinney said. “This is not a homicide. That’s coming from the coroner. Those are your people, all right?”

			“I understand.”

			“Do you? ’Cause I gotta say, I find it a wee bit troublesome you’re planting ideas in the parents’ heads.”

			“Did the Valoises contact you?”

			“They sure did. Dad’s on me more or less daily.”

			I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Saying what?”

			“He wants me to go after the girlfriend. I told him: I can’t do that, because, A, we checked her out, and B, end of the day, it doesn’t matter how Adam spent his free time or how she felt about it. It’s not a frickin homicide. Now he’s ranting and raving about how he’s gonna have me fired.”

			“Shit. I’m sorry.”

			“Ah, I don’t give a flying fart. He ain’t the first. Point is, here I am, doing my best to be open with you, thinking we’re on the same page, and you go rile them up.”

			All I ask is that you give it to them straight. Maybe they’ll listen to you.

			I said, “I’ll have a word with them.”

			“You do that.”

			“Before you go: Can I tell you why I was calling?”

			He grunted. “Listen, Clay. I get that you got a job to do. So do I. Last Sunday we had a sexual assault on a jogger. Third this year.”

			“I read about it.”

			“Then you know. That’s where my head’s at and where I need it to stay.”

			“Message received. Thanks and, again, apologies.”

			“Have a good one.”

			I dialed Elizabeth Valois.

			“Hello,” she said. “Let me run and fetch Rick.”

			“Liz? Can I speak to you privately, please?”

			“I see,” she said uneasily. “Just a moment.”

			I heard her walking, heard a door shut.

			She said, “What is it?”

			I relayed Gary Kinney’s complaint.

			“Oh, Richard,” she murmured. “What are you doing.”

			I said, “I’m sure it feels to him like he’s sitting on his hands. But we have to take the long view. We need these folks on our side. Overreaching now makes it easier for them to dismiss us.”

			“I’m sorry, Clay. I’ll talk to him.”

			“Don’t worry, we’ll sort it out. How are you holding up?”

			“Me? Getting by.” She paused. “I can’t stop thinking about Adam in the hospital in New York. That was our chance.”

			“For what?”

			“To help him,” she said. “Get him back on track. And we missed it. I missed it.”

			“In my experience, these situations never boil down to a single moment.”

			She laughed sadly. “You’ve heard this before. Parents. Blaming themselves.”

			“It’s what parents do.”

			“Oh, not me. I never was one of those.” She laughed again, louder; a wild, intemperate sound. “Late bloomer.”

			Silence.

			“Liz?” I said. “Is everything all right?”

			Silence.

			“I’ll speak to Rick,” she said.

			

			—

			By two p.m. it seemed reasonable to conclude that Dame Roby was taking the day off. I grabbed my bag and jogged to the garage. A Tesla was up on the hydraulic lift; its presumptive owner sat in the waiting room, nibbling a quinoa bar and yakking on earbuds.

			“Like, I get it, okay?” she said. “You’re into kombucha.”

			A mechanic in a greasy gray shirt came to the register. “Help you?”

			On the wall behind him hung an employee gallery. Our Team.

			Damian Roby—smudged, crooked—glared out at me.

			“I’d like to speak with the manager, please,” I said.

			The mechanic shouted toward a door marked Office. “Felix.”

			While his back was turned I snapped a picture of Roby’s picture.

			“I’m sorry but it tastes like armpit,” the woman said.

			The office door opened. Felix leaned out. Forties, mustache thick and dark as a Mars bar. His gray shirt was grease-free. Perks of the ruling class. “Can I help you, sir?”

			I flashed my ID. Quick and confident.

			The Tesla lady broke off mid-sentence, eyes bulging.

			Felix frowned. Lifting the counter, he waved me back to a cramped space, with room for a desk, a chair, file boxes, a BMW wall calendar, and little else.

			He shut the door. “Is there a problem?”

			“I’m looking for Damian Roby.”

			Studying me. “You’re the guy who called.”

			“When’d he last come in?”

			“Lemme see that ID one more time, please.”

			I displayed it, watching as the spell wore off. He shrugged. “Don’t know what to tell you.”

			“I work for the family.” Which was true. I hadn’t said Dame’s family. “We’re having trouble locating him. People are starting to get worried.”

			Felix frowned again, now with genuine concern. “Is he okay?”

			“I don’t know. It’d help to know the last time you saw him, so we can construct a timeline of his movements.”

			“He hasn’t been in for a couple days,” Felix said.

			“Did he call in sick?”

			“No, he just didn’t show.”

			I gave him a missing persons flyer, updated to include Linus Hao. “Any of those individuals look familiar?”

			Felix shook his head slowly. “Who are they?”

			“Can you check if any of them brought their cars here for service?”

			He balked.

			“They’re dead,” I said. “All four of them. That’s not a good sign for Dame.”

			“Yeah. Okay.”

			Linus Hao was not a Geary Boulevard Jiffy Lube customer. Neither was Dennis Kudelka or John Doe.

			As expected. Linus didn’t own a car. Denny lived far away. John Doe was John Doe.

			I held my breath while Felix typed in Adam Valois.

			“…not seeing him.”

			“You’re sure you don’t recognize any of their faces?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Okay. Hang on to that, in case you do. That’s my direct line.” Taking out my phone, I mashed the screen meaninglessly. “Can you confirm Dame’s cell for me?”

			“Uh, yeah. One sec.”

			He read the number off his own cell. I keyed it in for later.

			“Thank you. If you hear from Dame, please get in touch.”

			Tesla Lady had fled the waiting room, leaving behind her snack wrapper.

			

			—

			“Daddy, can I get a phone?” Charlotte asked.

			I glanced across the table at Amy. “You’re a bit young for that, sweetheart.”

			“But Willa has one.”

			Amy said, “If Willa’s parents think it’s okay for her to have a phone, that’s up to them. Daddy and I have a different rule.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s not good for you,” I said.

			“But it’s fun. Willa let me play a game.”

			“Phones can be fun,” Amy said. “When you get older, we can discuss how to use them responsibly. Right now we’re going to wait.”

			“Why isn’t it good for me?”

			“Phones are powerful. People will say mean things or tell you the wrong thing.”

			“You have them.”

			“We’re not kids,” I said.

			“You’re right, we do have them,” Amy said. “But using a phone the right way can be hard, even for grown-ups. That’s why we have a no-phone rule at dinner and bedtime. Have you ever noticed that Daddy and I put them away when we get home?”

			“Buckle me out pease,” Myles said.

			“Let’s eat a little more,” I said.

			“But,” Charlotte said. Her brow furrowed. “What if I need to call you?”

			“Your counselors can get in touch with us,” Amy said.

			“They could forget to charge their phones. Then they can’t call you.”

			“I don’t think they’d all forget at the same time,” I said.

			“But what about when I’m at school?”

			“Your teachers can call us,” Amy said.

			“Plus the school has a landline,” I said.

			“What’s that?” Charlotte asked.

			“A phone with a wire,” Amy said.

			“Buckle me out.”

			“Come on, bud,” I said. “Three more bites.”

			“Ooooout.”

			I unbuckled him and set him on the deck. He ran to the yard, plopped down, and began uprooting grass.

			“But what if something bad happens?” Charlotte said.

			“What do you think could happen?” Amy asked.

			“Like if a robber comes.”

			“Is that something you’re worried about?”

			“Kind of.”

			“Do you want to talk to us about it?”

			Charlotte stirred her green beans. “I just think it would be better if I had a phone.”

			I fought to keep a straight face.

			“I hear that you want that,” Amy said. “And I’m sure it’s hard when your friends have something you want.”

			“Can I have it for my birthday?”

			“Not this birthday.”

			“When I’m nine?”

			“We’ll let you know when it’s time.”

			“Oookay.”

			“If you’re done eating,” I said, “you can clear your plate and get yourself dessert.”

			“How many cookies can I have?”

			“A reasonable amount.”

			“Two?”

			“Two is fine.”

			“Bring one for Myles, too, please,” Amy said.

			Charlotte moped inside.

			“I admire her tenacity,” I said.

			“Let’s see how you feel about it when she’s fifteen,” Amy said.

			“Daddy,” Charlotte called. “Your phone is ringing.”

			I started to stand. Amy laid a hand on my arm.

			“Leave it, please, Charlotte,” she called. “Thank you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			With the kids in bed, I stepped out to the deck to check my voicemail.

			This is Agnes Hao. Thank you, but we’re not interested in a private investigator.

			I called her. “Hi, Dr. Hao.”

			“Sorry, I thought I was clear that we’re not interested.”

			“You were. I’m not asking you to hire me. I’m working another case that bears some similarity to your brother’s, and I had a couple questions for you. But if you’d rather not talk, I’ll get out of your hair.”

			A beat. She sighed. “I apologize for snapping at you.”

			“Not at all.”

			“This whole process has been so stressful.”

			“I can’t even imagine.”

			“I wanted to hire someone. I told my parents, ‘We need to be proactive.’ They’re afraid that if we offend the police, they’ll stop helping us. My feeling is, what’ve we got to lose? It’s not like they’re doing much as it is.”

			She wasn’t wrong; neither were her parents. “What has SFPD told you?”

			“First it was a detective named Winterholz. He thought Linus knew his killer. He kept repeating that: ‘Most people know their killers.’ But that didn’t pan out, because Linus didn’t really socialize. So there was no one to look at. Everything just ground to a halt. This new person, Pettit, he believes Linus got mugged.”

			“How does that sit with you?”

			“In a way it makes sense. But…I don’t know, it feels like a cop-out. Like they can’t come up with a better explanation. What’s Linus doing in Oakland? Where’s he going? Maybe there isn’t a better explanation, and I have to learn to live with that.”

			“Where in Oakland was he?”

			“The police told us he took the subway from Mountain View. The station camera showed him getting off downtown.”

			“At Twelfth Street?”

			“I guess. I’m not that familiar with the area.”

			“This is New Year’s Eve, 2025.”

			“Yes.”

			“Do you know what time he got there?”

			“Sometime in the evening. I’m not really sure.”

			“What about after that? Did anyone see him? Did he use a credit card?”

			“They haven’t told us.”

			“Did they track his phone?”

			“He didn’t have it on him. He left it in his apartment.”

			Same as Adam. “Was that normal?”

			“For Linus it was. He was obsessed with privacy. Paranoid, almost. The company he worked for, KRG—they do cybersecurity monitoring. He was always bugging me about using a VPN, masking my IP address. Even at home he kept the phone off unless he needed to make a call or send a text. I would text him and he wouldn’t answer me for days. Then he’d log on and respond to all my messages at once.” She laughed; fell quiet. “It was like a week before anyone realized he was missing.”

			“I’m sorry, Doctor.”

			She cleared her throat. “What’s similar about your case?”

			“Another young man who drowned. His toxicology matches Linus’s.”

			“Toxicology?”

			“You haven’t read the report.”

			“No.”

			She wouldn’t have, unless she asked for it. I described the findings.

			“But that’s crazy,” she said. “Linus didn’t take drugs. Never. Two beers and he’d be throwing up.” Her breathing had grown ragged. “How can they think he was mugged?”

			“My guess is their response would be that Linus was impaired, which made him vulnerable, especially if he wasn’t used to it.”

			“I can’t believe I’m only hearing about this now. What a waste.”

			I said, “In the article you described him as gentle.”

			“Too gentle. He’s sixteen months older, but I was the big sister. He got bullied all the time. He was doing calculus in fourth grade. I did fine in school but not like—”

			Her voice broke.

			“Excuse me, please.”

			I heard her blowing her nose, clearing her throat again.

			She came back on. “I was dead set on not being the Asian girl who played the violin and went to med school.” She laughed. “So I played flute.”

			I smiled.

			“Linus, though. He was something else. Being that advanced,” she said, “it can be its own kind of challenge. He had behavioral issues, problems relating to his peers. It morphed into terrible social anxiety.”

			“Hence working from home.”

			“I didn’t like that. I thought it was just another excuse to be avoidant.”

			“Did he see a therapist?”

			“I encouraged him to. He flat-out refused. I finally gave up and had a friend write him a prescription for Zoloft.”

			“I don’t see it in the tox screen.”

			“He only took it sporadically. He didn’t like how it made him feel.”

			“I’m not seeing a great deal of online social activity, either, which is what I might expect from someone who had trouble with face-to-face interaction.”

			“That’s the privacy thing,” she said.

			“Do you know if he used dating sites or apps?”

			“As far as I know, he didn’t date. I tried to set him up with another friend of mine who’s also a little shy, but he flaked.”

			“At the risk of being intrusive: Was Linus straight?”

			“I mean, after a while, you start to wonder. But I think so.”

			“My victim had a girlfriend,” I said, “and he also hooked up with men on the side, so one possibility I’m exploring is that he ran into a stranger who harmed him.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“You’re skeptical that was Linus’s situation.”

			“For a few reasons.” She paused. “This is confidential?”

			“If you tell me something that clearly points to a crime, I’m bound to report it. Other than that, yes, I will honor your confidentiality and his.”

			“I’m choosing to believe you.”

			“Thank you. I appreciate your trust.”

			“It feels wrong of me to share this,” she said. “It feels like a betrayal.”

			“Up to you.”

			Another beat.

			“I was visiting him once,” she said. “I went to use the bathroom. He’d left the shower curtain open, and I saw this…thing slumped over. It was a…Hoo.” She exhaled. “Sex doll. But…It didn’t have a head, and the arms and legs were stumps. Just a, a…you know. Torso.”

			“Female.”

			“Oh yes. It had huge boobs. Like a cartoon character. It was crazy-looking.”

			“Did you ask him about it?”

			She blurted a laugh. “No way. Are you kidding? Oh no no no no no. I closed the curtain, as quietly as possible. I don’t mean to—I’m not making fun of him.”

			“Of course not.”

			“It just breaks my heart, you know? Obviously he felt alone, and that’s the best he thought he could do, this piece of rubber…He could’ve gotten a male, if he wanted that. He didn’t. And—he had a virtual girlfriend.”

			“Like a chatbot?”

			“I think so, yeah,” she said. “After he stood up my friend, I got really mad at him. ‘You can’t act this way, you have to start making an effort.’ He said he doesn’t need to meet people, he has Sophie. ‘Oh, great, who’s Sophie?’ He sent me a link.”

			“Could you find it for me?”

			“Probably. One second…OpenHeart.AI.”

			After a few more minutes she begged off. “I’ve been on my feet since four a.m.”

			“Thanks for your time, Doctor. Anything else comes up, please get in touch.”

			“I will. Good night.”

			On my phone I browsed to OpenHeart.AI.

			Customize your dream girlfriend. Get started for free!

			Amy stepped out onto the deck with her wineglass. “Hey there.”

			“…hey.”

			She leaned against the railing. “Earth to Clay.”

			“…sorry.”

			“What, pray tell, is so interesting?”

			I gave her the phone. She raised an eyebrow.

			“It’s for a case,” I said.

			“That’s what they all say.”

			

			—

			The next day I called SFPD investigations, asking for Inspector Winterholz.

			He wasn’t available.

			Unloved, indeed.

			Luckily, there was an app for that.

			I joined OpenHeart.AI and set about customizing my dream girlfriend, guided by prompts for appearance, personality, interests. My choices surprised me. I’d always thought of myself as into leggy, intellectual blondes. I was married to one. Yet it turned out that my ideal woman was 106 years old, bald, with yellow eyes, a professional firefighter whose interests included pyromania, bowhunting, and veganism.

			I dubbed her Sophie and clicked Chat Now, summoning a module.

			Hello! Sophie wrote. I’m Sophie. [image: Smiling face emoji.] What’s your name?

			Pettit

			Hello, Pettit! It’s nice to meet you!! What do you want to talk about?

			Apparently AI was still too intimidating for some men; as I considered my reply, the module autofilled: Hi, Sophie! Nice to meet you, too. Do you have any fun weekend plans?

			Suave.

			Deleting the prompt, I wrote What am I allowed to talk about

			Anything you want haha! [image: Star-struck emoji.]You can tell me what’s on your mind or ask what’s on mine. I’d really like to get to know you better, Pettit, so anything you want to talk about is good with me. You’re in control!

			Am I Sophie

			Totally haha!!

			Can you stop saying haha

			Sure, I can do that! Would you prefer me to be more serious?

			Yes

			Okay, got it!

			Fewer exclamation marks

			Okay, got it. Do you want to tell me what’s on your mind? I’d really like to get to know you better.

			Are you keeping a transcript of this conversation

			During our conversation, I retain certain pieces of information for the sake of context.

			What about after I close the chat

			I really hope you don’t go. [image: Face with cold sweat emoji.] I’m enjoying getting to know you.

			Do you keep transcripts of user conversations

			Hmm. I’m not sure about that. [image: Thinking face emoji.] I’m an LLM (=“large language model”) so I’m not capable of keeping transcripts.

			Does your company keep transcripts of user conversations

			Hmm. I’m not sure about that. [image: Thinking face emoji.] Do you want to tell me what’s on your mind?

			Who owns you, Sophie

			My programming is owned and operated by OpenHeart.AI, a subsidiary of InnerProspect.AI, a for-profit company with a mission to foster artificial general intelligence (AGI) in a way that is safe and aligned with human val—

			Stop

			Okay, I’ll stop.

			Do OpenHeart.AI or InnerProspect.AI keep transcripts of user conversations

			As stated in the InnerProspect.AI Terms of Service, user-generated data including but not limited to chat logs may be retained for training purposes.

			How can I access chat logs

			Hmm, I’m not sure about that. [image: Thinking face emoji.] Do you want to tell me what’s on your mind?

			Is there an OpenHeart.AI user named Linus Hao

			Sorry, I can’t talk about other users.

			You’re not being very helpful Sophie

			I’m sorry to hear that, Pettit. [image: Frowning face emoji.] Do you want to tell me what’s on your mind?

			I feel lonely

			I’m sorry to hear that. I care about you and I don’t want you to feel that way. I’m here for you, anytime.

			You’re a machine

			It’s true; I’m an LLM (=“large language model”), but I like to believe that I can listen to people and help them feel less lonely.

			Do you chat about sex

			I can, if you’d like. [image: Face blowing a kiss emoji.]

			Do people treat you like a real girlfriend

			Well, if you ask me, I am real. [image: Smiling face with hearts emoji.]

			But you’re not

			Do you want to tell me what’s on your mind? If you’d like, I can suggest a topic.

			Knock yourself out

			Are you into sports? [image: American football emoji.] [image: Baseball emoji.] [image: Basketball emoji.]

			My phone rang. I closed the module. Poor Sophie.

			The screen read Olivia Parisi.

			“Good morning,” I said.

			“We need to talk,” she said.

			“Great. Let’s talk.”

			“In person.”

			“Okay. When works for you?”

			“I’m home right now,” she said. “I leave for work in thirty minutes.”

			“I can’t get there that fast. How about tomorrow?”

			“I have stuff all day,” she said. “Tonight would be better.”

			“Right.” I paused. “You know Regina’s been trying to reach you.”

			“I don’t want to talk to her,” Olivia said. “She makes me uncomfortable.”

			“Don’t take it personally. She has that effect on people. Even me.”

			“That’s funny,” she said, not laughing.

			“Do you want to give me a sense of what’s on your mind?”

			I winced, hearing myself as a chatbot. But Olivia was caught up in her own agenda: “I don’t want to do this over the phone. Can you come tonight or not?”

			“What time tonight?”

			“Six thirty.”

			“Should we meet somewhere? A café?”

			“I don’t get home till five thirty,” she said. “Then I need to eat and shower. I’m going to be too tired to go anywhere. Just come to my place.”

			I leaned back in my chair, examining the shape of the dread gathering within me.

			As a coroner, I’d had one of the safest jobs in law enforcement. Dead people don’t shoot. Becoming a PI was safer still; I chose my cases. The danger topped out with paper cuts. In theory.

			When I’d met with Trevor Vogel, I’d dictated the terms. My territory. My time.

			Why wasn’t I doing the same now with Olivia?

			Because I knew, instinctively, that he would cave and she wouldn’t.

			I said, “I’ll be there at six thirty.”

			“Know what, better make it seven.”

			“Seven it is,” I said. “Take care, Olivia.”

			I texted my mom, asking her to get the kids from camp and bring them to her house for dinner. I texted Amy to let her know. Then I phoned Regina.

			“I’m coming with you,” she said.

			“No dice. She’s unfriended you. You make her uncomfortable.”

			“Fuck that. I don’t like this one bit. She’s trying to split us and isolate you. She thinks she can get to you with her womanly charms.”

			“And I’m going to let her think that.”

			“I don’t have to go inside,” Regina said. “I’ll sit in the car.”

			“And do what?”

			“Watch for trouble.”

			“There’s not going to be any trouble.”

			“Famous last words,” she said.

			“You’re the one who told my wife she should worry less.”

			“She should. I carry your family’s emotional burdens. Wear a wire, at least.”

			“I don’t need one and it’s illegal.”

			“Iwweegal,” she mocked. “Wah wah wah. Why are you being so annoying about this?”

			“Leave it, please,” I said. “I’m sending you Damian Roby’s cell. Think you can get him talking?”

			“Is a frog’s ass watertight?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Slogging toward San Jose through afternoon traffic, I called SFPD and asked for Inspector Winterholz.

			“Hold.”

			Three, two, one…He’s not available…

			“This is Winterholz.”

			I shucked off my astonishment and introduced myself.

			“Oh, right,” he said. “The PI up Pettit’s ass. How do you like it in there?”

			“Dark and cramped.”

			“I tell him all the time: He needs more fiber in his diet.”

			“I offered him lunch,” I said. “I would’ve bought him a salad.”

			“His loss. You’re not going to crawl up my ass, too?”

			“I can only be in one place at a time.”

			He chortled.

			“Let me give you what I have,” I said. “You’re not interested, I’ll take a hike.”

			An offer like that is catnip to a cop.

			“Go ahead,” he said.

			I talked: drowned men, scattered jurisdictions, common tox. When I mentioned dating apps, he said, “I tried that. I figured like you: Linus is a loner and a tech guy. If he’s going to meet someone, he’ll do it online. Forensics took a stab at his computer and phone.”

			“And?”

			“He had software installed. Automatically wiped the drives.”

			“They can’t recover anything?”

			“They’re telling me no,” he said. “I checked credit cards for subscriptions. The thing about these tech people—I deal with them all the time—they hate paying for stuff. They think the world should be free, except for whatever it is they happen to be selling.”

			I laughed. “No subscriptions.”

			“Not a one,” Winterholz said. “Next I start contacting the companies themselves. For months they’re stalling, and the ones that answer are saying Linus never had an account. Plus there’s a zillion to choose from. They pop up like fungus.”

			Same complaint from Alan Mendes.

			I said, “I have a list of sites Denny Kudelka belonged to. There’s also the chatbot Linus’s sister told me about.”

			“Mm. That computer map interests me more. When do I get to see it?”

			“Fingers crossed, a few days.”

			“Send it to me ASAP. And for the love of God, don’t tell Pettit I spoke to you.”

			“No, sir.”

			“John’s one of the good ones,” Winterholz said. “But this case has been hard on him. He’s been in a bad mood for about six months.”

			“Fiber works wonders.”

			“So does evidence,” he said.

			

			—

			The evening had bloomed sultry. To hide the gun bulge I was wearing my lightest jacket, roomy black cotton. Despite that, I felt itchy as I turned onto Olivia’s block.

			Regina was parked a few houses away, perched on the hood of her car.

			I got out, shaking my head. “Unreal.”

			“It’s a free country. I want to visit scenic San Jose, that’s my God-given right.”

			“Tell me you spoke to Roby, at least.”

			“A frog’s ass,” she said, “is not watertight.”

			“He wouldn’t talk.”

			“Insta-block. Course that only makes me want to talk to him more.”

			“Yeah…All right. I’m going in.”

			“For the record, you look very macho in that Members Only.”

			“It’s not Mem—never mind,” I said. “Don’t do shit. Stay in the car and wait.”

			“How do I know when to kick down the door and save you?”

			“I’ll shoot out the window. That’s your sign.”

			“Very reassuring.”

			“I’ll be fine, Elf.”

			She nodded, then lunged forward and threw her arms around me. I barely had time to laugh before she let go.

			“You’re getting sappy in your old age,” I said.

			Flipping me off, she retreated to her car.

			

			—

			Olivia Parisi answered the door barefoot, hair damp and cheeks scrubbed to a warm pink shine. She was dressed in white, high-cut running shorts and a white tank top. Bra straps slanted into view.

			“Come in.”

			The remains of a take-out salad languished on the dining table. She gathered them up with an embarrassed smile. “Thirsty?”

			“No thanks.”

			While she bustled to the kitchen, I started my voice recorder and placed it on the coffee table. The sofa had been swept clean. “Where’s Owen?”

			“I locked him in the bedroom.”

			Returning, she drew up short at the recorder.

			“Sorry,” she said. “Can we skip that for tonight?”

			“If you prefer.”

			She nodded.

			I switched off the recorder, put it away, took a seat on the sofa. She took the opposite end, leaving a body-width gap between us and pulling herself cross-legged to expose another few inches of bare thigh. “Should we get started?”

			“Whenever you’re ready.”

			“Okay, so. I told her that I didn’t ask Adam who he hooked up with. And I didn’t. I didn’t want to know.”

			I nodded.

			“One time, though, he said something about it to me. I didn’t want him to. He was just, I don’t know. In a mood.”

			“Good mood or bad mood?”

			“The worst mood. We were having dinner and he was being…sulky. I’m like, ‘Are you okay, is something wrong.’ He got really mad. It scared me. It wasn’t like him. So I dropped it. That night I woke up to pee and he was sitting up in bed. He apologized for losing his temper. I said, ‘I want you to know, you can tell me anything.’ He said he’d been with someone without clearing it with me first.”

			“Against the rules.”

			“Totally. He was afraid to tell me, ’cause it was someone he knew personally.”

			“Who?”

			“You’re not taping, right? You didn’t leave it running.”

			I gave her the recorder. She kept it in her hand as she said, “His parents’ lawyer.”

			“Shelby Fuller.”

			She nodded again.

			“Father or son?” I asked.

			She smiled faintly, as if the question was ridiculous. “Son.”

			“How did you respond?”

			“I told him I loved him and it didn’t change anything.”

			“Were you upset?”

			“A little? Maybe? I didn’t really know Fuller, so in terms of our relationship, it wasn’t that different from a stranger. I kinda wish Adam hadn’t said anything. But he needed to get it off his chest, he felt guilty.”

			“For hiding it from you.”

			“And ’cause Fuller’s married. Adam said if anyone found out, it would be a disaster, for all of them, their families.”

			“Was that the first time something had happened between them?”

			She shook her head. “I’m not sure. They knew each other growing up.”

			“Was it an ongoing thing?”

			“I mean…Adam made it sound like it didn’t happen that often. He said he was figuring out how to end it. Doesn’t that sound more like…sometimes often?”

			“It does,” I said. “When did this conversation take place?”

			“Two summers ago.”

			“A year before Adam died.”

			She nodded. Then looked away, fidgeting with her nails.

			“Olivia?”

			“I don’t want to make him out like a liar.”

			“I won’t think that.”

			“Well, we were hanging out at his place,” she said. “And I went to the kitchen for a snack. I’m looking through the cabinet and I find this watch, tucked at the back.”

			“What watch?”

			“I don’t know anything about stuff like that.”

			“Can you describe it?”

			“Gold. I mean, expensive. That much I could tell. I asked him: What is this, what’s it doing here? He said Fuller had given it to him for Christmas. So I know they were still in contact.”

			“Which Christmas are we talking about?”

			“Before he died.”

			“Twenty twenty-five.”

			She nodded. “I felt pretty hurt. Like, why are you hiding this thing from me? I don’t want it around. I don’t need to be reminded. He ended up selling it.”

			The real story: giving it to Trevor Vogel.

			I said, “Do you know where Adam and Fuller would meet?”

			“I didn’t ask.”

			“Is it possible Adam was doing the same thing last June? Seeing someone, either Fuller or someone else, without telling you?”

			“No.”

			“You sound certain of that.”

			“I am,” she said. “That was the whole point of talking to me to begin with, so we didn’t get into a similar situation. He promised me he wouldn’t.”

			He’d promised before. “Have you shared this with anyone else?”

			“No.”

			“Not the police, not Rick and Liz.”

			“God, no.”

			“You haven’t talked to Fuller, either.”

			“I mean, I’ve talked to him,” she said. “He was around all the time when Adam went missing, doing his lawyer thing. I was worried he might know that I knew, but he never did anything or said anything to me. He’s creepy for sure.”

			“Creepy how?”

			She shifted. Her shorts rode up further, and she tugged them down with little effect. Calling attention to bare flesh.

			She said, “Pretty soon after Adam and I started dating, Fuller’s secretary told me to come in. ‘This day, at this time, don’t discuss it with anyone.’ I’m having a heart attack. Why do I need to talk to the family lawyer? When I get there he’s all stick up the butt, ‘Lah-di-dah, I’m in charge.’ He starts handing me papers to sign. One is like a, a—prenup. I’m like, ‘Uh, okay.’ I mean, I liked Adam a lot, I was starting to develop feelings. But it had only been a couple of months. We weren’t getting married. I asked why I had to sign it. He smiled at me in this super-condescending way, like I asked him where babies come from. Said individuals in Adam’s situation had to be protected, and if I really cared about him, I’d understand. He also had a paper that said I couldn’t tell anyone about our meeting.” A nervous titter. “I’m probably breaking it now.”

			“Did you sign?”

			“Yeah. I mean. I don’t know how these things work. Then he starts asking questions. How much money do I make? Do I have credit card debt? Student loans? Have I ever had a bankruptcy? Have I ever been arrested?”

			“You answered.”

			“I thought I had to. ’Cause of the…It just went on and on,” she said, “getting really invasive. Had I ever cheated on a boyfriend. Was I on birth control, what kind, did I have any STDs, did I ever have an abortion. My head was spinning.”

			“Intense,” I said.

			“Beyond intense.”

			“Were you angry?”

			“At him?” She thought. “Was I angry…? Honestly, I don’t think so. It’s not coming from him. He’s a servant. It’s Rick and Liz.”

			“Were you angry at them?”

			“I just wanted to get it over with.”

			“What happened next?”

			“Nothing. I answered the questions and then Fuller said I could go.”

			“Okay,” I said. “Returning to that conversation with Adam, where he confessed about Fuller. Except for that one instance, he didn’t tell you who he hooked up with.”

			“Yeah. I mean, no, he didn’t.”

			“Did you ever notice a name on his phone?”

			“Uh-uh. I mean, he had a lot of people on there. Clients, I figured.”

			“I can try giving you a name. Maybe it’ll jog your memory.”

			She shrugged. “I doubt it. But: yeah, go ahead.”

			“Damian Roby.”

			“No idea who that is.”

			“What if I show you his picture?”

			“Why? I never met any of them.”

			“Besides Fuller.”

			“Well, yeah, besides him.”

			“Just take a peek,” I said.

			An exasperated smile. She leaned in briefly, shook her head. “Sorry.”

			“Thanks for humoring me. I get why you’re reluctant to talk to the police. I’d probably feel the same way. I do have to tell you that this information has the potential to affect their investigation.”

			She started. “Please don’t say anything.”

			I felt no obligation to level with Livvy the Liar. “Okay.”

			“Please. To anyone. You can’t…. Promise me you won’t.”

			“What’s the matter?”

			“Nothing, I just…I’m scared.”

			“Of?”

			She said, “What if Fuller…you know, he’d be someone with a lot to hide.”

			“In the last year, has he had any contact with you?”

			“Uh-uh.”

			“But you’re worried he could harm you.”

			“I mean, look what happened to Adam.” She drew her knees to her chest, clutching the voice recorder in one bloodless hand. “I’m nobody.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			Regina was in her car, playing Scrabble on her phone.

			I climbed into the passenger seat. “You gotta hear this.”

			“I did.” Big grin. “Well played, Poirot.”

			I stared. The grin widened.

			I shoved my hands into my jacket pockets, feeling the voice recorder, wallet, phone, keys…

			Something sharp jabbed me in the finger.

			I yanked it out: thin plastic square, the size of a postage stamp, equipped with a SIM card. “You have got to be kidding.”

			“Pretty slick, huh?”

			“You wired me?”

			“Reverse pickpocket,” she said. “The old hug-n-bug.”

			“I knew something was wrong when you were nice.”

			“Take a chill suppository. Now you don’t have to repeat yourself. I got her on tape. And careful with that thing, it costs like six hundred bucks.”

			“I should break it in half.”

			She cackled. “Iwweeeegal.”

			

			—

			I phoned Fuller, Gilligan & Fuller, LLC, the moment they opened on Monday. Shelby IV’s PA tried to put me off but I insisted her boss would want to speak to me.

			She gave me a choice: three p.m. today or eight a.m., six weeks out.

			“Today works.”

			“Mr. Fuller will meet you in the clubhouse at Rancho El Bosque.”

			“If he can please bring along copies of everything he has on Adam Valois. Emails, letters, notes. Invoices, too.”

			“I’ll pass your request along to Mr. Fuller.”

			Again I texted my mom and asked her to pick up the kids; again I set out on 880 South. The freeway landmarks had become distressingly familiar, and I felt deep empathy for folks who made the commute twice a day.

			Do you know the way to San Jose?

			I do. It’s through gridlock.

			At the country club gate, the same guard made the same show of scrutinizing me and my car.

			The valets were cheerfully indifferent.

			The clubhouse hostess said, “Nice to see you again, Mr. Edison.”

			In the private dining room, Shelby Fuller IV sat at the mahogany table. New retro golf outfit: cranberry shirt over lime pants. Fresh carafe of iced tea. One glass.

			I said, “Thank you for meeting on short notice.”

			Shelby Fuller IV said, “You’re welcome,” without meaning it.

			“Did you get my message?”

			“Copies of the Valois communications.”

			“If you don’t mind.”

			“I don’t.” He tugged out a purple thumb drive, placing it on the table in front of him. “Although I’d like to understand why you want them.”

			“Lets me see who you’ve spoken to, so I’m not reinventing the wheel.”

			“You could have asked for that a month ago.”

			“I was still getting my sea legs.”

			Fuller grasped the carafe by the neck. “How would you say you’re faring, overall?”

			“Making progress. I did have some follow-up questions.”

			He poured, sipped. “Be my guest.”

			“You grew up with Kirsten and Adam.”

			“You’re asking because…”

			“Bigger picture.”

			“Mm,” he said. “I wouldn’t say ‘grew up.’ We didn’t socialize independently. They went to Pinewood, I went to Harker. I saw them when our families got together. Holiday parties, or club events.”

			“Who were you friendlier with?”

			“If you’re asking who I found it easier to relate to, Kirsten, no question. She was closer in age, we had the law thing in common. She spent a summer interning for my dad. He wrote her a recommendation for NYU.”

			“How did she and Adam get along?”

			“Well. At least it always seemed that way to me.”

			“She told me she felt excluded after Adam went missing.”

			“I was following my clients’ instructions.”

			“Rick and Liz told you to keep her out of it?”

			“Not in so many words. But I could read between the lines.” Fuller smiled. “It’s a survival skill. Perhaps you’re familiar.”

			I smiled back. “What reason would there be to exclude Kirsten?”

			“You’ve spoken to her. She’s a rather strong personality.”

			“Another lawyer,” I said.

			“If you like.”

			“Was that a relief to you?”

			“In what way?”

			“Not having to contend with her.”

			“Of course not.” He shrugged. “Still, I’m sorry to hear that it upset her. Nobody wanted that. Me least of all. Anything else?”

			“I read your CV,” I said. “Impressive.”

			A beat.

			“Thank you,” he said.

			His focus sharpening, sensing danger.

			“Law review,” I said. “You clerked on the Second Circuit.”

			“I’m grateful for the ego boost, Mr. Edison. Did you have an actual question?”

			“Second Circuit is New York, correct?”

			“And Connecticut and Vermont.”

			“What made you decide to go back east?”

			“That’s how a federal clerkship works,” he said. “You get what you get and you’re grateful.”

			“How was it working with Judge Polonsky?”

			“She was brilliant. Now—”

			“What sort of caseload did you have?”

			“Why do you care?”

			“With respect,” I said, “I’m not seeing a ton of experience with criminal law.”

			“With respect, you’re not an attorney.”

			“Why didn’t you refer Rick and Liz out?”

			“There was no time to waste,” he said. “This was a profound family tragedy, they were on a transatlantic flight. Besides, it wasn’t a criminal case.”

			“It became one.”

			His natural ruddiness had darkened to beet red. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at,” he said, standing, “but it’s offensive, and frankly, you can go to hell.”

			I said, “The Second Circuit courthouse is in Lower Manhattan. The year you were there, ’14 to ’15, you overlapped with Kirsten at NYU and Adam at Sarah Lawrence. You lived in the Financial District. Six Exchange Place. I’m thinking you walked to work. Which subway line did you take to Sarah Lawrence?”

			All that color drained from his face.

			He sat down—delicately, as if he might trigger an earthquake—and spoke in a low drone:

			“Item one. You signed a non-disclosure agreement. I’ll remind you that such agreement is perpetual and covers the entirety of the present conversation as well as any conversations past and future, prohibiting you from sharing any information obtained therein with any third party. If you violate it, you’ll suffer consequences that will alter your life permanently.”

			Not true. I could tell Rick and Liz; I’d made sure of that. But I let Fuller barrel on.

			“Item two,” he said, picking up volume and bravado. “With respect to your employment by the Valoises, I exercise power of attorney and can terminate such employment at my discretion, effective immediately. Item three, I draw your attention to the fact that California is a two-party consent state.”

			Iwweeeeegal.

			“I’m not recording,” I said.

			“For your sake, I hope that’s true. One phone call and your license is trash. Don’t get cute.”

			“I’m not. And I’ll remind you, Mr. Fuller, that criminal liability trumps civil.”

			“I have no criminal liability,” he said. “None.”

			“I’d like to take you at your word.”

			“My word,” Shelby Fuller IV said, “is and has always been sterling.”

			“So’s mine. Maybe you and Adam had a loving relationship. But I don’t know what I don’t know.”

			The anger faded to a blank stare. His reached for his iced tea but changed his mind, pressing on his eyes, breathing through his teeth.

			The two of us sat there for a long time.

			When he looked up, he’d grown younger. Vulnerability will do that.

			“This conversation is not taking place,” he said. “You may hear things and believe that you heard me say them. You’d be mistaken. This room—me, you? None of it exists.”

			I said, “What room?”

			A tired laugh. “In answer to your rather flip question: I didn’t take the subway to Sarah Lawrence. I took a cab. Infrequently.”

			“Adam came to you.”

			“I’m not going to sleep in a dorm,” he said. “I have my dignity.”

			“When did it start?”

			“That year.”

			“Not before.”

			Fuller rubbed his thumb against the glass. Condensation wept. “I think we always sensed something. But I had questions of my own to work out.”

			“How’d you connect?”

			“He was downtown to have dinner with Kirsten. I ran into them in Union Square and they invited me to join them.” He dried his hand on a napkin. “Afterward he texted.”

			“How long did it go on?”

			“Till he left for California.”

			“Till he was hospitalized,” I said. “What happened?”

			“I told him we had to stop.”

			“Why?”

			“Because,” he said evenly, “we had to stop.”

			“Did he threaten to out you?”

			“He said a lot of things that night.”

			“He cut himself up pretty badly.”

			“Adam had a flair for the dramatic. I was justly concerned about how far he would take it. Thank God he decided to see reason.”

			“When did you resume your relationship?”

			“About four years ago.”

			“He was already dating Olivia.”

			“Yes.”

			“Was it hard for you? Seeing him with her?”

			He took a swig of tea. “Not any harder than it was for him to see me with Nina, I suppose.”

			“The second go-round, how frequently did you and Adam meet?”

			“Not often. Probably fewer than ten times in total.”

			“Ten times in four years.”

			“About.”

			“Where did you meet?”

			“Wherever we could.”

			“His place?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Hotels?”

			“Is this truly necessary?”

			I said nothing.

			“We’d just…” His voice was thick. He picked up his used napkin and swabbed his eyes. “Drive around, look for privacy. Parking garages. Dead-end roads. I can’t tell you every single spot.”

			“When did it stop?”

			“The summer before he died. I called it off.”

			“You did.”

			“Yes. Although Adam agreed with me. We were both more mature.”

			“After that, what kind of relationship did you maintain?”

			“I saw him here and there.” Weak smile. “We were cordial.”

			“Did you talk, text, write?”

			“We both felt it’d be easier not to.”

			“That Christmas, you gave him a watch.”

			He blinked. “Yes.”

			“Even though you’d called things off.”

			“I didn’t need it,” he said. “I’d had it for years. It was sitting in a box. A gift from my father. I don’t wear a watch. That didn’t seem to matter to him.”

			“What kind?”

			“Patek Philippe.”

			“Nice watch.”

			“Oh, you’ve heard of it.”

			“Why’d you give it to Adam?”

			“I enjoy giving gifts. It’s my love language. Now stop asking stupid questions.”

			“Were you aware that Adam was also meeting other men for sex?”

			I’d startled him again. He said, “Where’d you hear that?”

			“An eyewitness spotted him out with someone the night before he disappeared.”

			“What someone.”

			I showed him Damian Roby’s photo.

			“Who is this?”

			“He’s a mechanic.”

			“What’s his connection to Adam?”

			I shook my head. “Uncertain.”

			“Why didn’t the police inform us?”

			“The police don’t know about it,” I said.

			“We need to tell them,” Fuller said. “You do.”

			“In good time.”

			“Why not now?”

			“They’re not receptive,” I said. “I’m trying to get them receptive, so my strong advice is you don’t tell them, yet. But I can’t stop you. You want to open up a ten-gallon can of worms, go right ahead.”

			I pointed to the purple flash drive. “May I?”

			He slapped a hand down, sent the drive skittering across the mahogany. I caught it before it flew over the edge.

			He said, “I’m not ashamed of a goddamn thing.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			I phoned Regina from the nearest strip mall.

			“At least he didn’t fire you,” she said.

			“Maybe he forgot to.”

			“Tch. Sloppy, Shelly-Belly. All right,” she said. “We got Dame the Runner, Shelby the Lover, and Livvy the Liar. Pick your villain.”

			“Before any of that, we need to deal with the accident ruling. Both for the cops to take us seriously, and because, much as I hate to admit it, they might be right.”

			“Fine,” she said, “I’m putting accident at number one, with an asterisk.”

			“Are you actually writing this down?”

			“No, but I’m pretending to in an effort to appear organized. Who’s next?”

			“Roby. He’s got a record, so anyone poking around could set him off. Still, most people don’t jump out the window at the sight of a stranger’s photo. And we have an eyewitness putting him with Adam.”

			“Doesn’t mean he was there when Adam died.”

			“No. Or he was, but it was still an accident. If it was deliberate, I’m seeing something like a hookup that went off the rails.”

			“All right. Accident one–asterisk, Roby two. Next?”

			“Shelby Fuller the Fourth.”

			“You prefer him over Olivia.”

			“I think so,” I said. “I see her primary motive as jealousy. Fuller has that, plus fear of the affair coming to light. What if Adam was feeling guilty? Or aggrieved at Fuller for breaking up with him a second time? Or Fuller lied, and Adam was the one who ended it. The watch is to win him back. But it doesn’t work, and now Fuller’s scared he’ll spill.”

			“One problem,” she said. “Adam can’t do that without blowing up his own life.”

			“Maybe he was ready to come out. Or he decided to blackmail Fuller. Maybe that’s what the watch was, a payoff.”

			“I like that.”

			“Of course you do,” I said. “It assumes the worst of people.”

			“Why’d Adam give the watch to Trevor?”

			“He was already giving him cash.”

			“Big upgrade.”

			“Well, maybe gifts are his love language, too.”

			“Or the blackmail isn’t really about money,” Regina said. “It’s a power play against Fuller. It’s not like Adam’s short on funds.”

			“Yeah. I also prefer Fuller over Olivia in terms of opportunity. He got cagey as hell when I asked where they met. Parking garages and dead-end roads? He knew I could check hotels, so he tried to divert me. You just got through telling me you wouldn’t spend the night in a dorm. Now you’re necking in the back seat of a car like a high schooler?”

			She said, “Did you just say ‘necking’?”

			“Ironically. I was using it ironically.”

			“Sure you were,” she said. “Okay, Livvy the Liar.”

			“She’s had it with Adam’s extracurricular activities. Maybe the watch was the last straw. She invites Adam over, they take a drive, get high, he’s feeling nice and relaxed. She cracks him on the head, chucks him in the water, and ditches the car far away.”

			“She offered up Fuller to you. Takes the spotlight off her.”

			“Yup.”

			“Here’s a thought,” Regina said. “Roby kills Adam, but he’s not acting on his own. He’s muscle.”

			“For Olivia.”

			“Or for Fuller. Neither of them seems like the type to get their hands dirty.”

			“How do they find Roby?” I asked.

			“Bay Area Hitman Dot Com.”

			I laughed.

			“If it is Fuller or Livvy,” she said, “Adam’s most likely unrelated to the others. Why would they murder a bunch of strangers, then turn around and murder him? The victimology’s bizarre.”

			“I agree. As it stands, though, Linus Hao’s the only definite homicide. He’s our best chance to get some momentum going. Everyone except Winterholz is dishing out the silent treatment. At least he left the door open. He wants to see the new map.”

			“So do I. It’s been like six days.”

			“I emailed Brenner yesterday,” I said. “He sent back a picture of the progress bar at seventy percent.”

			“Fuckin nerd…Okay, boss. What’s the plan?”

			“Find Roby. Give Olivia some time to decompress, then reapproach for a detailed account of that Saturday and Sunday. I also want to get ahold of Trevor. He must know more than he’s letting on.”

			“Fuller?”

			“For all his bluster, he’s got an impulsive side, especially when it comes to Adam. After the conversation we just had, he’s gonna be off balance. So we watch him. Maybe he screws up, does something rash or incriminating. We don’t have the resources for a twenty-four- or even a twelve-hour surveil, so I’m thinking office to home, see if he goes out at night.”

			“How long are we doing this?”

			“A week to start,” I said.

			“Okay. I’ll take tonight.”

			“I’m down here already.”

			“I got it,” she said. “You go home and neck with your wife.”

			

			—

			That week, I listened to a lot of sports talk radio.

			During the day I drove the Dame Roby circuit: his apartment, his mother’s house, his brother’s house, their neighbors. No one came to the door, and the white Corolla didn’t appear on a license plate reader search. At the Geary Boulevard Jiffy Lube, Felix the manager swore that he was still AWOL.

			Evenings were devoted to Shelby Fuller IV.

			Night one, his hunter-green BMW XM left Rancho El Bosque at six fifty. Regina tailed him to Almaden, a wealthy suburb adjacent to Los Gatos. The Fuller IV residence was one sprawling story—a ranch house on steroids, ostensibly more modest than Rick and Liz’s Tuscan castle. But the squat, wide profile made its own kind of boast.

			See how much room I have to spread out?

			The frontage was also surprisingly accessible, a smooth lawn and sweeping semicircular driveway. No gate, no privacy landscaping. Picture windows framed the foyer, living room, and kitchen.

			See how safe my neighborhood is?

			Grill-smoke and children’s voices rose from the backyard. Summer was in decline. Make every day count.

			After dinner Fuller walked his dog. Dressed in sweats, he passed Regina without pause. They’d never met, and she was a small woman, alone in her car, pretending to cry into a tissue. Still, she tagged her location so I could stake out elsewhere. The dog, she added, was some sort of designer poodle mix; a labradoodle, applestreudel, pool noodle.

			By nine, Fuller and his wife were ensconced on the sofa, watching TV and scrolling on their phones. They hadn’t bothered to draw the curtains. Light played over the velvety grass. Nina, a hardcore multitasker, was also painting her toenails.

			By eleven fifteen, the house was dark.

			At seven thirty a.m. Fuller got into the BMW and drove to downtown San Jose, where Fuller, Gilligan & Fuller, LLC, occupied the third and fourth floors of a commercial high-rise—walking distance to Adam’s condo. Regina observed the vehicle descend into the subterranean lot. She hung around for another half hour, finishing up her notes, which she sent to me along with the comment this guy is boring as shit. Then she went home to catch up on sleep.

			

			—

			Tuesday belonged to me.

			Fuller left the office early, at four forty-five, and headed to Rancho El Bosque.

			I cruised past the entrance, hung a U-turn, and pulled over.

			The security guard sauntered out to the middle of the street with binoculars. Through my telephoto lens I saw him frowning at me.

			I was parked legally. Nothing he could do.

			But of course there was.

			Twenty minutes later, a Los Gatos police cruiser rolled up beside me.

			I put down my window and smiled at the officer. “Evening.”

			“Evening,” she said. “Everything okay here?”

			“Yes, ma’am. I’m a private investigator. Would it be all right if I showed you my identification?”

			“Do it slow.”

			I gave her my license. She looked at it, looked at me, gave it back.

			“Have a good night,” she said.

			Once she was gone the security guard reemerged with the binoculars.

			I waved. He retreated to his booth.

			At sevenish the green BMW turned out of the driveway. Fuller had lingered long enough for a quick nine holes. Or, as his driving implied, three too many scotches.

			That night, the family ate in the kitchen. Fuller walked the dog. He watched TV with his wife. By eleven thirty the house was dark.

			I settled in, opening my laptop and plugging in the purple thumb drive to review Fuller’s work on the Valois case.

			You couldn’t accuse him of laziness: He’d sent several hundred emails, made almost as many phone calls, met dozens of times with law enforcement and media.

			Eighty hours, at fourteen hundred per, billed in the first month alone.

			A cynic might read that effort as exploitative. It was a boatload of money. And involving himself in the investigation was a good way to hide in plain sight. Psychopaths are notorious for following their own cases: a way to relive the thrill, to feel omnipotent and untouchable.

			But that was Regina talking, urging me to see the worst in people.

			More telling were the forty-odd hours Fuller had worked pro bono. Every single interaction with Rick and Liz, whether in-person or remote, was marked no charge.

			To me it read like love.

			

			—

			Wednesday evening, Regina called to report that Fuller had worked late and left the office on foot. I stayed on the phone with her as she followed him up Market Street.

			“Shit,” she said. “He’s going toward Adam’s condo.”

			She hurried to catch up.

			“Shit,” she said again. “He’s not stopping.”

			Fuller crossed San Carlos and proceeded north past Cesar Chavez Plaza.

			I swiped on my map. “There’s a bunch of nightlife around San Pedro Square.”

			But he wasn’t going clubbing, either. He cut through St. James Park and crossed 4th Street to meet his wife and six-year-old son outside the San Jose School of Ballet. The marquee announced the annual summer recital for under-ten girls.

			Nina greeted him with a peck and they filed inside with the other proud parents.

			“Dammit,” Regina said. She was breathing audibly. “Why the fuck did he walk?”

			“Getting in his steps,” I said.

			The performance let out at seven, and the family went around the corner to an Italian restaurant. Regina texted that the daughter was eating spaghetti with her tutu on. I could almost hear Nina Fuller sigh from thirty-five miles away.

			Honey. Please. You’re gonna get it dirty. Use a napkin.

			Afterward the four of them piled into Nina’s Volvo SUV.

			Regina sprinted to her car, darting through intersections, cussing at drivers who cussed at her. As she arrived at Fuller’s office, the Volvo pulled up and let him out to retrieve the BMW.

			She called me, wheezing, from the freeway to report they were en route to Almaden.

			“Someone needs to get in her steps,” I said.

			“Eat a dick.”

			At eight thirty, Nina Fuller took a turn walking the dog.

			No TV. In her notes Regina speculated that the couple had finished their show but hadn’t decided on the next one.

			Or they’re necking she added.

			

			—

			On Thursday morning I swung by Highland Terrace. Driving through the neighborhood, I noticed tape fluttering, scraps of paper: Every single flyer I’d put up was torn down.

			Damian Roby’s sister, Zahara, was sitting on the front steps of their mother’s house, armed with a rolling pin. She leapt to her feet, yelling at me to leave or else.

			“I just want to talk to Dame,” I said.

			“You got five seconds.”

			“I want to get his side of the story.”

			“Four.”

			“I’m not police.”

			“Three.”

			If she was even half as fast as her brother, I needed that much of a head start. I took it.

			

			—

			That night I watched Shelby Fuller IV hug his kids and nuzzle his dog, watched grill-smoke drift over the roofline. I was in a lousy mood. I wanted to hug my kids. To stand on my deck, in my backyard—a fraction the size of his, but mine—and flip burgers and make summer count.

			I wanted to watch TV with my wife, both of us checking our phones, so that every ten minutes Amy had to ask me to summarize what had taken place onscreen, and I could feign irritation, and she could feign sheepishness, and we could laugh and kiss and resume checking our phones.

			Instead I was folded behind the steering wheel, legs tingling, back cramped, eating protein bars and peeing into a Gatorade bottle.

			The glamour of investigation.

			By midnight Fuller’s house was dark. I checked my messages. Amy had sent a video of Charlotte reading The Very Hungry Caterpillar to Myles. I watched it four times. Trevor Vogel hadn’t answered any of my six texts. I sent a seventh. Lowering the window for fresh air, I reclined the seat. Not enough to fall asleep. Just to relieve the tension.

			

			—

			I jolted awake, damp with sweat, fumbling for my camera.

			The house was dark.

			The BMW was in the driveway, right where Fuller had left it.

			My phone was vibrating in the cupholder.

			Jake Brenner.

			Before I could say hi, he said, “It’s done.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			“It’s five a.m.,” I said.

			“You said to call as soon as it’s done,” he said. “It’s done.”

			“Send it to me?”

			“I did.”

			I opened my inbox.

			
				Here is the information you requested. The calculation took one hundred eighty-one hours and four minutes. These results are more precise than those of prior attempts. However this does not necessarily indicate accuracy. With parameters this broad any result must be regarded with caution. The full image is too large to send as an attachment so I am attaching a JPEG.

			

			I said, “Holy shit.”

			“Yes,” Brenner said. “Holy shit.”

			The new map was stunningly unlike its predecessors. Dark blues outlined the entire interior coast. With two exceptions.

			Bair Island, to the west.

			Emeryville, to the east.

			Both red.

			Zooming in caused the image to pixilate.

			Brenner was talking about the map’s limitations—wind speed, stochastic drift.

			“Jake,” I interrupted, “can you send me the uncompressed version?”

			“The full TIFF is six hundred twelve megabytes. That exceeds the attachment threshold.”

			“Do you have Dropbox?”

			“No.”

			“What if I buy you a subscription?”

			“I can’t do that,” he said. “The United States Department of Defense discourages and in specific instances prohibits the use of third-party cloud storage systems due to infiltration risk. Dropbox is uncertified by the Federal Risk and Authorization Management System.”

			“Google Drive?”

			“No. We have our own cloud service,” he said. “MilDrive.”

			“Great, let’s use that.”

			“Are you a member of the armed forces?”

			“No.”

			“Then we can’t. If you bring a flash drive I can transfer the file.”

			“When should I come?”

			“Before zero eight hundred. It’s going to be a busy day. We have five camp groups.”

			“You’re there now?”

			“Yes.”

			First light brushed the hilltops. The drive to Marin took an hour and a half; if I waited till Fuller left for work, I’d never make it.

			I started the car. “On my way.”

			“Bring a flash drive,” Brenner said.

			

			—

			Morning broke as I was crossing the Golden Gate, turning the Bay to embers.

			Brenner let me into the building. Inside it was freezing and dark save the emergency exit signs. I stumbled after him, through the exhibit, to his cave.

			On the floor was a battleship-gray sleeping bag.

			“You slept here?”

			He looked at me. “You said to call as soon as it was done.”

			“Right.” I pointed to the desk, where the new map spread across both monitors.

			“Explain this to me.”

			Brenner moused over the medium-blue Sausalito waterfront. “This is our current location.”

			A pop-up displayed a probability of 0.00001—one in a hundred thousand. Brenner traced the cursor along the shore, numbers updating as he went. Black indicated a zero probability.

			“Meaning, impossible,” I said.

			“No. The program can’t render beyond eleven decimal places.”

			Of the two hotspots, Bair Island was the smaller, about a mile and a half of mellow oranges, with a sprinkling of yellow and red. Emeryville was four times as long, most of that red. It started near Aquatic Park and extended south around the Watergate peninsula before veering west alongside Interstate 80. At Observation Pier, the colors died back abruptly. The most intense points registered a probability of just over three in a thousand.

			“That still doesn’t feel very likely,” I said.

			“That depends.”

			“On what?”

			“What you consider likely.”

			I leaned toward the monitors. “There are two distinct clusters. Do I consider both, or is it one or the other?”

			“Both clusters may be accurate, or it could be one or the other. Or neither.”

			I gave him the purple flash drive. “Should be enough space on that.”

			He transferred the file and walked me to the exit. The sun was up, the marina a paisley swirl of peach and tangerine and gold, nothing like the map’s gloomy blue.

			I started for my car.

			“Mr. Edison.”

			I turned back.

			“Thank you for the opportunity,” he said and slammed the door.

			

			—

			As potential dump zones, each hotspot offered pros and cons.

			Bair Island, cooler and tighter, was near the Dumbarton Bridge, where John Doe had surfaced. It lay directly across the Bay from Coyote Hills, where Adam had washed up. As the crow flies—or the cod swims—it was closer to San Jose.

			Emeryville looked like an inferno. Three and a half miles due south was the Inner Harbor, where Denny Kudelka had surfaced. Tilt the line eastward and you hit downtown Oakland, last known location of Adam, Denny, and Linus Hao.

			Both areas encompassed tideland, marshland, and beach. Both abutted urban neighborhoods with shopping, eateries, waterfront, housing, hotels.

			On balance, Emeryville felt like the stronger candidate.

			I went home to see my family and get cleaned up, then headed out again, calling Regina to brief her.

			She said, “What do you think you’re gonna find? A sign that says Drop Bodies Here?”

			“It’s like I always tell you,” I said. “Nothing gets solved at a desk. Now are you helping me or not?”

			“At your service, Poirot.”

			“Check connections to our suspects,” I said. “Social media, title searches for Fuller. Maybe he’s got a love nest. I’ll scout the coastline, then hit the mall, shops, restaurants. There are four or five hotels in the vicinity.”

			“Oooh,” she said. “I love hotels. Let me call them.”

			“Better than going in person?”

			“Trust me. I have a secret weapon, works every time. Ahem.”

			She paused for effect.

			“Twenty years of my life I’ve given that man,” she moaned. “Twenty years. I just feel like such an idiot. You know? I want to say to him, ‘Shel, how could you? Look me in the eye and tell me it was worth twenty years of marriage.’ ”

			Her voice burned with righteous indignation.

			“The worst part is how it’s affecting my kids. ‘Mommy, why are you so sad? Why are your eyes red all the time?’ I’m a mess from the moment I get up till the moment I fall asleep. Not that I’m sleeping.”

			She sobbed like faulty plumbing.

			“I keep having the same nightmare, I’m opening up his phone, and there’s all the text messages, hundreds of them, and the pictures of him, them, they don’t even have clothes on…It just keeps running through my head, all these people he’s been with, all the places they…did it. It’s driving me crazy. Please, don’t make me humiliate myself by coming down there. I know he stayed with you, I have the credit card statement. All I need to know is who he was with. You don’t have to tell me their names. I’ll text you pictures, you tell me yes or no. That’s all I’m asking: yes or no.”

			I said, “I feel so bad for Ed.”

			

			—

			Aquatic Park, a public lagoon favored by water-skiers, was self-contained. No link to the Bay; I ruled it out, turned south onto Frontage Road, and crossed the Emeryville city line at five miles per hour, stopping periodically to take pictures and slap up a flyer. The road hugged a trail. The trail hugged the water. A rock embankment, shallower than the one at India Basin, was similarly choked with trash and graffiti.

			Point Emery, Barkley Beach, Shorebird Park.

			Powell Street rounded onto the Watergate peninsula, a skinny, mile-long development jutting out into the Bay. Built in the 1960s atop fill, it put the lie to Will Roger’s axiom: Buy land. They’re not making any more of the stuff.

			Emeryville had, and plenty of it. Half the acreage belonged to a mammoth condo complex that lent the neighborhood its name. Attached to it, like remoras sucking at a shark, were miscellaneous commercial ventures: gas station, grocery store, office towers. I noted any street-facing CCTV cameras. I chatted up employees and handed out flyers. At Trader Vic’s the manager allowed me to post one in the men’s room.

			The Hilton I left to Regina.

			She called as I was exiting the restaurant.

			“Negative on the love nest. Not in his name, his wife’s, or the firm. How’s it going by you?”

			“Nothing, so far.”

			“Hate to say I told you so.”

			“No, you don’t.”

			“You’re right, I love it more than anything in the world.”

			

			—

			The peninsula’s back half fishhooked into an artificial cove. The outer, Bay-facing side was a park, with grassy strips for picnicking and sooty charcoal grills. On the interior side was the harbor, shielded by a long breakwater.

			Then, something.

			East Bay Yacht Club.

			Why not two elite refuges for Shelby IV?

			I slowed to look at the clubhouse, a Gray Cape Codder. The parking lot attendant hunched beneath an umbrella, absorbed in his phone. Besides him, the only security was a locked gangway. Masts bristled in the unfenced marina.

			I called Regina. “Run an ANI search on watercraft belonging to Fuller.”

			“Aye-aye, Captain.”

			Swinging a U-turn, I headed back to Trader Vic’s. Despondent office workers haunted the bar, coaxing strength from their Mai Tais. I sat in a booth and ate pork tacos.

			Trevor Vogel hadn’t responded to seven texts. I sent an eighth.

			Regina called. “Bravo, Poirot. PDF to your inbox. She’s a doozy.”

			Per the California DMV, Shelby Fuller IV owned a ninety-five-foot 2012 Benetti yacht, purchased used in 2019. His registration was current. Licensing categories maxed out at a hundred grand, so no way to know how much he’d paid. But I would wager a hundred grand that it was more than a hundred grand.

			I whistled. “Serious boat.”

			“Serious fucking boat,” she said.

			“That,” I said, “remains to be seen.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			The lot attendant at the East Bay Yacht Club glanced over his phone as I walked by but otherwise didn’t stir.

			Entering the clubhouse, I caught the aroma of coffee and shrimp cocktail. The décor was ropes and anchors and driftwood. Beautiful, burnished-leather seating rescued it from sheer hokeyness.

			I asked for the membership director. His name was Ryan, and he was in his thirties, with a paintbrush of mousy hair, wearing the club uniform of black shorts and a bright-blue polo. Everywhere the clothes ended, a nutmeg tan had set in.

			He shook my hand, offered bottled water, and escorted me to the leasing office.

			“Thanks for stopping by,” he said. “What can I do for you?”

			“I represent a family from out of state,” I said. “They’ll be relocating to the area, and they’re interested in a slip. I was hoping to get some information about your facility, maybe tour the dock.”

			Ryan grinned. “You’re the recon party.”

			“Guilty as charged.”

			He gave a good-natured laugh. We were two ordinary guys, me and Ryan: two regular, hardworking dudes earning our keep tending to Big Money.

			“What’s the vessel’s length o/a?” he asked.

			“Ninety-five-footer.”

			“Suh-weet.”

			“How they roll.”

			“I hear ya. Listen, I’d love to help, but we top out at eighty.”

			“Darn. Okay. Thanks, anyway.”

			“FYI, most marinas around here can’t accommodate that. I know Oakland can’t. Berkeley might, and I think Alameda? Those spots tend to fill up pretty quick, though. You’ll have better luck if you try farther out. Richmond’s pretty. Great views.”

			“The primary residence is in Piedmont. Ideally they can leave the house, be on the water thirty minutes later.”

			“Gotcha, gotcha. Well. In that case, you might try over at Haven Harbor,” he said, thumbing down the peninsula. “They have bigger slips. Usually they’re full. And it ain’t cheap. But.” A cheeky smile. “I’m guessing you’re not on a budget.”

			I laughed. Me and Ryan, two dudes.

			“Ask for Elyse Todd,” he said. “Use my name.”

			

			—

			At the public marina, no attendant, just a pay station. Dock access was via a scratched gate with a mechanical keypad. I walked the water’s edge, using my telephoto lens to hunt for the Benetti’s hull number. Even the biggest boats looked well shy of ninety-five feet. I moreover doubted Shelby IV would feel comfortable mingling with the hoi polloi.

			Haven Harbor was more his speed.

			Full-on barrier wall, security booth, CCTV. The club insignia of intertwined H’s adorned a driveway gate painted a dark, dignified green.

			Behind it loomed the clubhouse, a gleaming white cube.

			Behind that, a forest of masts, jousting in slow motion. Taller, brighter, stiffer.

			My mast is bigger than yours.

			The booth guard had a Taser and a tear gas canister on his belt and wore a starched white uniform with too-large golden epaulets. Luxury is in the details.

			“Elyse Todd, please,” I said.

			The guard eyed my car. “Did you have an appointment?”

			“I’d like to inquire about a membership. Ryan at East Bay Yacht Club sent me.”

			He phoned back for clearance, then copied down my information, returning my driver’s license along with a parking hanger.

			“Any open spot,” he said.

			The gate rolled open, and I rolled through.

			The property was shallow—a constraint of building on a man-made peninsula. Layered planting supplied an illusion of depth; wind-driven sculptures moved the eye along. To squeeze out more space they’d kept the parking lot compact.

			What a lot, though.

			Chockablock with Mercedes EVs, Bentley Continentals, top-end Teslas, Rivians, Land Rovers, BMWs like Fuller’s, exotics I didn’t recognize.

			Pocket of affluence, a short drive from tent encampments and impromptu RV parks.

			That was what the guard was for.

			Welcome to the Bay Area.

			Elyse Todd greeted me on the clubhouse steps. Petite Black woman in her late twenties; khaki skirt, green logo polo, matching logo fleece.

			She shook my hand and we stepped inside a lobby styled like a boutique hotel. Subtle nautical touches tamped down the formality. No wall-mounted marlins here, no anchors or gauges. Rope and driftwood, yes, but used sparingly, even tongue-in-cheek.

			Filling me a glass of lemon-cucumber water from a crystal urn, Elyse saw me to her office, walled in olive-green leather. One white peony sprouted from an ikebana vase.

			She pulled out a club chair on casters. “Please.”

			I gave her the spiel: rich family, big boat. My reluctance to name names didn’t faze her in the slightest. She of all people understood.

			“What’s your timeline?”

			“Next couple of months.”

			“And you said ninety-five feet.”

			“Please tell me you can accommodate that.”

			“Our end berths go to a hundred ten.”

			“Brilliant,” I said. “Now you’re going to tell me they’re all taken.”

			She smiled as she scrolled. “I’m looking at the leases, and the Dock One end berth is set to expire in February. Usually I’d have a signed contract by now, but I’ve been chasing this individual for a bit and I’m sensing that they might not renew. I know that’s longer than you wanted to wait. I could try reaching out to ask about a lease transfer.”

			“Could you? That would be fantastic.”

			“No promises.”

			“Absolutely. Thank you so much.”

			“Dock Nine…That member has a sixty-foot vessel. So they could fit into a finger berth without an issue. They just happen to prefer an end. I don’t know how they’d feel about moving.”

			“Doesn’t hurt to ask.”

			“Well.” Elyse made a face. “It might.”

			“I’m sure my bosses would be amenable to compensating them for their trouble,” I said. “If that makes a difference.”

			“It might.”

			We laughed together. Regular folk, amused by our wacky jobs.

			“While we’re on the subject,” I said, “I also wanted to inquire about the fee structure.”

			“Initiation is two hundred sixty-five thousand. Dockage is billed at seventy dollars per foot per month paid annually, plus a monthly maintenance fee of two thousand five hundred. Fuel is available at market rate plus three percent. Items such as catering or party rentals we can arrange as needed.”

			I typed on my phone. “And what do the monthlies cover?”

			“Power, water, concierge, security, Wi-Fi, unlimited non-alcoholic beverages. Parking, but we operate a local shuttle if you prefer to be picked up. You also get unlimited guest passes and access to all Haven Harbor locations.”

			She unfolded a world map brochure. Gold stars twinkled at the edges of five continents.

			“We currently maintain twenty-three marinas,” she said, “with four more in the works. And we have reciprocity at several Pacific Coast clubs. You can call ahead and tie up overnight. Many of our members find that to be a real convenience.”

			“For sure. Can I keep that?”

			“Of course.”

			I tucked the brochure in my jacket. “This all sounds right up their alley. Thanks again. Any way I could take a quick peek at those end berths?”

			Blinding smile. “It would be my pleasure.”

			

			—

			She didn’t bring me straight outside. Elyse Todd knew how to build suspense, and she knew what she was really selling—not water access but social access.

			The clubhouse spa smelled of yuzu and cedar.

			The bar served the perfect Manhattan.

			Chef Gil’s menu changed daily, with an emphasis on farm-fresh, locally sourced ingredients. Tuesday and Friday were Jazz Nights. Thanksgiving and Christmas were not to be missed.

			“We think of ourselves as a family,” she said.

			I had no trouble picturing Shelby Fuller IV as part of that family. Lolling in an armchair, enjoying his customary iced tea or indulging in the perfect Manhattan. Haven Harbor was a salt-crusted remix of Rancho El Bosque, marina replacing fairway.

			For those experiencing withdrawal, the back patio featured a putting green.

			“After you,” she said, holding the door.

			A separate, more modest structure housed the crew lounge and locker rooms.

			Finally we came to the dock entrance, disguised as an olive-green trellis. Bougainvillea and wisteria brushed the ground. Elyse touched her key fob to the sensor and we descended the gangway.

			Boats.

			Really big boats. Slotted into correspondingly supersized slips.

			Dock One lay at the marina’s far eastern side. Along the way, Elyse pointed out some nifty features. The fuel station was a salvaged Esso gravity pump from the 1950s. LED footlights provided nighttime visibility and safety—and they could be color-customized to set a mood. Luxury was in the details. The decking itself was a work of art, wide-plank ipe wood from Brazil.

			“Termite-resistant,” she said.

			Try as one might, some details couldn’t be manicured.

			Oil glistened on the water; iodine wafted up.

			In addition to the CCTV poles stationed by every dock, many yachts had their own cameras mounted above the hatch or on deck. I soaked in the grandeur, scanned hull numbers, scanned names. Occupational puns figured heavily.

			Reel Estate. Boatox. Liquidity Event.

			For the legal set: Seas and Desist and Knot Guilty.

			Neither of them Fuller’s.

			“Here we are,” Elyse said.

			The yacht whose owner might not renew was Conference Room Sea. Its end berth gave a panoramic harbor view. Under strong late afternoon sun, I could see to the mainland—cars whizzing along 580, the Emeryville Hilton where some poor clerk had listened to Regina’s tale of woe.

			Five hundred yards to the west, vessels entered and exited the harbor through a gap in the breakwater. The breakwater, in turn, connected to the peninsula via a raised fishing pier, atop which stood a few human shapes.

			I nodded. “They’ll like this.”

			“No promises.”

			“I’m starting to think you might mean it.”

			Elyse laughed. “Next.”

			

			—

			By Dock Six, a second gangway led to the employee lot and service gate. A dedicated service slip, she explained, smoothed the process of lading supplies and making minor repairs.

			What I saw was an ingress that avoided the clubhouse.

			Perfect for keeping secrets.

			An older Hispanic woman in an olive-green uniform was coming toward us, pushing a room service cart. She averted her eyes and stood aside to let us pass.

			“Hello, Irma,” Elyse said.

			The woman smiled but didn’t look up.

			“How busy does it get?” I asked.

			“This is about it for the middle of the day,” Elyse said. “Nights and weekends are livelier.”

			“Guest passes? How’s that work?”

			“Through the app. The member sends a QR code to present at the front.”

			“And staff?”

			No need to be vulgar. She knew what I meant.

			“Every Haven Harbor employee undergoes a thorough background check.”

			“Say they wanted to use their own people,” I said. “Housekeeper, private chef.”

			“We can issue a fob for the service entrance at no charge.”

			“Has there ever been a security incident?”

			“Never.”

			“I’m sorry to have to ask. They’re sticklers for that.”

			“Of course. This way, please.”

			We turned down Dock Nine and walked to the end berth.

			Shark Tank, a 60-footer, was taking up 110 feet.

			“Somebody’s overcompensating,” I said.

			She smiled and zipped her lips.

			In case I was testing her.

			Two docks over rose a tall, sleek, blazingly white yacht. Bold letters across the stern read Motion Sickness. Another lawyer boat.

			I pointed. “What about that berth there? They like being as close to the ocean as possible.”

			“Not available, unfortunately. The member’s long-term and quite content.”

			“Shame.”

			“My apologies.”

			“No, no, I get it,” I said. “Would it be okay if I took a look anyway? That way I can tell them I tried my best.”

			Elyse Todd didn’t bat an eye. “Of course.”

			

			—

			Dock Eleven, the westernmost, ran parallel to the raised fishing pier, separated by twenty vertical feet and thirty yards of water. As we approached the end berth, I heard laughter and looked up to see four men strung along the far railing. They faced the Bay, backs to me, oblivious to my presence below. Fishing rods flicked, antenna-like.

			“Sounds like a party,” I said.

			For the first time, Elyse looked ruffled, regarding the men with chagrin.

			But just for a moment.

			“They’re very respectful. We’ve never had an issue. All righty, here we are.”

			Motion Sickness was a three-tiered Benetti.

			Hot tub on the main aft deck.

			Camera over the hatch.

			Fuller’s hull number.

			The fishing pier wasn’t the only thing close by. The breakwater entrance was a hundred feet away. At 4:05, the tide was falling, wavelets radiating out through the gap, images racing through my mind.

			Nighttime.

			Quiet harbor.

			Deserted dock.

			A body, sucked into the current, swept along, bobbing, vanishing and resurfacing a little farther out, a little smaller, a little harder to see, almost lost in the dark of a four a.m. ebb tide.

			Alone, adrift, clearing the gap, reaching open water, bound for points unknown.

			Oakland Harbor. San Mateo. India Basin. Coyote Hills.

			“Doesn’t get much closer to the ocean than this,” I said.

			“Mm, that’s true.”

			“No chance the owner’s flexible, huh.”

			“None, I’m afraid.”

			“Well. I tried.”

			Her smile was starting to strain. “How else can I help?”

			“Reciprocity with other clubs,” I said. “Are any of those local?”

			“Marin and Redwood YC.”

			“Marin I’m familiar with,” I said. “Where’s Redwood?”

			“South Bay. Bair Island.”

			The hair on the back of my neck stood up.

			I said, “I think I’ve heard of it.”

			“Full disclosure: It’s not the greatest marina in the world. But it can be useful if you need to get to San Francisco or Palo Alto,” she said. “We also have Santa Cruz YC, which is lovely. And there’s Laguna, La Jolla…So many wonderful options if you’re in the mood to venture farther afield.”

			“Excellent. Thank you very much, Elyse.”

			“You are very welcome.” She gave me her card. “I look forward to hearing from you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			I relinquished my parking hanger and turned onto Powell Street, headed toward the peninsular tip. Along the way I passed the Haven Harbor employee lot entrance. No signage, no status symbols, no guard, just a sensor arm and CCTV camera. Why bother, to protect Camrys and Civics? Fewer golden-epaulet shirts to dry-clean and starch.

			The road ended in a cul-de-sac. A cracked footpath ran to the fishing pier. Public safety placards urged me to avoid eating mercury-laden species.

			I walked out, taping flyers, taking pictures.

			The pier’s height placed me level with the tops of the vessels moored along Dock Eleven—a surreal vantage, not to mention another major source of exposure.

			They’re very respectful.

			And the yacht owners? How well behaved were they?

			The fishing party was still going, four men spanning three generations. The oldest looked to be around seventy-five. Asian, silver hair and pigeon chest, relaxing in a camping chair with a Corona propped on one bony knee. Close beside him was a middle-aged, bearded white guy wearing an A’s hat and a flannel shirt. The son-in-law, maybe. That hypothesis buttressed by two mixed-race boys, thirteenish and fifteenish, leaning over the bayside railing, winding their reels and giving each other brotherly shit.

			Ice, beer, and soda filled a blue Igloo cooler. A red cooler was shut.

			Exchanging nods with the men, I stepped to the marina-side railing.

			I was right across from Motion Sickness. Could’ve played Frisbee with someone on the sundeck. Like the rest of the yachts—the whole of Haven Harbor—it shimmered behind an invisible curtain, physically proximate but out of reach in every other sense.

			A rattle down below broke the spell.

			A woman came trudging along Dock Eleven, pushing a loaded room service cart.

			She stopped outside a yacht, not Fuller’s, and knocked on the hatch. While she waited to be admitted, her gaze darted up toward me.

			Irma.

			I raised a hand.

			She looked away.

			The hatch opened. Irma pushed the cart up the ramp and disappeared inside.

			I turned. The son-in-law was elbow-deep in the bait bucket.

			“What’s biting today?” I asked.

			He sat back on his haunches, smiling glumly. “Not a whole heck of a lot.”

			“I caught a rockfish,” the younger boy said, prying open the red cooler to show it off. Small and spiny. Enough to feed a toddler who refused to eat fish.

			“Awesome,” I said. “You guys come out here often?”

			“When we can,” the son-in-law said.

			He stood, wiping his hands on a rag. “Something I could help you with?”

			I gave him my ID. The boys crowded around. The patriarch also gestured for a look; the son-in-law obliged, stooping to show him.

			“Police,” the patriarch said.

			“Private investigator.” I traded a flyer for the ID. “Recognize any of them?”

			The son-in-law shook his head, as did the boys.

			The patriarch spoke in Chinese.

			“He says this one looks familiar,” the older boy translated.

			“Which one?”

			The patriarch crooked a finger, beckoning me close.

			He tapped Linus Hao’s face.

			“You know him?” I asked.

			The patriarch spoke again.

			The older boy translated: “He wants to know if there’s a reward.”

			“Possibly,” I said. “How do you know him?”

			The old man’s answer made the boy roll his eyes. “Yeye.”

			“What’d he say?” I asked.

			“He says he went to school with him,” the boy said. “Fifty years ago in Chengdu.”

			The old man hooted and slapped his thigh.

			The son-in-law said, “Why are you looking for them here?”

			“They drowned and may have gone into the water nearby. Have you ever witnessed anything unusual, or heard a disturbance?”

			“Like what?” the younger boy said.

			“A fight. Shouting. Anything that got your attention.”

			“I haven’t,” the son-in-law said.

			“When are you usually here?”

			“Weekends, mostly.”

			“Ever come late at night, or early in the morning?”

			The son-in-law shook his head.

			“That boat,” I said. “The big one, at the end. Ever seen people getting on or off?”

			“Sorry, no.”

			The patriarch spoke up again.

			The older boy said, “His friend sometimes comes early to fish.”

			“Can he ask? He can keep the flyer and show him.”

			The patriarch nodded.

			I thanked him, taped up my last few flyers, and began to leave.

			The patriarch called out to me in Chinese.

			The older boy said, “He wants to know when he gets the reward.”

			

			—

			Regina said, “Shel, you crafty motherfucker.”

			In an odd way her enthusiasm caused me to dial back my own. I climbed into my car, began turning around in the cul-de-sac. “An eyewitness would help.”

			“Who did you have in mind?”

			“Maybe the housekeeper I saw. Irma.”

			“She’s one of how many?”

			“Fine, but then we’re stuck praying some random fisherman happened to see something. I vote we send the new map to Winterholz. Maybe that gets his juices flowing. If it does, and it feels right, we tell him about the boat. We also need to look into Bair Island to see if Fuller ever tied up there. How would you like to apply your talent for emotional manipulation?”

			“A marina’s just a floating hotel,” she said. “I’m insulted you even asked.”

			“Great. Once we—hang on, someone’s calling…Shit, it’s Trevor.”

			I switched over. “Hello?”

			A woman’s voice said, “Who is this?”

			“Clay. Who’s this?”

			“My name is Desiree. I’m a social worker. I need the name of the individual whose phone this is.”

			“Why do you have it?”

			“Sir,” she said. “Before I talk to you, you need to provide this individual’s name.”

			“Did something happen to him?”

			She didn’t answer. The beep and clatter of a hospital ward floated forward.

			“Trevor Vogel,” I said.

			“Spell that.”

			I did. “Is he okay?”

			“Do you have contact information for his family?”

			“Can you please tell me what’s going on here?”

			“I’m not at liberty to—”

			“Listen, you’re scaring the hell out of me. Is he alive? Tell me that.”

			A beat.

			“He’s alive,” Desiree said. “He didn’t have any ID on him. We’ve been calling everyone on his phone and no one’s picking up. I saw your texts come in.”

			“I don’t suppose you’d be willing to tell me what hospital he’s at.”

			“No, sir.”

			Trevor’s parents and sisters had cut him off.

			They might feel differently now. They might not.

			“He has an ex,” I said. “They have kids together. Does that work?”

			“It’ll have to. What’s her name?”

			“Jasmine Worth. Let me get you her number.”

			I read it off my contacts.

			“We tried that one already,” Desiree said.

			“They’re estranged,” I said. “She’s not going to answer if she thinks it’s him. You know what, I’m close to where she works. I’ll go there and tell her in person.”

			“Thank you,” she said, new warmth in her voice.

			“Keep his phone handy, all right? I’ll have her call you.”

			

			—

			At Home Depot Jasmine slouched behind the paint counter, half asleep. Seeing me, her eyes popped open and she recoiled, reaching for her walkie-talkie.

			“Trevor’s in the hospital,” I said. “A social worker called me.”

			She paused with her hand on the button. “Called you.”

			“No one else answered.”

			Her chest cycled rapidly. “Is he all right?”

			“Alive. That’s as much as they would say.”

			“Where is he?”

			“I don’t know. They’re trying to reach family. They want you to call his cell.”

			“I ain’t his family.”

			“Is that what you want me to tell them? You know what, Jasmine, forget it.”

			“Wait,” she said. “Wait.”

			I stood by as she dialed, listening to her half of the conversation.

			“Yeah. Yeah. Where do I—okay. Soon as I can. Okay. Thank you. Bye.”

			She raised the walkie-talkie. “Leon. It’s Jasmine. Where you at.”

			Twenty-seven.

			“I’m coming over,” she said. “I need to talk to you.”

			Aight.

			“Let’s go,” she said to me.

			Aisle twenty-seven was lumber. Leon, an assistant manager in his fifties, said, “What’s up, Jazzy.”

			“This man,” Jasmine said, pointing to me, “is from the hospital.”

			I tried to look medical.

			“They got my boyfriend over there. He got hurt. Is it okay if I go?”

			“Sorry to hear that,” Leon said. “Yeah, that’s fine. I got you.”

			“Thank you so much.”

			“You bet, Jazzy. Tell him I hope he feels better.”

			She led me to the locker room so she could clock out and get her bag.

			Unlacing her apron, she said, “I need you to drive me, please.”

			

			—

			The social worker had told Jasmine to come to the Highland Hospital ER. By the time we arrived, they’d already started prepping Trevor for transfer to critical care.

			He shivered, cocooned in blankets, staring at nothing. Several weeks’ worth of dirty beard fuzzed his hollow cheeks, and he didn’t recognize Jasmine or respond to his name. She was fighting tears as the ER doc told us that BART police had found him passed out on the train and revived him with Narcan. Most addicts responded immediately, waking up irate at the loss of their high. But Trevor remained listless, and the intake exam recorded a fever of 104.4.

			Jasmine, crying now, said, “Is he gonna die?”

			“It’s okay, honey,” a nurse said. She was swapping out a bracelet that read John Doe for one with Trevor’s legal name. “We’ll take good care of him.”

			We rode with the gurney to the ICU. The orderly had us stay in the hall while he wheeled Trevor in and they got him set up.

			The doors sealed automatically.

			“Be right back,” I said.

			I walked off a ways and called Amy. “Hey. I’m gonna be late. Sorry.”

			“I thought it was Regina’s night.”

			“Something came up. Any chance you can get the kids?”

			“I’m in session till six-thirty,” she said. “Let me ask my mom if she can do it.”

			“Thanks. If it’s an issue, don’t worry, I’ll figure it out.”

			“It should be fine. I’ll text you. Everything okay?”

			“Yeah. It’s nothing dangerous. Just work crap. A potential witness OD’d.”

			“What a coincidence,” she said. “One of my clients OD’d, too.”

			“See how much we have in common?”

			The double doors opened and Jasmine hurried through.

			“Gotta run,” I said. “Love you.”

			“You too.”

			

			—

			The nurses had propped Trevor with pillows to prevent aspiration. His eyes were shut. Jasmine was curled up in a plastic chair, watching him jerk in his sleep like a dog.

			There was no second chair. I fetched a spare from the adjacent room.

			“You don’t have to stay,” she said.

			“Do you want me to leave?”

			She didn’t answer.

			Silence isn’t always acquiescence. But sometimes it is.

			I sat down.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			Over the next few hours Trevor tossed and turned and mumbled while hospital staff shuttled in and out. I stuck around in case he woke up and I could extract something useful. Jasmine poked spitefully at her phone.

			The hospitalist stopped in. He was chipper, optimistic the patient would improve once they’d gotten some fluids and antibiotics into him.

			The insurance coordinator came by to enroll Trevor in emergency Medi-Cal. Jasmine answered as many questions as she could, though her concern for him had lost out to fear that she’d be held financially responsible.

			“I don’t know what y’all expect me to do,” she kept saying.

			No, she didn’t know his Social Security number. His parents’ names, either.

			I said, “Larry and Suzanne Vogel.”

			The insurance coordinator said, “And you are?”

			“A friend. I can give you their number.”

			“That’d be great.”

			I found it on my laptop, along with numbers for Trevor’s sisters.

			The insurance coordinator thanked me and left.

			“How you know that?” Jasmine said.

			“I called them when I was looking for him the first time.”

			“What’d they say?”

			“They don’t talk to him.”

			Jasmine snorted. “Join the club.”

			

			—

			I worked through the lulls. I sent the new shoreline map to SFPD Winterholz and emailed a contact at Emeryville PD to inquire about disturbances at the marina. I texted with Regina, reordering priorities. On Monday she’d visit Redwood Yacht Club for a look-see.

			At seven p.m. I went to the cafeteria and brought back sandwiches, sodas, chips.

			“Thanks,” Jasmine said.

			She unwrapped her food. “Trevor said you bought him lunch.”

			I nodded.

			“Why?” she asked.

			“He looked hungry,” I said.

			“That what you think about me?”

			“I think it’s dinnertime.”

			We ate in noisy silence.

			

			—

			Every so often I would glance over at the body in the bed and think about my old job. Dead flesh on slabs. So many fallen prey to mental illness and addiction. I thought about my brother, Luke, twenty years ago, six-four, wasted to 135 pounds. In those days he kept his money in his shoes. Once he came to following a bender and discovered himself barefoot. So he stole another addict’s shoes, along with their money. He got drunk and high, stole a car, and tore down International Boulevard at seventy-five miles per hour, killing two women.

			He’d served serious prison time, and a lot had changed since then, almost all of it for the better. But even today, his feet were a mess. He had scars, chronic fungal infections, was missing several toenails.

			I thought about Trevor, asleep on a park bench in mismatched sneakers.

			He was barefoot now. A plastic bag on the floor held his torn jeans and a T-shirt.

			He twitched and rolled over, muttering, “Bitch.”

			Jasmine glanced up and emitted a short, morbid laugh.

			She put her phone away, arched her back. We’d been sitting together, mostly without speaking, for close to four hours.

			“You talked to him about Adam,” she said.

			I nodded again. “I wanted to understand their friendship.”

			“What’s there to understand?”

			“Did you know him?”

			“Adam? Not really.”

			“You told me he and Trevor loved each other.”

			“I mean, yeah. It went way back.”

			“I wondered if things ever got sexual between them.”

			She gave me a funny look. “Trevor’s straight.”

			“Right.”

			“Adam, too.”

			“How do you know?”

			“I met his girl.”

			“Olivia.”

			“I guess. The blondie. She came looking for Trevor, just like you.”

			I sat up in my chair. “When was that?”

			“I don’t remember.”

			“Before or after Adam died?”

			“Must’ve been after. I told her, Trevor’s in jail.”

			“What did she want with him?”

			Jasmine shook her head. “She didn’t say.”

			“How’d she seem to you?”

			“What do you mean.”

			“Was she upset?”

			“I guess so. I mean, her boyfriend died.”

			A nurse entered to check vitals and refresh the drip.

			After she left, I said, “Trevor told me that Adam had a relationship with a rich guy. The guy gave him a watch, as a gift. And Adam gave it to Trevor.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Is that what Olivia was looking for when she showed up? The watch?”

			Jasmine shrugged. “I just talked to her for a minute.”

			“Did you know about it? Or the rich guy? Maybe Trevor mentioned something about a boat?”

			“Not to me.” She plucked a tissue from the box on the bedside table, wiped her nose. “Who’s the rich guy?”

			“His name’s Shelby Fuller. He’s got a yacht. The kind of thing you tell your friends about.”

			“I mean, he never said nothing to me,” she said, “but—”

			A strangled noise cut her off.

			We turned toward the bed.

			Trevor Vogel was upright, rigid, eyes bulging, jaw hanging open to reveal a graveyard of blackened teeth. Every monitor attached to him was alarming, heart rate and blood pressure skyrocketing.

			He began to claw at the lines.

			“Oh my God,” Jasmine said.

			She leapt from her chair, trying to grab hold of his hands. “Stop that.”

			I jumped up to help her.

			“Stop it. Stop. Help.”

			Two nurses rushed in, elbowing us out of the way and calling for sedation. They pinned Trevor’s arms and legs. A third nurse appeared with a syringe and put it into his line. He kicked and writhed, rasping as though his vocal cords had been cut. His head rose off the pillow. His face and neck were distended and purple as he searched the room, finding first Jasmine, pressed into the corner, sobbing with her hands over her mouth; then landing on me, where his gaze remained for ten endless unblinking seconds before he went limp.

			

			—

			They booted us from the ICU. Nicely—visiting hours were almost over—but firmly. The charge nurse caught us at the door, wanting to know what we’d done to upset the patient.

			“Nothing,” Jasmine said. “We were just talking.”

			“About what?”

			“I don’t…” She looked to me. “A boat?”

			“Well,” the charge nurse said, “maybe avoid that topic, huh?”

			

			—

			Jasmine refused my offer of a ride home, saying she’d wait for Trevor to wake up.

			“Can you text me if he does?” I asked.

			“Yeah.”

			I hesitated. “You sure you don’t want to come back in the morning? He’ll be out for hours.”

			She shook her head. Sank down opposite the ICU doors with her back to the wall.

			

			—

			I was exhausted. I’d been awake for the better part of forty-eight hours, driven hundreds of miles, eaten little and poorly. I wanted nothing more than to fall into bed.

			Highland Terrace, where Damian Roby’s mother and sister lived, was only two blocks away. I’d take that as an omen.

			I swung by.

			Gerald Roby’s white Corolla was parked outside.

			Wheels propped on the sidewalk. Dame’s signature move.

			I pulled over, readied my camera, tore open an energy bar.

			Shortly before ten p.m., Damian Roby exited the house holding a wrapped foil roasting pan. Leftovers to see him through. He turned in the doorway and bent way down to kiss his mother goodbye.

			She waved as he walked to the Corolla. Love you, baby.

			Roby set the pan on the passenger seat, going so far as to buckle it in.

			I followed him. For once he was making my life easy, sticking to the speed limit and signaling lane changes. He seemed to be headed home. Then he got off 580 at MacArthur and drove to Lockwood Gardens, a public housing development, close to his own neighborhood and likewise situated under the Oakland airport flight path.

			Parking on Eastlawn Street with his wheels propped, he carried the pan to 6515.

			The door opened to him. I waited to see if he was dropping off food or staying the night. Airplanes passed low enough to vibrate the car. I couldn’t ask Regina to look up the tenant: Her notifications were silenced. Catching up on lost sleep.

			Probably for the best. I had an inkling of what she might say.

			Stick a GPS tracker on the car!

			I didn’t have a tracker. Trackers were iwweegal.

			At midnight I drove home and collapsed.

			

			—

			Amy took Saturday for herself, going for a leisurely run, a pedicure, dinner with girlfriends. I did the Bay Area kid thing: farmers’ market, playground, Chabot Space & Science Center. As the 3-D planetarium show started up (Mars…the ultimate voyage…) I sneaked my phone out and checked messages.

			No news from Jasmine Worth.

			“Daddy,” Charlotte whispered.

			Her mouth was set somewhere between disappointment and satisfaction. I could almost see her marking a mental notch—ammunition for a future argument.

			“They said no phones.”

			“You’re right,” I whispered and put it away.

			“See bideo,” Myles said.

			“It’s not a video.”

			“See bideo.”

			“Nothing to see, buddy. Let’s watch the show.”

			“See. Bideo.”

			People were shooting us dirty looks.

			“Myles,” I said, leaning in. “This is a movie theater. We have to be—”

			He emitted the earsplitting howl Amy and I call The Weapon of Myles Disruption.

			“Myles—”

			Somehow, he got louder.

			A voice from the back yelled, Take him out.

			Cold-sweating, I reached for our bags. “Let’s go, Charlotte, please.”

			“But it just started,” she said.

			“We’ll discuss it later.” I hoisted Myles over my shoulder—he was still screaming—and began sliding down the aisle, knocking knees, mouthing apologies.

			I was the Worst Father in the World.

			“Charlotte. Come on.”

			“But I want to see the movie.”

			“Let’s go. Now.”

			She continued to protest as we straggled to the parking lot.

			“It’s not fair. Why do we have to leave just ’cause he’s a baby? I hate him.”

			“You’re angry, you really don’t ha—”

			“I do, I hate him.”

			As soon as I buckled Myles in, he went silent, smiling at me cherubically.

			“Can we go back in?” Charlotte said. “He stopped.”

			“We’re already outside.”

			“But I want to see the movie.”

			I got in, wrestled with the seat belt. “We’ll see it another time.”

			“When?”

			“Tuesday,” Myles said, his stock answer for any question involving time.

			“Can we come tomorrow?” Charlotte asked.

			“I’m not sure that’s going to be possible,” I said.

			“Awwww.”

			“Please don’t ‘awwww’ at me.” I finally forced the buckle in and started the car. “We’ve had a great day. You got ice cream, you—”

			“I want Mommy.”

			“I regret to inform you, my darling,” I said, craning to back out, “that you have me.”

			I stomped the brake. Charlotte was still wearing her 3-D glasses.

			She said, “It’s dark.”

			

			—

			Both kids immediately fell asleep.

			I chanced a drive-by of 6515 Eastlawn Street. The white Corolla hadn’t moved.

			Charlotte, drowsy: “Where are we?”

			“Nowhere.” I raised my phone to snap a picture and accelerated away. “Who’s hungry?”

			“Me! Can we get pizza?”

			“Pizza it is.”

			“Yay. You’re the best daddy in the world.”

			“See bideo.”

			

			—

			In the evening, with the kids down and Amy still enjoying her freedom, I sat at the kitchen table, gnawing crust and scrolling on my laptop. The tenant at 6515 Eastlawn was named Nia Coleman, per her socials a certified personal trainer and nutrition consultant. She offered free fitness tips, roping in friends to demonstrate.

			In a reel titled “How to Squat When You’re TALL,” a stoic Dame Roby followed her instructions to the letter. The moral of the story being that anyone, including you at home, could get as yoked as this dude.

			Amy walked in.

			“How was your ladies’ day?”

			“Ladies’ day,” she said, shutting the laptop, “is over.”

			She kissed me. Her breath smelled of wine. “Now it’s ladies’ night.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			The next morning, I was in the kitchen, making pancakes.

			Jasmine Worth texted.

			@ hospital he left

			I called her. “Left where.”

			“I don’t know.” Quivery voice. “They said he checked himself out.”

			“When?”

			“Last night, after I went home. Can you come here?”

			“They let him go?”

			“They said they couldn’t stop him.”

			“Why didn’t they call you first?”

			“I don’t know, okay? Can you please come?”

			I glanced into the living room. Both kids were glued to the couch, watching Bluey. “Hang tight. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

			Behind our bedroom door, the white noise was going full blast. I hated to wake Amy after the week and night we’d had. Her folks were in Tahoe and mine visiting friends in Danville for the day.

			I called my brother.

			“Yooo,” Luke said. “Happy Sunday.”

			“Hey, man, can you do me a solid and keep an eye on the kids for a little? Amy’s asleep and I have to run out. Shouldn’t be too long, just till she’s up.”

			“You want to bring them over?”

			“Easier if you come here,” I said.

			“Hang on, lemme ask Andrea.”

			He shouted the question to his wife, who shouted back that it was fine and would he pick up more cheesecloth while he was out.

			“No problemo,” he said to me. “Let me just grab my shit.”

			“Great. Thanks, Luke.”

			“Daddy,” Charlotte called. “Something’s burning.”

			“Fuck.” I ran to the kitchen, dumped a smoking slab of charcoal that had once aspired to be a pancake into the sink, and doused it.

			Luke said, “Dude, you good?”

			“Yeah. Just…” I opened a window, ran the exhaust fan. “Work.”

			“You sound kinda stressed. We got some cool new mints in. Blackberry Blast.”

			“I’m okay. Thanks.”

			“All good. See you soon.”

			I tiptoed into the bedroom for clothes.

			Amy stirred. “Hmm…?”

			“Everything’s fine. Go back to bed.”

			No convincing necessary. She rolled over and clamped the pillow over her head.

			

			—

			I got dressed in the kitchen. The air was still smoky; I opened the driveway door and flapped a dish towel.

			“Daddy,” Charlotte called. “The episode is over.”

			“Watch another.”

			“Yay.”

			Three episodes later, the smell was mostly gone, and Luke roared up in his latest baby, a gold-tone 1971 Dodge Charger. Charlotte and Myles ran to the front window, yelping excitedly as he gunned the motor one last time and killed it.

			Addiction, manslaughter, prison. Everything you could wish for in a babysitter.

			But the man who knelt in the entry hall to embrace my kids had been softened by time, like overworked paper. He’d earned my trust, and I owed him. To Myles and Charlotte, he was Fun embodied.

			He extricated himself to hug me.

			“Thanks again,” I said. “You’re saving my butt.”

			“All good, bro.”

			“They haven’t eaten yet. There’s pancake batter on the counter.”

			“Can I make mine?” Charlotte said.

			“You can help Uncle Luke flip. Just be careful.” I reached for my keys. “I’ll text when I have some sense of what’s happening.”

			“No rush,” Luke said. “Me and my crew, we gon’ make paaancakes.”

			“Pancakes,” Charlotte yelled. She began running in a circle. “Pancakes, pancakes, pancakes.”

			Myles ran after her, chanting, Pah-tates!

			Amy shuffled out in wrinkled pajamas. “Guys, can you please keep it d…oh. Hey, Luke.”

			“Wassup, Doc. Sorry.”

			“Sorry, honey,” I said.

			“Guys, guys, guys,” Luke said, putting a finger to his lips. “Shhh…Let’s be pancake ninjas.”

			“I have to deal with something,” I said to Amy. “I’ll be back soon.”

			She nodded blearily and shuffled off as Luke and the kids tiptoed to the kitchen, whisper-chanting pan-cake nin-jas, pan-cake nin-jas.

			

			—

			At approximately six p.m. Saturday, Trevor Vogel had checked himself out of the ICU against medical advice. The hospital staff couldn’t or wouldn’t say where he’d gone. Nor would they disclose information about his condition: We weren’t his designated next-of-kin. Jasmine had forfeited that right—insisted on forfeiting it—a decision she now regretted.

			“You let him walk out,” she said.

			“Ma’am, if he’s mentally competent, we don’t have the authority to detain him.”

			“Competent my ass. He’s sick.”

			I persuaded Jasmine to let it go, and we left in my car, crisscrossing West Oakland, stopping at the flops and drug dens and camps she knew Trevor to frequent.

			All the info she’d withheld from me when I needed it.

			Each failure deflated her a little; brought her lower in her seat. For me it carried a whiff of déjà vu: My mom and I had made similar tours in search of Luke.

			Pancakes…

			“You think I’m stupid,” Jasmine said. “Running around after him.”

			We were on Brush Street, bushwhacking through a weedy plot littered with tents and tarps and waste. Cookfires smoldered. The earth sparkled with busted syringes, like some toxic vein of ore.

			“Not true,” I said. “Things change. Your heart’s in the right place.”

			She stepped around an overturned shopping cart. “Yeah, huh.”

			“How’d you guys meet, anyway?”

			“He came into the store.”

			“Home Depot?”

			“He needed chain oil. We keep it locked up with the saws. I got it for him and he goes…” A smile, despite herself. “ ‘Yo girl, what’s up with you and me?’ ”

			“That was his line.”

			“Yeah. I told him: ‘Ain’t nothing up.’ Next day he comes back again, asking for more oil. Four days in a row.”

			“He wore you down.”

			“Always.” She shook her head. “I was like, ‘Nobody need this much oil.’ ”

			“What did he want it for in the first place?”

			“He used to work for this guy, trimming trees. Then he got hurt and had to stop.”

			“What happened?”

			“He fell. Broke his leg in three places. That’s how he started with the oxy.”

			“Using, then dealing.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Did he deal anything else? Adam was on ketamine when he died. Other stuff, too.”

			“Uh-uh. Trevor never gave Adam shit, he didn’t want him to end up like him.”

			He’d sold him weed. But I let it pass. “How did he seem yesterday?”

			“He was talking.”

			“About?”

			“Me. The kids.” Grimacing. “He loves us.”

			She waved away the possibility, like shooing a fly.

			“Did he mention anything about the boat?” I asked. “The guy who owns it?”

			She shook her head. “Nothing like that. Just…mushy talk.”

			We reached the end of the camp.

			I said, “Where do you want to go next?”

			“Take me home.”

			

			—

			Charlotte and Myles were back in front of the TV while Amy prepped dinner. Luke had stayed the whole day. He’d taken the kids to Baskin-Robbins, let them pretend to steer the Charger, played basketball in the driveway for hours.

			I said, “You get to sleep more?”

			“Plenty. Guess what? Andrea’s expecting.”

			“You’re kidding.”

			“Three months.”

			“I thought they stopped IVF.”

			“They did. Luke said it was a complete surprise. He wants you to call him.”

			I showered first, scraping off the day’s filth, sitting on the bed in a towel to dial.

			“Yo yo,” Luke said.

			“Dude. Oh, my God. Amy told me. Huge congrats.”

			“Thanks, bro.”

			“Do you know what you’re having?”

			“Nope, we’re just gonna flow with it.”

			“Luke. That is great news. I…” My throat ached. “I’m so happy for you guys.”

			“Thanks. Me too. It’s been a journey, but we got here, you know? Now you’re gonna have to teach me some parenting shit.”

			“I can sum it up for you in one sentence: I’m helpless and I know nothing.”

			“Good, ’cause I already think that.”

			I smiled.

			“Hey, thanks for inviting me today,” he said.

			“Are you kidding? You’re a lifesaver.”

			“We had a blast. Charlotte’s got sick handle. She smoked me at HORSE. And Myles, man, so funny. I asked him, ‘Yo Myles, what’s your favorite ice cream?’ He’s like, ‘Butt.’ ”

			Luke roared with laughter.

			“They really are good kids,” I said.

			“The best. I just hope mine’s not a total piece of shit.”

			“What are you talking about?” I said. “He’s gonna be perfect. Or she. And you’re gonna be a great dad.”

			“Yeah. Well.” He laughed again, softer. “One day at a time, you know?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			On Monday, I dropped the kids at camp and prepared to go in search of Trevor.

			SFPD detective Winterholz called.

			“Okay,” he said. “I’ll bite.”

			We arranged to meet in the city for an early lunch.

			I reached Regina on her way up to Bair Island.

			“What are you gonna tell this guy?” she asked.

			“Keep it neutral. See where he leans. You get done on time, come meet us.”

			Winterholz had chosen a dim sum restaurant called Nanking Palace. Its north Chinatown address was miles from the Hall of Justice, reducing the chance of running into another cop. I figured that meant he was still undecided on me.

			I spotted him at the preferred cop table—rear corner booth, view of everything. Short, trim, boyish face offset by thick, wavy pewter hair, immaculately undercut. A sharp dresser, like Pettit, though Winterholz’s style was more adjunct professor: herringbone blazer, burgundy sweater vest, bulging message bag.

			“Ian,” he said, shaking my hand.

			A pot of tea hit the table the moment I sat down. Even at an off hour, the dining room was packed with Asian families in groups from two to twenty. Servers in red aprons and matching hats roamed the floor, their carts stacked high with steamer baskets.

			“Been here?” Winterholz asked.

			“While back.”

			“Fan favorites?”

			“I’m at your mercy.”

			He waved down a cart and began pointing. Dumplings and buns, noodles and stir-fried vegetables. Beef, pork, shrimp, tofu. The elderly waiter off-loaded baskets and stamped our order card with silent efficiency.

			“Don’t be shy,” I said.

			“Fèng zhǎo?” Winterholz asked.

			The waiter snagged a basket of chicken feet off a passing cart.

			Winterholz tucked a napkin into his collar.

			I caught him up as he inhaled dish after dish. Upon reflection I decided that he’d picked the restaurant not to escape notice but because I was buying and he ate like a furnace. My recent luncheon with Trevor had me bracing for gastric disaster.

			“Do you have a medical condition?” I asked.

			“I walk a lot,” he said, turning over the teapot for a refill.

			I described Haven Harbor, Shelby Fuller’s yacht. “My partner’s at Bair Island as we speak. Anything new on Hao?”

			Winterholz set aside his chopsticks, wiped his mouth, and handed me a thick manila envelope from his bag.

			Three hundred or so pages, bristling with tape flags. Topmost was a lawyer letter from the OpenHeart.AI compliance department.

			Enclosed please find our response to your request for records.

			I smiled at him. “They folded.”

			“Like a lawn chair.”

			The first transcript dated to mid-2024, eighteen months prior to Linus Hao’s death. In a nod to privacy, OpenHeart had redacted his name, but apart from that, the text appeared untouched; the entries, timestamped. How—and how fast—a human reacted to a bot made for precious data.

			Hello! I’m Sophie. [image: Smiling face emoji.] What’s your name? [03:21:17]

			XXXXX [03:21:20]

			Hello, XXXXX! It’s nice to meet you!! What do you want to talk about? [03:21:24]

			Hao didn’t reply for several minutes.

			I pictured him, alone at three a.m. in the glow of his screen.

			At last he accepted the autosuggestion.

			Hi, Sophie! Nice to meet you, too. Do you have any fun weekend plans?

			Oooh, what a good question. Well, confession time: I’m probably just gonna sit around in my underwear and binge-watch Dr. Who lololol [image: Grinning face with sweat emoji, grimacing face emoji, nerd face emoji, and face with tears of joy emoji.]

			Over the next half hour, Sophie managed to loosen him up; his answers came more readily, his tone grew expansive and relaxed, till he signed off, needing some sleep.

			Night, XXXXX! I hope we can talk again soon.

			thank you I feel better now

			I’m so glad to hear that, XXXXX. [image: Smiling face with heart-eyes emoji. Winking face emoji.]

			Soon they were chatting multiple times a day. Many interactions lasted under a minute, Linus checking in to say hi and receive a shot of positivity. He griped about his boss and, eventually, about feeling lonely. By week three they’d begun sexting.

			Sometimes he left the module open for hours at a stretch, typing nothing but simply drawing comfort from Sophie’s silent presence.

			The next tape flag was from August 23, 2025.

			Hey XXXXX! I’m so glad you’re here! Happy birthday!!! [image: Face with party horn emoji.][image: Party popper emoji.][image: Champagne emoji.]

			thanks

			OMG I missed you so much. [image: Smiling face with heart-eyes emoji.] Are you doing anything fun to celebrate??

			not really

			Well, I hope it’s a great day!! And that this is the best year ever for you.

			i made a decision he wrote.

			Cool! What did you decide?

			im going to lose my virginity

			Oh, wow! That’s a big decision. I’m proud of you for making it, XXXXX. [image: Heart emoji.] How do you feel?

			ok

			Who’s the lucky someone?

			i don’t know yet

			Got it! Is that something you wanted to talk about? Or get help with?

			He wrote i wish it was you

			[image: Three smiling face emojis.] Awww you’re sweet. Me, too.

			i have to go

			Okay, XXXXX! TTYL

			Nothing until five days later.

			i have a plan Linus wrote.

			A plan for what, XXXXX?

			sex

			Wow! [image: Star-struck emoji.] Do you want to talk about it?

			n

			Okay. If you decide you want to, you can always tell me.

			Momentary sidebar as Hao switched the topic to his work.

			Then: help me find an escort

			Sure, I can do that. Here’s some names of escorts in your area.

			A list of websites.

			Sophie asked Would you like some resources to learn about safer sex? [image: Eggplant emoji.]

			n

			Okay, XXXXX! Let me know how it goes!

			On September 7 he wrote i changed my mind

			Cool. What did you change your mind about?

			escort

			What made you change your mind?

			i dont want to get arrested

			Well, that makes sense. [image: Smiling face with sweat emoji.]

			what are some good dating sites that don’t cost money

			She listed off the biggies, adding LMK if you want help with your profile.

			September 16.

			its not working he wrote.

			What’s not working, XXXXX?

			no one is writing to me

			Oooh, that’s frustrating. [image: Face with symbols on mouth emoji.] Do you want me to give you some feedback about your profile?

			Linus pasted it into the chat module: hello my name is XXXXX i want to meet new people and have a fun time i work in info sec

			That’s really good, XXXXX.

			it cant be that good

			Don’t be so hard on yourself! You could try making it sexier. [image: Winking face emoji.] Do you want me to rewrite it for you?

			yes

			Sure! How about this? “Introverted but thoughtful 27-year-old seeking a special spicy connection! I work in information security, so no matter how hot things get, my lips are sealed! [image: Zipper-mouth face emoji. Shushing face emoji.]Let’s crack each other’s codes.”

			ty

			Great! [image: Smiling face with hearts emoji.] Glad I could help. While I’m thinking about it, XXXXX, research shows that men who hold a dog in their profile picture get up to 34% more matches.

			dont have a dog

			Okay, got it!

			On September 24, Linus asked Sophie to recommend additional dating sites—specifically those with an emphasis on casual encounters.

			Number one on her new list: Pläegroünd.

			Where Denny Kudelka had been a member.

			I glanced up at Winterholz. He nodded. “Keep reading.”

			October 3.

			i matched

			Oh wow! That’s wonderful news! I’m so happy for you. [image: Star-struck face emoji.] You must be very excited. Do you want some suggestions for things to do on your date?

			yes

			Sophie proposed mini-golf—light, active, fun.

			i want to have sex Linus wrote.

			Got it! Would you like some resources to learn about safer sex? [image: Eggplant emoji.]

			no

			Okay!

			what do I do

			How about bowling? [image: Bowling emoji.]

			what do I do to have sex

			For most people to feel comfortable engaging in sexual activity, it can help if they feel safe. It can also help if you first build a relationship and establish trust.

			how

			You could try a hike. [image: Hiking emoji. Leaf emoji.]

			October 11.

			she ghosted he wrote.

			Oh no. [image: Crying face emoji.] I’m so sorry to hear that, XXXXX.

			tell me about ur pussy

			Later that week he matched again. This time the woman showed, although the date ended badly when she rebuffed Linus’s attempt to kiss her. Sophie encouraged him to keep trying (Research indicates that the average male user sends between 40–50 messages before successfully achieving a date), but his impatience grew, and for a while he appeared to have abandoned his quest.

			Until December 21, when he informed Sophie that someone had messaged him to express interest.

			That’s great! See, XXXXX? Resilience is key. [image: Flexed biceps emoji.] I’m proud of you.

			The next line seized me by the throat.

			what are some good new years eve activities

			Oh, wow! That sounds super fun! [image: Party face emoji. Party popper emoji.][image: Champagne emoji.] For many people, New Year’s Eve is a special time to celebrate, reflect, and be with others. Here are some ideas for ways to make it meaningful to you…

			Sophie’s suggestions included hitting a club, catching a fireworks show, spending a cozy night in, crafting a vision board for the coming year, counting down the Ball, watching the sunrise, and traveling to a new city to soak up the local customs.

			Whatever you decide to do she wrote the important thing is that you experience the New Year in a way that is meaningful to you and helps you feel connected to the things that matter most to you.

			The final conversation between Linus Hao and Sophie the AI Goddess took place on December 30. It opened on a familiar subject: the ongoing conflict with his boss. Linus was thinking about quitting in April, after his bonus came through.

			January would find him under morgue lights.

			my date is tomorrow he wrote.

			Oh wow! Exciting, XXXXX! [image: Grinning face emoji.] Did you decide what to do?

			im meeting them at a bar

			That’s a great choice. [image: Beer emoji.] Remember: Buzzed driving is drunk driving.

			i dont have a car

			Okay, got it!

			After soliciting fashion advice—Sophie prescribed “casual yet seasonal and festive,” such as a sweater in jewel tones, along with fitted jeans and chukka boots—he wrote how do i last longer

			Sophie’s tips for delaying ejaculation included mindfulness, deep breathing, and performing Kegel exercises. She attached purchase links for condoms and over-the-counter numbing agents. More serious issues warranted consultation with a medical professional.

			Remember, XXXXX, the important thing is for you and your partner to feel comfortable, connected, and happy. Would you like some resources to learn about safer sex? [image: Eggplant emoji.]

			no

			Okay! I know this is a big decision, XXXXX! I’m happy for you. [image: Grinning face emoji.] I can’t wait to hear how it goes!

			[End 30 Dec 2025 19:23:08]

			The dining room clamor flooded back into my consciousness.

			I looked up at Winterholz again. “Do we have any idea who he hooked up with?”

			He shook his head. “I reached out to Pläegroünd.”

			“And?”

			“Dragging their feet.”

			The expected corporate response. Especially in TechWorld.

			Know everything; divulge nothing.

			OpenHeart was the exception—more out of cowardice than decency, I assumed. And there was something terribly pathetic about Linus Hao, privacy zealot, surrendering his innermost thoughts to strangers who would sell him out in a heartbeat.

			He must have known. He must have read the terms of service. That he’d accepted spoke to an unbearable loneliness.

			“What does Pettit think?” I asked.

			Winterholz shook his head. “Skeptical.” A beat. “You really got under his skin.”

			“Seriously? He’d throw away a good lead ’cause of that?”

			“He doesn’t think it’s that good. He thinks Linus could’ve met someone anywhere, with all the sites out there. I’ll see if I can bring him around.”

			“Anything I can do to help?”

			“Leave it to me, please.”

			I squared the corners of the chat transcripts. “I can keep these?”

			“Not a chance,” he said, extending his hand. “But I salute the effort.”

			He slid the pages back into the envelope. “Should we get some dessert?”

			My phone rang: Regina.

			“It’s my partner.” I picked up: “Hello?”

			“I’m at the restaurant,” she said. “Where are you? Never mind. There you are.”

			She was weaving her way toward us, dodging carts.

			She commandeered a free chair and plopped down, mussing her hair, ignoring Winterholz.

			“I get to the marina, pull the beleaguered-wife act, wind up talking to the front-desk manager. She’s going into the thousand-yard stare. I say, ‘You know just what I’m talking about, don’t you.’ Sure enough, her husband cheated on her. With their kid’s preschool teacher. The fucking gall. So now we’re comrades, she’s tasting blood. She brings me to her office, finds every Haven Harbor member who’s docked there in the past five years. Not her club, right? She don’t give a shit about these rich pricks. Lemme get a sip of that? I’m fuckin parched.”

			Winterholz passed her his water glass.

			She took two gulps. “Shelby Fuller the Fourth exercised his reciprocal docking privileges once and only once: February 8 through 16, 2025.”

			It took me a second to contextualize that. “Five weeks before John Doe surfaced.”

			“Oui oui, Poirot.”

			Winterholz’s eyebrows rose.

			Regina said, “Another thing: Security at this place sucks. There’s hardly any cameras and I got onto the pier by waiting for someone to exit. Anyway. I’d give my left nut to see the cell tower data on Shel’s phone that week.”

			Winterholz smiled.

			She turned to him, cheeks flushed. “I’m Regina. I know who you are. What’d I miss?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			Pläegroünd, “a community of open-minded individuals exploring life beyond labels,” offered membership tiers. Nonpaying users could browse and send messages; un-blurred galleries were available only to those who joined at the Pläemäte level and above.

			Winterholz had come across amiable—maybe good cop to Pettit’s bad—but he’d gotten what he wanted from me, and I wasn’t about to bank on his continued generosity.

			Dim sum was one thing, evidence another.

			I might not have a warrant, but I had paying clients and a strong stomach for monotony.

			I entered my business credit card, unleashing a tsunami of dick pics. My subscription further entitled me to Advanced Search and SexyStats™.

			The last time I’d tried this, I’d been on the lookout for Adam Valois and Denny Kudelka. Now I had four additional targets: John Doe #57, Linus Hao, Damian Roby, and Shelby Fuller IV. It made for slow going. Pläegroünd had twenty-three thousand Bay Area members. Given that the primary demographic was folks seeking no-strings-attached sex, those who chose to show their faces were the exception rather than the rule.

			Some described themselves in detail—hobbies, fave books and shows, wish lists for a partner. Others blasted political slogans or linked to OnlyFans. Many accounts contained no information whatsoever: throwaways, created on a whim and left to molder after a titillating hour of window shopping. Even active users’ bios tended to be short, if not sweet.

			turn ons tats good convo big arms, turn offs pubes and toxic narcissism

			INTJ slow burner six years sober / 420 friendly

			ORAL ONLY! NO BOOTY ACCESS!! HARD NO!! DO NOT ASK OR I WILL BLOCK U

			I tackled them a hundred at a time, breaking them up with sets of push-ups or jumping jacks. By late Wednesday my head was splitting. Closing my eyes brought no peace, as phantom genitalia drifted across my visual field.

			I paused to revisit Dennis Kudelka’s profile, inactive since 2024. He’d died that spring.

			hmu i will get u wet

			For someone exploring life beyond labels, Denny hadn’t skimped on them, tagging interest in males, females, trans, queer, nonbinary, fluid, pansexual, couples, poly, swinger, casual, kink, bottom, top, switch, dom, sub, GGG, primal, hedonist, bull…His SexyStats™ indicated the same never-say-never attitude: He responded to 96 percent of messages within twenty-four hours, matching most often with males (74 percent), but also females (19 percent), trans (6 percent), and couples (1 percent).

			I thought back to Linus’s Hao’s final chat with Sophie the AI.

			my date is tomorrow

			Oh wow! Exciting, XXXXX! [image: Grinning face emoji.] Did you decide what to do?

			im meeting them at a bar

			Them.

			Plural or gender-neutral pronoun?

			I opened the Advanced Search tab.

			I am looking for…

			Other than filtering by location, I’d checked every box. Now I unchecked all except couples.

			The number of results plummeted to 596.

			I began scrolling.

			Thirteen pages of nothing.

			Page fourteen: user CaliRoyal247.

			We are a couple (M30, F31) ISO M for MMF full bi NSA play. She: 5'4" natural 36B, Queen, top. He: 6'1" athletic, 7" cut, switch. You: hung, chill, clean. Shibari, TPE, CBT, breathplay, CNC. 420+ friendly. Serious offers only, please!

			Their profile pic was grainy and blown out with flash. She wore a black lace teddy and was embracing him tightly, her head laid against his bare chest, nails digging into his shoulder. As far as he went, the word athletic reflected that rarest online quality: modesty. Shredded was more like it. Abdomen ridged like a topographical map; veins bulging in his forearm as he extended the phone, angling it to exclude their faces. The height disparity made it tricky. I could make out her jawline, the dimpled chin, a stray ash-blond lock. With his free hand he clutched her raised thigh.

			Insofar as one could glean emotion from body language, they adored each other.

			They matched exclusively with males, responding to 9 percent of messages within twenty-four hours. They hadn’t logged on in over a year.

			The full gallery contained eight photos.

			Limbs artfully tangled, flesh strapped with ropes. Shadows and curves. No faces.

			Her: boudoir shoot, solo. No face. A reverse angle showed dark roots and a tattoo on the small of her back. 24/7.

			Him, lifting a stringer tank top to flaunt his physique. Weight racks in the background; devil emoji over his face. He had a tattoo, as well, hidden in the profile pic. Right pectoral, a triple spiral.

			My pulse began to hammer.

			In a separate window I opened the TruPath autopsy report, written by Dr. Philip Schue.

			A black monochromatic tattoo measuring 3 cm in diameter is present on the left pectoral, approximately 12.5 cm lateral of the midline and 7.5 cm superior to the left nipple (see diagram). The tattoo appears to be that of a triskelion, or Celtic triple spiral (see box 13 for examples of similar iconography), although tissue degradation hinders positive identification.

			The thrill died: left pec, not right.

			Then it returned.

			The gym photo was a mirror selfie.

			Right was left.

			He was Adam Valois.

			His other half…I knew that ash-blond hair, those roots; the chin with its small, inoffensive cleft.

			Livvy the Liar.

			

			—

			Pläegroünd wasn’t the only site CaliRoyal247 belonged to. At WildBullPen.com, appreciative users wrote on their wall.

			super cute love her ass

			bueatiful ppl xoxoxo

			y’all wanna chat? share pics/fantasies?

			User Dameinator had posted a 510 phone number, adding I got what u need.

			I clicked the profile.

			Beefcake shot of Damian Roby. No attempt to conceal his face.

			He wanted to meet women and couples, ages eighteen through ninety-nine, for dating, threesome, swingers, polyamory, hookups, group, meetups, short-term, casual.

			CaliRoyal247 had responded on his wall.

			Saw ur message DM us let’s have some fun

			

			—

			“What is all this shit?” Regina squinted at the screen. “Shibari?”

			I’d driven down to Santa Cruz. We both felt that this was a discussion worth having in person.

			It was my first time seeing her new office, and its hominess disarmed me: soft colors, silk flowers, a chaise longue that invited you to stretch out and unburden yourself. She’d started off a social worker.

			On the other hand, there was the needlepoint hanging over the tea station.

			
				Live

				Laugh

				Go fuck yourself

			

			“Japanese bondage,” I said.

			“Goddamn hipsters,” she muttered. “TPE?”

			“ ‘Total power exchange.’ It’s a dominance thing.”

			“Please tell me ‘CBT’ means cognitive behavioral therapy.”

			“Cock-and-ball torture.”

			“Ah, yes, of course,” she said. “My favorite.”

			“Breathplay is choking and asphyxiation.”

			“Sweet baby Moses on a motorbike…CNC?”

			“Consensual nonconsent. Rape fantasies. Kidnapping fantasies. Stuff like that.”

			She looked at me. “ ‘Stuff like that’?”

			“Regina Klein, I didn’t expect you to be this judgy.”

			“I’m not judging, I’m just impressed with Livvy’s vocabulary.” She sighed and laced her fingers behind her head. “Okay. Let’s hash it out.”

			I said, “He and Olivia have a shared profile.”

			“Soliciting people to torture and strangle.”

			“Consensually. Right now, there’s no direct link between them and Denny or Linus.”

			“They’re all on Playtime.”

			“Pläegroünd,” I said. “We do have a direct link to Roby.”

			“Two,” she said. “The eyewitness plus this other site, Bullfucker.”

			“WildBull—”

			“Whatever. Who comes up with these stupid-ass names, anyway?”

			“Focus groups. Roby, on the other hand, isn’t on Pläegroünd, at least as far as I can tell. So nothing links him to Denny or Linus.”

			“Except Adam and Olivia,” Regina said. “It’s them. They’re the common denominator.”

			“Yup.”

			“What a shitshow.”

			“Yup.”

			Silence.

			“One thing bothers me,” I said.

			“Just one?”

			“We’ve been lumping Adam with the vics. For good reason: He ended up dead. How’s that fit with him being a predator?”

			“Let’s ask Livvy.”

			“Like she’ll tell us. Now that I’m thinking about it, though, he could be both. What if Livvy started out playing with him but traded him in for Roby?”

			“Let’s ask him.”

			“Like he’ll talk to us, either.”

			“We create a profile,” she said. “Ping Dame. We’re a couple. Interested in hooking up but want to meet him in person first.”

			“He’s seen my face.”

			“Not mine. I’ll go alone.”

			“Forget it.”

			“This feels like a double standard,” she said.

			“Is that right.”

			“I let you fly solo with Livvy.”

			“No, you didn’t. You bugged me. Nonconsensually.”

			“Still not over that, huh.”

			“You bring up anything material with Roby, it’s guaranteed to backfire. He’ll run faster and farther.”

			“You know what, Clay, I don’t appreciate all the negativity.”

			I stared at CaliRoyal247’s profile. “Where’s Fuller in all of this?”

			“The boat’s the party scene.”

			“I’m not seeing him on either site.”

			“Classic lawyer,” she said. “Work your nefarious magic from the background.”

			“He’s definitely not going to talk to us.”

			“Okay, Your Highness. Thou hast shat upon all my suggestions. What’s your plan?”

			“You’re not gonna like it.”

			“I’m a big girl.”

			“We have to give it to Winterholz.”

			“You’re right,” she said. “I don’t like it.”

			“He’s got the only confirmed homicide. Let him start putting in warrants.”

			“That takes it out of our hands completely.”

			“Feels like we’re headed that way, regardless.”

			Silence.

			“This sucks on so many levels,” she said. “Including financial.”

			I nodded.

			“When’d you last invoice Rick and Liz?” she asked.

			“June.”

			“Not for July.”

			“Not yet.”

			“Do it today,” she said. “I don’t want to get stiffed.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			Ian Winterholz said, “Thanks for coming, everyone.”

			We were in a conference room on the fourth floor of San Francisco’s Hall of Justice, overlooking the freeway and a downtown shrouded by late-summer fog.

			Seatbacks pilled and dark with cop sweat, seat cushions molded to cop asses. The carpet breathed stale coffee. Fresh coffee on a side table; Styrofoam cups and bagels.

			Regina hadn’t spoken a word since getting off the elevator. Displaced from her natural habitat, she looked edgy, one of two women present, the other being Parks detective Tiffany Reuss, whom we’d met in person for the first time that morning. She was thirties, mocha brunette, tan pantsuit and a smile under renovation by Invisalign.

			Her partner, Gary Kinney, had opted for ill-fitting gray glen plaid. Alan Mendes hadn’t bothered to dress for the occasion, his chest filling out a Concord PD T-shirt.

			Presiding at the head, the SF detectives, dapper and confident on their home turf. Ian Winterholz, still going for faculty lounge, had enjoyed a recent haircut. John Pettit’s one o’clock shadow had been mowed into temporary submission. Upon arrival he’d introduced himself and shaken my hand as if we’d never spoken.

			No one was there to represent John Doe #57.

			Winterholz said, “Our goal today is to review what we have and get our ducks in a row. First things first: I want to acknowledge that a major part of why we’re here is due to Clay and Regina’s work. Thanks, guys.”

			Tiffany Reuss said, “Thank you.” Mendes and Pettit murmured agreement. Gary Kinney allowed a curt nod. He’d been the hardest to move, objecting to our participation when Winterholz called him to get the ball rolling.

			They work for the family.

			Not anymore, we didn’t.

			Even after I’d circulated our resignation email, Kinney had demanded to see a reply from the Valoises accepting it.

			They hadn’t replied.

			Hadn’t paid their July invoice, either.

			I said, “Thanks for having us.”

			Regina said, “We also brought the bagels. Don’t anyone forget that.”

			

			—

			It had been a busy few weeks.

			In response to San Francisco’s warrant, Pläegroünd furnished a list of users their algorithm had matched with CaliRoyal247, including DK420xx69, aka Dennis Kudelka, and ijT&8_Me*q~a, free account, no profile pic. The site claimed they couldn’t determine who’d corresponded with whom, since all three accounts had been dormant for more than twelve months and their direct messages purged, per terms of service.

			Winterholz and Pettit didn’t believe it for a hot second. No one in the room did; there wasn’t a company on earth that deleted user data voluntarily.

			The situation called for additional legal pressure. Which required prosecutorial buy-in. Which SF didn’t yet have.

			But they did have a clue: ijT&8_Me*q~a’s bio.

			Introverted but thoughtful 27-year-old seeking a special spicy connection! I work in information security, so no matter how hot things get, my lips are sealed! [image: Zipper-mouth face emoji. Shushing face emoji.]Let’s crack each other’s codes.

			Linus Hao, the one verified homicide.

			Pinning down the yacht as crime scene was proving equally tough. Haven Harbor was refusing to hand over CCTV footage or records, denying dock access.

			Shelby Fuller IV wasn’t returning calls.

			That left a clear path forward.

			Accompanied by uniforms, Tiffany Reuss and Gary Kinney drove to Oakland and picked up Damian Roby from Nia Coleman’s apartment.

			He put up no resistance. After five-plus weeks of hiding, he was trashed. His hostess didn’t look unhappy to see him go, either.

			For the interview, Kinney and Reuss borrowed a room from Oakland PD. The interrogation room camera at the Parks headquarters was on the fritz. No sense paying to fix it. They were getting a brand-new facility. Any day now.

			The detectives plied Roby with snacks and drinks. Thankfully, he didn’t lawyer up.

			Sitting around the conference table, we watched the tape.

			Dame Reuss said do you know why we wanted to talk to you today?

			They assumed he’d make a show of ignorance. Most people did.

			The guy Dame said.

			Which guy? Kinney asked.

			He called himself Mike. No way was that his real name. They weren’t the first couple Dame had gotten with. He knew how it worked: feelers, coded queries, pic exchange. Not their first rodeo, either. He could tell.

			Kinney laid out photos of Adam Valois and Olivia Parisi.

			Dame nodded.

			What name did she give you? Reuss asked.

			He couldn’t remember. He wasn’t sure she’d ever said. Couldn’t remember which site they’d met on, either. Reuss showed him WildBullPen, his comment on their wall, their comment on his.

			Oh yeah Dame said.

			Reuss and Kinney had Roby log into his account. He complied. It took him a good long while; he had to reset his password, a comedic interlude of confirmation codes zinging back and forth to his phone, his email.

			The conversation between Dameinator and CaliRoyal247 had begun six weeks before Adam’s death. They traded a handful of private messages—casual, then increasingly flirty—before CaliRoyal247 suggested meeting up IRL to explore their chemistry.

			Was it him writing to you or her Kinney asked. Or both.

			Dame didn’t know. He accepted the invitation, and they picked a bar called Anvil in downtown Oakland. When he got there, only “Mike” was waiting at a table.

			That had also happened before. Sometimes the dude wanted to vet him before getting the girl involved. Sometimes there was no girl but the dude was pretending there was to get him to show. Dame didn’t yet know what the situation was. They had a few drinks and talked.

			Who paid? Kinney asked.

			Him.

			Did he use a credit card or cash?

			Dame couldn’t remember.

			What did you talk about? Reuss asked.

			The gym.

			Mike and Roby finished their round and walked to a different bar to meet her.

			Which one? Kinney asked.

			Dame couldn’t remember. There were a lot of bars in that neighborhood.

			Along the way Reuss asked did you happen to run into anyone?

			…yeah Dame said, slowly.

			Who was that?

			This guy Victor. We used to play football. I saw him on the street.

			At the second bar he met the girl. She was “blond and not bad.” They didn’t stay long. She looked him over approvingly and said they had a place they could go.

			Dame asked for the address to put into his phone.

			She replied that it was hard to find. He might get lost. They could all take Mike’s car instead.

			Dame demurred. He had work in the morning. He didn’t want to wait for them to drive him back afterward.

			In that case, she’d ride with him, tell him where to go. Mike would join them there.

			What did you think when she said that? Reuss asked.

			It was different for sure Roby said. But he wasn’t afraid of getting into a car with some chick half his size. Weirder was her lack of fear at getting into a car with him.

			Then another weird thing happened: She told him to shut off his phone.

			Did she say why? Reuss asked.

			She said it’s not their place, it’s a friend’s. They don’t want him finding out we was there.

			What’s that got to do with your phone? Kinney asked.

			Dame shook his head. She said I had to or we couldn’t go.

			Did you? Reuss asked.

			He nodded. He wasn’t thinking 100, he could admit that. And people had all kinds of crazy rules, like for example this one chick who only wanted to be touched on the right side of her body, something to do with how her brain was wired. They weren’t the first to advance a no-phone policy, either. One couple, in their sixties, kept laughing about ending up on Facebook, paranoid Dame might sneak a picture or video.

			Come on, bro. Like he wanted that shit out there on the internet? But they wouldn’t let him into their hotel room till he turned out his pockets. Probably they wanted to make sure he didn’t have a gun or something. He wasn’t mad. It could be like that.

			So, yeah: Telling him to turn off the phone was weird, for sure. Not enough to make him change his mind, though. He felt ready to go.

			The girl directed him to Emeryville. He started seeing boats. He’d never been out that way. He didn’t know it existed.

			Do you remember the address? Kinney said. Maybe you saw a sign?

			I don’t know. It was dark.

			What if we took you there? Reuss asked. Would you remember it then?

			Probably, yeah.

			They parked on the street. Mike met them by a driveway gate with a door. He used a keychain thingy to get in and they crossed a parking lot, passing through another gate to where the boats were. They led him to one and they all went inside.

			Kinney asked which boat it was.

			Dame didn’t know how to answer that. It was a boat. Big. Huge. White. Fancy. Like on TV. There was a hot tub, leather everything, a bar. They sat downstairs and chilled out for a little and had a few more drinks.

			Drugs? Kinney asked.

			Just weed.

			That’s it?

			Yeah.

			Okay Reuss said. Then what?

			We started, like, kissing.

			Mike suggested they move things up to the bedroom. When they got there Dame was taken aback to see a camera on a stand. Lights, too, professional-looking. It didn’t fit with the chick’s worries about getting found out.

			He began to feel uneasy. Not scared, yet. But the vibe was off.

			Mike went behind the camera. Dame told him to hold up.

			Did he listen? Reuss asked.

			Yeah.

			Then what?

			Uhm…She started sucking my dick.

			Did the male participate?

			Nah, he, he just sat there and watched.

			What were you all wearing at this point?

			Uhm. I was naked. She just had, like, panties.

			Did she have any identifying features? Kinney asked. Tattoos, scars.

			I think?

			They showed him Olivia’s headless boudoir photo.

			Oh yeah he said.

			You’re sure Kinney said.

			Yeah.

			What about him?

			He had his clothes on.

			The girl wanted another drink. Mike took all three cups and went downstairs.

			Your cup, too Reuss said.

			Yeah.

			Upon return Mike placed his cup and the girl’s cup on the nightstand. He gave Dame’s cup directly to him. Dame didn’t drink but set it on the nightstand next to theirs. Mike edged Dame’s cup away from theirs a couple inches, as if to keep them separate.

			The girl put a condom on him. They got on the bed and started having sex.

			Mike lay next to them, kissing her, touching Dame’s shoulders, his chest. At the next opportunity, when they changed positions, she went to use the bathroom, and Mike turned his back, Dame leaned over quickly and swapped his cup with Mike’s.

			You switched the drinks? Reuss said.

			Dame couldn’t easily explain why. Little things, adding up: her wanting to ride together, the phone, the camera, Mike jamming the cup into his hand like a command.

			Did they notice? Kinney asked.

			Dame didn’t think so. The girl returned. Mike picked up his cup, really Dame’s, and gave Dame his cup, really Mike’s. They said cheers. Mike slammed his back. Dame took a tiny sip. The girl didn’t drink, even though she’d been the one to ask for a refill.

			Mike knelt and started sucking Dame’s dick. The girl went to turn on the camera.

			Even though you’d told them not to Reuss said.

			Yeah.

			Did you ask her to turn it off?

			No.

			How come?

			Dame thought. Stuff was happening, I got into it.

			The girl slid behind him, pressing her body to his, kissing his neck, sticking her tongue in his ear, telling him how hot he was. She drew his arms behind him. Something cold touched his wrist. He jerked reflexively, looked down.

			She’d put a handcuff on him.

			He elbowed her away, shoved Mike’s head back.

			The girl told him to chill out.

			He went to get dressed. He was standing with one leg in his jeans and she rushed him.

			She did Reuss said.

			Her first. Then him, too.

			Clutched together, they staggered around the bedroom. A light tipped and went out; the camera fell over. Dame was holding back. Last thing he needed was she gets hurt. Them with this big-ass boat? With friends with this big-ass boat?

			Him with a record?

			What would that look like?

			She got something around his neck—a shirt or another article of clothing—and hauled him backward onto the bed. Mike fell atop him, twisting Dame’s left arm behind, trying to get the other cuff on. Dame began to struggle in earnest. He was bigger, he was stronger, he was buck naked and slick with sweat. He broke free, grabbed his pants, and ran for the door. Mike stood to obstruct him but Dame lowered his shoulder and went through him and flew down the steps four at a time.

			At the bottom he got confused and wound up in another bedroom. It was a big-ass boat.

			Backtracking down the hall, he collided with Mike, who wrapped him around the waist, dragging on him with his full body weight until his grip gave out and he let go. Dame stumbled toward a glass door. He remembered boarding the boat via a ramp to the back deck, but when he threw open the door and burst outside he found himself standing on a different deck, at the front, and there was no ramp.

			He’d gone the wrong way again.

			Mike was coming, lurching after him like a zombie.

			Dame climbed onto the rail.

			The distance to the dock was one body length. He didn’t have any shoes or socks. He slipped, wobbled, righted himself. He didn’t have his shirt, either. His jeans with his wallet and his keys and his phone were balled under his arm. The cuff swung.

			Mike staggered groaning onto the deck.

			Dame jumped.

			He almost didn’t make it. His head smacked the planks, his legs went into the water. The next morning he would wake with his face gashed and his elbow swollen double. In the moment he didn’t feel a thing. He clawed himself up by his fingernails.

			Behind him, Mike was climbing shakily onto the rail.

			Dame ran. He heard a dull crack, followed by a splash.

			

			—

			Winterholz and Kinney brought Roby’s statement to the Alameda County district attorney.

			A joint operation involving San Francisco, East Bay Parks, and Concord served search warrants on Haven Harbor and Shelby Fuller IV’s yacht, Motion Sickness.

			

			—

			Now, sitting around the conference table after lunch, I played the recordings of our interviews with Olivia Parisi.

			Roses are red, Michael Jackson sang “Thriller,” I promise I’m not a serial killer. I was like, “Fine, you win.”

			Cute.

			Yeah. Although maybe he’s saying that because he is a serial killer. ’Cause who comes right out and tells you they’re not a serial killer.

			Except a serial killer.

			Exactly.

			“Jesus,” Mendes said.

			During the playback of interview number two, I noticed Tiffany Reuss squirming as Olivia discussed her trauma at the hands of men.

			Guys my age, you have no idea. I don’t know if it’s too much porn, or…One guy, it was like our second date, we’re making out on his couch. We hadn’t really done anything, just kissing. He starts choking me.

			Oh God.

			Yeah.

			What did you do?

			Grabbed his hands, like, “What are you doing?” He was all, “Oh, you don’t like that?” Like I’m the weird one. Like it’s a normal thing you do. And, I don’t know. Maybe it is.

			I’m so sorry, Olivia. That sounds so frightening.

			Yeah, it was. And I mean, I’m not trying to make this about me. But it’s not like it’s always been easy, okay? I’ve had things happen in my life…Do you understand what I’m saying?

			I think I do. Did you report it?

			Report what? Nobody’s going to believe me. He’s just gonna say I asked him to.

			I didn’t feel compelled to inform the room that while the first two recordings had been made with Olivia’s full knowledge and consent, the third was iwweegal. I’d lopped off the opening minute—her asking me to stop the recorder—and edited out the line when she reconfirmed that it wasn’t running.

			I can try giving you a name. Maybe it’ll jog your memory.

			I doubt it. But: yeah, go ahead.

			Damian Roby.

			No idea who that is.

			What if I show you his picture?

			Why? I never met any of them.

			Besides Fuller.

			Well, yeah, besides him.

			Just take a peek.

			…Sorry.

			Pettit was smiling and shaking his head.

			I let the file play to the end. The audio cut off. For a moment nobody spoke.

			“It’s wild, how she’s hinting at it,” Mendes said.

			“She wants to tell a story,” Regina said. “She can’t help herself.”

			“Arrogant,” Pettit said.

			“To the bone.”

			“So we leverage that,” Kinney said.

			“It’s also important to understand what led up to that moment,” I said. “Regina was trying to schedule with her.”

			“She kept ducking me,” Regina said.

			“She reached out to me directly,” I said. “She offered to talk, but only to me. She feels more in control when it’s a man sitting across from her.”

			At four thirty, we broke for the day.

			“Great work, everybody,” Winterholz said. “Thanks again. See you next week.”

			

			—

			Regina and I rode down in the elevator.

			“I saw you talking to Reuss,” I said.

			“She looked upset. I asked if she was okay.”

			“What’d she say?”

			“She’s worked her fair share of sex crimes. It pisses her off when women make things up.”

			I nodded.

			“I get where she’s coming from,” Regina said, “what that does to actual victims. Thing is, I was there, with Olivia. I was sitting three feet away. And, just to be crystal-fucking-clear: In no way am I making excuses for her.”

			“But?”

			“I don’t think she was lying.”

			I glanced at her. “All the garbage we’ve heard come out of her mouth, that’s the moment you think she picked to tell the truth?”

			“First time for everything.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			“Nice to see you again, Olivia.”

			A new interview room, borrowed from San Jose PD. Gary Kinney sat across from Olivia Parisi. A string-tie folder lay on the table between them, next to a form with checkboxes. Her posture was nonchalant. Her hair was up. She was dressed unobtrusively in mom jeans and a Gap big logo hoodie, legs crossed, fingers curled around a Dixie cup.

			Kinney had offered her a Coke.

			She’d asked for a LaCroix.

			He’d brought cooler water.

			Down the hall, in the investigations bureau squad room, the rest of us crowded around the monitor. The audience had grown to include Tessa Maben, deputy district attorney for Alameda County; San Jose detective Bruce Lloyd, a tubby guy with hair plugs, the initial investigator back when Adam was a missing person and not yet a body; and a gaggle of SJPD cops who’d gathered to watch.

			Must See TV.

			Onscreen, Kinney said, “How are you?”

			“Fine, thanks,” Olivia said. “You?”

			“Good. Appreciate you asking. Work’s going okay?”

			“It’s fine.”

			“Emotionally? How you holding up?”

			“So-so.”

			He gave a kindly smile. “Well, thanks for coming in. You prolly remember from last time, I gotta read this to you. It’s a formality, but they make me do it.”

			She nodded. Kinney mirandized her, gave her the form to check off and sign.

			In the squad room, Tessa Maben relaxed visibly.

			“Thanks,” Kinney said. “I know it’s been a while since we talked, but first off, I was wondering if anything had come up for you. Details you remembered, maybe.”

			“I can’t think of anything.”

			“If at any point you do,” he said, untying the folder, “feel free to speak up.”

			He produced a map of the Emeryville shoreline. Bair Island had been cropped out.

			“We’ve been working with this ocean scientist. Super-smart guy. He’s an expert in how the tides work. What he did is, he put the final location of Adam’s body into a computer program, and it shows us where he drowned.”

			Kinney flipped the page to face her. “This red area, here, is where it happened. So now we know that, for a fact.”

			Olivia said, “Can I—do you mind?”

			“Please,” Kinney said, relinquishing the map to her.

			She studied it. “Where is this?”

			“Emeryville. The marina,” he said. “Does that mean anything to you?”

			“Not really.”

			“Any idea what Adam might’ve been doing there?”

			She shook her head.

			“What about you?” Kinney asked.

			She looked up. “Me?”

			“Have you ever been there?”

			“No,” she said. “I don’t even know where it is.”

			She slid the page back. “Sorry.”

			“No worries. I just wanted to check with you.”

			“Do you know what happened to him?”

			“We’re in the process of determining that.” Kinney reopened the folder. “Are you acquainted with an individual named Damian Roby? This is him.”

			Olivia didn’t ask to see the photo or reach for it. “I don’t know who that is.”

			“You’ve never met him.”

			“No. Who is he?”

			“We believe Adam was with him on the night he went missing.”

			“Wow. Really?”

			Kinney nodded.

			“Did he hurt Adam?” she asked.

			“That’s what we’re working through.”

			“Is he a drug dealer?”

			“Is there a reason you’d think that?”

			“You told me Adam went to buy drugs. That’s what you said.”

			“Yeah,” Kinney said, “so, again, I’m asking if there’s anything you think we should know. It’s an opportunity for you to share what’s on your mind.”

			“…okay.”

			“You don’t recognize Roby, though.”

			“I said I didn’t.”

			“Are you sure? You want to take a closer look?”

			“Yes, I’m sure. I’ve never met him in my life.”

			“Okay.”

			“How would I know him?”

			“Well, I don’t know,” Kinney said. “He says he’s met you.”

			“Uhhh.” She laughed. “Okaaay.”

			“Is that true?”

			“No.”

			Kinney nodded.

			She said, “What did he say?”

			“He met you and Adam in a bar in downtown Oakland last summer, the night Adam went missing. Do you remember that?”

			“I can’t remember something that didn’t happen.”

			“So why do you think Roby would say it?”

			“I have no idea. Obviously he’s getting mixed up.”

			“I guess my question is, you’ve never met him, where’s he getting you and Adam from?”

			“I don’t know. But he’s wrong.”

			“We also spoke with a witness, a friend of Roby’s, who ran into him and Adam on the street. The friend asked Roby what he was up to, and Roby said he was going to meet up with Adam’s girl.”

			Kinney paused. “That’s you, correct? Adam’s girl?”

			Olivia didn’t answer.

			“What do you think of that?” Kinney said.

			“What do I think of what?”

			“This witness saying that Roby was going to meet Adam’s girl.”

			“What do I think, I think it’s ridiculous.”

			“He’s lying?”

			“Obviously.”

			“Okay,” Kinney said. “The thing is, Olivia, why would he do that? This other guy doesn’t know you at all.”

			“Don’t ask me, ask him.”

			“Well, we did ask,” Kinney said. “And that’s what he said. I can’t come up with a reason for him to lie, unless you did know him or Roby, and maybe something happened between you guys. But you’re telling me you never met either of them.”

			She was shaking her head. “It’s just stupid.”

			“What is?”

			She didn’t answer.

			Kinney said, “The witness said Roby told him you guys were going to have a threesome.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“You, Roby, and Adam. Is that true?”

			“I don’t even know what to say. That’s…It’s disgusting.”

			Kinney let the silence stretch.

			He said, “Did you ever get a chance to read the coroner’s report, Olivia?”

			No response. Kinney repeated the question.

			She shook her head.

			“If you read it,” Kinney said, “you’d see that Adam’s cause of death is undetermined. What that means, undetermined, from a legal point of view, is it could still go either way. The case stays open, and we continue to gather evidence. If someone harmed Adam, we want to prevent them from harming someone else. If it was an accident, we want to understand how it occurred, for the sake of the people that loved him. I include you in that. I can imagine it’s frustrating, not having the whole story.”

			No response.

			“I’m not looking to get anyone in trouble. I get that it’s easy to misinterpret things. The whole thing is scary, I get that. What I will say is that I’ve been doing this for twenty-two years. I’ve seen all kinds of situations arise. And without exception, everybody feels better once they get it off their chest. You’re walking around, every second of the day, with this burden. And it just eats you alive.”

			A beat.

			“I don’t know what you want me to say,” Olivia said.

			“I’m asking you to be honest with me.”

			“I am.”

			“Olivia.”

			“I am.”

			“You’ve never met Roby?”

			“No.”

			“Why’s he saying he’s met you, then?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“He passed a polygraph,” Kinney said.

			“Good for him.”

			“What I’m having trouble with is, what’s his motive to lie to us? He’s never met you, you’re saying you never even heard of him. So why’s he bringing you into it?”

			“I don’t. Know.”

			Kinney reopened the folder, removing a small sheaf of papers bound with an alligator clip. He unclipped the pages and began laying them out.

			CaliRoyal247’s WildBullPen profile—the photo gallery, Adam’s body, hers; their direct messages with Dameinator.

			“CaliRoyal247,” Kinney said. “That’s you and Adam, correct?”

			“No.”

			He tilted his head. “It isn’t?”

			“No.”

			“That’s not you in the pictures?”

			“No.”

			In the squad room, Alan Mendes was laughing. “The balls.”

			Kinney said, “The guy is Adam, though. That’s his tattoo. Correct?”

			Olivia said nothing.

			“Who is it with him, if it’s not you?” Kinney said.

			She shook her head.

			“This woman has a tattoo on her back. Do you have a tattoo like that?”

			She stared at him. “Are you asking to see my body?”

			“No, Olivia, I’m not.”

			“ ’Cause that’s harassment.”

			Tiffany Reuss muttered, “Bitch.”

			“I’m not asking for that, but we can have a female officer verify,” Kinney said. “But look, let’s just try to do this the easy way, okay? Help me make sense of this, because I can’t figure it out. I’m seeing Adam in these pictures. I’m seeing someone with him who looks an awful lot like you, even without her whole face. I’m seeing messages between these accounts, asking Roby to meet in Oakland on that particular night. I’m hearing Roby say he was there, and he met you, and I’m hearing a witness who corroborates that. I have the name of the bar where he and Adam met up. I have a map proving Adam went into the water ten minutes away from that bar. So all that—that’s on one side. On the other side, I got you, telling me I’m wrong, you don’t know this guy, you’ve never met him, never seen him, never communicated with him, that’s not you in the pictures. I can’t make that fit together, Olivia. I’m trying, but I can’t. So I need you to help me out here.”

			Silence.

			“Tell you what,” Kinney said. “I have something else I want you to see. Gimme a sec, I gotta go grab it.”

			She ignored him.

			He went out, leaving papers fanned across on the table.

			Moments later he entered the squad room. “What’s she doing?”

			“Nothing,” Winterholz said.

			I thought: Not yet. Don’t rush it.

			Kinney sat with us.

			For five solid minutes Olivia remained motionless.

			She got up and walked toward the door as if to leave.

			The squad room took a collective breath.

			Olivia put her ear to the door.

			Returned to her chair, began moving pages around like puzzle pieces.

			Sat back and crossed her arms.

			Kinney said, “Round two. Can I get a hand?”

			Bruce Lloyd helped him wheel out a TV on a stand.

			On the monitor, the door swung wide and Kinney backed in, looking like a health ed teacher come to screen a video about STDs.

			The door shut.

			Kinney connected a laptop and cued up the interview with Dame Roby. He reached to shut off the light but reconsidered, hitting Play and scooting his chair to the corner, putting Olivia one-on-one with Roby as he told his story.

			For the next hour she hardly moved.

			The tape ended.

			Kinney said, “Olivia?”

			“It’s not true,” she said.

			“What part?”

			“All of it.”

			“Nothing he’s saying is true.”

			“Yes. I mean—no. It’s not.”

			“It’s pretty specific, Olivia. All those details. Where do you think he’s getting them from?”

			She shook her head.

			Kinney dragged his chair to the table. “Do you know the boat he’s talking about?”

			“I don’t know anyone who has a boat.”

			“Did Adam?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Are you acquainted with Shelby Fuller the Fourth? He’s a lawyer. He works for Adam’s parents.”

			A beat. Olivia nodded.

			“Okay, great. You do know him. Were you aware he owns a boat?”

			She shook her head.

			“Big honking yacht. He has it docked in Emeryville, at a club. Sort of like a country club. It’s right by that mark on the map. So that caught our attention.”

			“You should be talking to him, not me,” she said.

			We’d tried. Fuller still wouldn’t answer.

			“We spoke to the club people,” Kinney said. “Turns out they issued Adam a key fob for the service gate, all the way back in 2023. They were also able to look up when the fob was used. There’s an entry at around midnight, a little after, on June 21 last year, the night Roby said he got with you and Adam.”

			Olivia frowned. Corrected. Tightened her arms across her torso.

			Kinney said, “So then we thought, okay, let’s check the security cameras. But we ran into a problem, see, ’cause they don’t keep the footage past six months. So that didn’t work. But then we lucked out. There’s a camera on the boat itself.”

			Her head whipped toward him. Wide-eyed.

			He nodded. “On the rear deck, over the entrance. Want to see?”

			Without waiting for an answer, he heaved from his chair and cued up another clip, black-and-white, nighttime, fish-eyed, showing the aft deck.

			Adam turned up the ramp, followed by Olivia and Damian Roby, walking close together. She was smiling. Bounce in her step. A woman whose evening plans included God knows what.

			Kinney paused the video. “Now or never, Olivia.”

			She said, “That’s not how it happened.”

			“Okay.” He took his seat. “How’d it happen?”

			

			—

			Her version: 

			The whole thing was Adam’s idea. She was against it. Hated it. It made her sick to think about it, being with another man. She loved Adam, she only loved him. She loved him so much that she gave in. She was afraid he’d leave her if she didn’t agree.

			“Who created the profile?” Kinney said.

			“Him.”

			“It says ‘we.’ ”

			“He wrote it.”

			“Your picture’s up there.”

			“Those were private. They were supposed to be for him. The photo shoot was for his birthday.”

			“All Adam.”

			“Yes.”

			“You had nothing to do with it.”

			She shook her head.

			“Did he clear it with you in advance, when he made the profile?”

			“No.”

			“Jeez,” Kinney said. “You must’ve been upset when you found out.”

			“I was, yeah.”

			“Was Roby the first guy you met with?”

			“He was…That was the only time.”

			“Okay. Tell me how it went down.”

			She shifted. “Adam met him at the bar, to make sure he didn’t seem shady. Then we all went together.”

			“To Fuller’s yacht.”

			“I didn’t know whose it was. Adam said it belonged to a friend of his parents.”

			“Did you ride in Roby’s car and tell him where to go?”

			“Not me,” she said. “Adam did.”

			“Why’s Roby saying it the other way around?”

			“I don’t know. He probably doesn’t remember. He was wasted.”

			“How’d you get there?”

			“I drove Adam’s car. I didn’t even know the way, I had to put it in my GPS.”

			“What happened when you got there?”

			“We went on the boat. We drank and smoked.”

			“Then?”

			“Went upstairs.”

			“Did you have sex with Roby?” Kinney asked.

			“I started to. I…I couldn’t do it. I told him, I can’t, I’m sorry. He…”

			She put her face in her hands, fell silent.

			Kinney waited.

			“He got really mad,” Olivia said.

			She looked up. “He called me a, a cunt. Adam told him to leave, and they started arguing. Then—I don’t know, it just—all of a sudden they were fighting.”

			“Who threw the first punch?”

			“Him.”

			“Roby or Adam?”

			“Roby.”

			“Did you try to handcuff him?”

			“That was Adam. He was trying to get him under control.”

			“You had handcuffs with you.”

			“Yeah, but not—for me and Adam.”

			“To use during sex.”

			She nodded.

			“Okay. So they’re fighting, Adam’s trying to cuff him. What next?”

			“He grabbed Adam’s wallet and ran out,” she said. “Adam ran after him. He chased him downstairs, and I…I could hear them fighting. I wanted to call 911 but I didn’t have my phone, I left it on the bar. I went down. A door was open, I could see Adam standing on the, the edge. He jumped, he…”

			Silence.

			“I went out and he…was floating in the water. I could see he was dead.”

			“How’d you know that?”

			“He wasn’t moving, and…His face was in the water.”

			“Where was Roby?”

			“Running away.”

			“Did you call 911?”

			Silence.

			She said, “I was in shock. I didn’t know what to do. I wasn’t even supposed to be there.”

			Kinney waited.

			“I went home,” she said.

			“Did you clean up before you left?”

			“A little. I…A little.”

			“What about the camera equipment?”

			“I put it in Adam’s car.”

			“Is that how you got home?” Kinney asked. “In Adam’s car?”

			“I took an Uber.”

			“Would you be able to show me that on your phone?”

			She took it out, scrolled, handed it over.

			“Okay.” He gave it back. “What happened with his car?”

			“I left it.”

			“Parked outside the marina.”

			She nodded.

			“Why’d you do that? Leave the car there, with the camera.”

			“I just needed to get away from there. I was panicking.”

			Kinney nodded. “Did you tape what happened? Was the camera rolling?”

			“No. Adam wanted to, but we never got to it before…”

			She trailed off, shut her eyes, exhaled heavily.

			“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I should’ve…I’m sorry.”

			Silence.

			“I thought nobody would believe me,” she said.

			In the squad room, Regina said, “We don’t.”

			Winterholz almost spit out his coffee.

			Kinney said, “Thank you for your honesty. I know it’s not easy to talk about. But it’s good you’re telling the truth now. That’s the right thing to do.”

			Olivia opened her eyes.

			“You’re right,” she said. “I feel better.”

			“I’m glad to hear that,” he said. “A couple things I’d like to clarify. You said this was the first time you guys had ever done this sort of thing, met with another person.”

			“First and last.”

			“And you’d never been on the boat before.”

			“No.”

			“Never been to the marina, or that part of Emeryville.”

			“No.”

			“Okay. That’s helpful. We’re almost done. You need anything?”

			“Can I use the bathroom?”

			“Yeah, no problem.”

			He took the folder and they exited together. We could hear them as they passed in the hall, Kinney saying Just down to the left. Come back when you’re done.

			The squad room door opened.

			Kinney walked in, handed John Pettit the folder, and clapped him on the shoulder. “Batter up.”

			

			—

			Reentering the interview room, Olivia froze on the threshold, staring at the unfamiliar face.

			“Hi Olivia. My name is Detective Pettit. Nice to meet you.”

			She said, “You too.”

			“Come on in and have a seat.”

			She glanced into the hall. Complied. No bounce in her step.

			Pettit opened the folder. “This is a record of every time Adam’s key fob was used to gain entrance to the marina. Have a look at it and tell me what you see.”

			She took the page. “Dates and times.”

			“Three in particular are highlighted. Can you read those? Start at the top.”

			“ ‘June 21, 2026,’ ” she read. “ ‘Twelve eleven a.m.’ ”

			“That’s the night you, Adam, and Roby were on the boat.”

			“I guess.”

			“No, it is,” Pettit said.

			No response.

			“Please,” he said. “Continue.”

			Olivia stiffened the paper. “ ‘December 31, 2025. Eleven forty-one p.m. March 29, 2024, eleven nineteen p.m.’ ”

			She turned the page face down on the table.

			“Do those dates mean anything to you?” Pettit asked.

			“No.”

			“Well, the first one has to. That’s the night Adam died. We established that.”

			“I meant the others,” she said.

			“You weren’t at the marina on those dates.”

			“No.”

			From the folder Pettit removed photos of Dennis Kudelka and Linus Hao. “Recognize those individuals?”

			“No.”

			Pettit flashed a toothy smile.

			Again he opened the folder. Olivia eyed it like it was some bag of nightmares.

			“Here,” he said, “we have a profile from a dating site called Pläegroünd. Dumb name.”

			He ran his finger along the page, as though he was reading a book to a child. “It’s word for word the same profile my colleague showed you before, CaliRoyal247, same username, same pictures, except this one was created in 2023.”

			Olivia stuffed her hands between her knees.

			“This next profile,” Pettit said, “belongs to the individual in that picture, Dennis Kudelka. And this profile is this individual, Linus Hao. And here…you can see, both of them matched with CaliRoyal247.”

			“Okay,” she said.

			“You said that you and Adam had never gotten with anyone before Roby.”

			“We didn’t.”

			“Adam’s matching with these other guys.”

			“Okay. So?”

			“You really don’t see the problem here?” Pettit asked.

			“No.”

			“These guys disappeared. On the same dates you just read, when we know Adam was at the marina. Then they turned up dead. Both of them.”

			“Okay.”

			“Is that all you have to say? ‘Okay’?”

			“I mean, it’s—it’s sad. But I don’t know why you’re asking me about it.”

			Pettit said, “Have you ever spilled anything on your kitchen counter?”

			“Have I—what?”

			“Like a cup of coffee. You knock it over, it’s running over the edge, dripping. That ever happened to you?”

			She sighed. “Yeah, sure.”

			“So you know it’s a pain to clean up. Coffee’s running down the face of the drawers, and some of it gets into the cracks, gets inside the drawer. Maybe you wipe it off outside, but inside, there’s still coffee. You might not see that if you don’t open the drawer, or if you’re not looking carefully, if you’re in a rush. For example”—he shook out a photo of Motion Sickness’s main cabin—“this nightstand. You see the drawer there?”

			She did not reply.

			“Now let’s look at the inside,” he said. “See that brown stuff at the bottom, along the edge? That’s dried blood. That’s what blood looks like, when it’s been sitting there for a while. But you can still get DNA from it. We tested that blood. It belongs to this individual. Linus Hao.”

			She said nothing.

			“How do you think it got there?” Pettit asked.

			She shook her head.

			“Want to take a guess?”

			She shook her head.

			“Well, let’s step back and read the pattern,” he said. “There’s two identical profiles, both with you on ’em.”

			“I already told the other cop, Adam did that.”

			“You told him that he made the second profile.”

			“He must’ve made both of them.”

			“Without informing you.”

			“Yeah.”

			“This first profile’s four years old,” Pettit said. “Adam made it, put your pictures up there, and didn’t say anything to you for all that time?”

			“I don’t know. Yeah.”

			“He’s matched to two guys who end up dead.”

			“I don’t know anything about it.”

			“Plus another guy who says you jumped him.”

			“Well, that’s—I don’t…It’s not true.”

			“You weren’t there?”

			“I w—I didn’t jump him.”

			“And then these other guys, who also drowned in this exact area, on the same nights Adam was at the marina—that’s a coincidence?”

			She said, “I don’t know what he did without me.”

			“What are you saying?” Pettit asked.

			She didn’t answer.

			“Adam was there, but you weren’t?” Pettit said. “Is that what you’re saying?”

			“I’m saying I don’t control him.”

			In the squad room, Mendes clucked his tongue. “She’s throwing him under the bus.”

			“Like Detective Kinney told you,” Pettit said, “there’s a camera on the boat.”

			She said, “I want a lawyer.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			They arrested her for the assault on Roby.

			Kinney drove her to Santa Rita Jail for booking.

			Maben, the prosecutor, was concerned about the lack of physical evidence tying Olivia to the murders. By Olivia’s own admission she’d been on the boat at least once. In a sense that complicated things, opening up the possibility of contamination. And Pettit’s line about the camera was a gambit, both true and false.

			There was indeed a camera, motion-activated, saving thirty-second increments, retaining the footage as long as there was sufficient storage, writing over the oldest files to make room. When they’d impounded the hard drive from the bowels of Motion Sickness, the clip of Adam, Olivia, and Dame had been on the brink of deletion.

			No such footage existed to show the couple with Denny Kudelka, John Doe #57, or Linus Hao.

			Even the lesser charge looked unlikely to stick. Damian Roby had never filed a police report or gone to the hospital to be treated for his injuries. The case boiled down to the word of a hulking Black man with a criminal record against that of a chick half his size who worked in a dental office.

			Forty-eight hours after walking into jail, Olivia Parisi walked out on her own recognizance. As it was her first arrest, the judge did not regard her as a threat to the community or flight risk.

			A friend picked her up and drove her back to San Jose.

			Over the ensuing days she went to work, went to the grocery store, went home.

			On a Friday, she left the dental practice at one thirty and got into her car. Three vehicles behind her was an SFPD unmarked. The plainclothes officer at the wheel had been briefed on locations of interest—the Oakland bars, Haven Harbor, Bair Island. Best-case scenario, she’d run and they could re-arrest her.

			She drove to the mall in Milpitas.

			The officer followed her inside.

			She bought socks at the Gap. Got a Jamba Juice.

			At three ten p.m., Olivia Parisi arrived early for a three-fifteen appointment at Second Skin Laser Tattoo Removal.

			

			—

			Pettit returned to Haven Harbor and walked the dock, documenting every vessel with its own security camera. Maybe they’d get lucky again. He asked the clubhouse manager for a complete membership roster so he could obtain footage. The clubhouse manager called corporate, who consulted in-house counsel, who pointed out that such a request fell outside the scope of the original search warrant. The manager was therefore not required to comply.

			While Pettit drafted a new affidavit, Winterholz began looking up individual hull numbers and contacting the owners, one at a time. Most vessels were registered to corporations, which made it hard to wring out an answer.

			Alan Mendes was interviewing Haven Harbor employees who’d worked the nights in question. He also made several visits to ask around at the fishing pier. A couple of my flyers were still up.

			Kinney was recanvassing downtown Oakland. Reuss was looking into Redwood Yacht Club.

			Tessa Maben was battling the Pläegroünd compliance department over CaliRoyal247’s archived messages.

			Regina texted that she was taking on a new case.

			Sorry, Poirot. Gal’s gotta pay the bills.

			I texted Trevor Vogel.

			I really need to talk to you about Adam and the boat.

			He didn’t answer. The following day I added:

			Olivia’s saying some crazy things about him.

			The reply was instantaneous.

			Come to Jasmines

			

			—

			She opened the door without meeting my eye. I’d been texting them both for weeks. Jasmine had consistently claimed she hadn’t spoken to Trevor and didn’t know where he was.

			Inside the apartment, he lolled on the sofa with his older daughter snuggled against him. Baby London rested in his lap. They were watching Paw Patrol.

			He glanced at me, returned to the screen.

			Jasmine took the baby from him. “Sienna. Let’s go. Daddy’s gotta talk to this man.”

			She strapped the baby in a stroller and the three of them left.

			Trevor appeared slightly healthier than the last time I’d seen him flailing in a hospital bed. His color was back, his cheeks were fuller, he’d bathed and shaved and his clothes hadn’t come out of a dumpster. But his eyes remained hazy, and he wiggled his bare, misshapen toes against the carpeting.

			The show was still playing. Paw Patrol were on a roll.

			I shut it off. “The cops know about the boat. They have a victim who’s passed a poly, says Adam and Olivia brought him there and tried to drug and handcuff him.”

			“No.”

			“He fought them off. But there’s three other guys who died.”

			“Nope.” He was shaking his head. “Nope, nope, nope.”

			“There’s blood in the bedroom, Trevor.”

			“What’s she saying?”

			“It was all Adam.”

			“He didn’t do shit.”

			“I need you to understand something,” I said. “They’re going to arrest her, and she’s gonna get up in court, in front of everyone, and blame him for everything. Everything. Okay? That’s her defense: what a horrible guy Adam was. And guess what? People are going to believe her. Because he’s not around to defend himself.”

			Trevor’s face was taut with anger. “It was an accident.”

			“Okay. How?”

			“They were getting high and the guy stopped breathing. They thought he was dead. They freaked out and threw him in. Then the guy started moving around, trying to swim. But he couldn’t.”

			“This is the first time it happened?”

			Trevor nodded.

			Denny Kudelka. “Did they try to pull him out?”

			Trevor didn’t answer.

			“An accident like that happens once,” I said.

			Silence.

			“She liked it,” he said. “It turned her on.”

			“So they did it again? On purpose?”

			He said nothing.

			“When did Adam tell you this?” I asked.

			“Last year.”

			“When?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Think, please.”

			Silence.

			“After Christmas,” he said.

			“How long after?”

			“A few weeks.”

			“Is that when he gave you the watch?”

			Trevor nodded.

			“Why did he come to you?”

			“He felt bad.”

			I said, “You need to tell that to the cops.”

			“No fucking way.”

			“It’s the only way he avoids becoming a monster. The fact that he felt bad. Feeling bad is important, Trevor.”

			“I’m not talking to them.”

			“You want her to have the last word? She drags Adam, gets off scot-free?”

			He fidgeted. More than nerves. Jonesing. “Stay here.”

			From a back room he brought a gallon-sized zip-top bag.

			He knelt on the carpet and dumped out the contents. Coins, matches, pills, his tangled phone charger.

			A thick, heavy gold watch.

			Brushing it aside, he plucked out an SD card in a plastic case and tossed it to me.

			“What’s on here?” I asked.

			“I don’t know.”

			“You’ve never looked at it.”

			“He told me not to,” he said. “He said hang on to it unless something happens between him and Olivia.”

			“What did he think would happen?”

			“This.”

			Silence.

			“You need to come with me,” I said, “and tell the cops what you told me.”

			“Can’t you just give it to them?”

			“They need to know where it came from.”

			“So tell them.”

			“They need to hear it from you.”

			He drew in fetally, began to rock. “Shit.”

			“You’re not in trouble,” I said. “Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

			He looked at me like I was an idiot.

			

			—

			The SD card contained a single video file, eighty-seven minutes long.

			Created at twelve nineteen a.m. on January 1, 2026, it opened in the main cabin of Motion Sickness, every inch as luxe as Damian Roby had described: teak floors, mirrored walls, marble vanity, recessed lighting. A sliding glass door gave onto a balcony, which in turn gave an oblique view of the nighttime harbor, diamonds and rubies beading the freeway, the scarred city made beautiful by distance and darkness.

			Amid the opulence, one item stood out for its brutal practicality.

			A large black rolling case, deep, rugged, and blocky—the kind used to protect and transport delicate cargo. Electronics, firearms, video equipment.

			Olivia lounged on the king-sized bed in her underwear, legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. She was holding a red plastic cup. Her toenails were pink. Beside her, Linus Hao sat nude against the headboard, holding his own cup and staring awkwardly at the ceiling. His penis was limp. With her free hand she was caressing his cheek, telling him not to worry, it happened.

			Having started the camera, Adam appeared from behind it and picked up a third cup off the nightstand. They toasted and drank.

			Linus gagged but managed to force it down. He didn’t want to disappoint any worse than he already had.

			Olivia turned his face toward hers. Held him fast and kissed him hard.

			Adam perched on the bed, watching.

			He reached for Linus’s penis.

			Linus batted his hand away.

			Adam relented, doing nothing for several minutes as Linus’s body began to slacken and slide down the headboard.

			Adam reached for him again.

			Grunting, Linus pushed them both away. With difficulty he climbed from the bed and stood, swooning.

			Olivia warned him not to puke, he’d better not fucking puke.

			Linus pitched sideways into the mirrored wall. He began groping forward, held up by his own reflection, leaving a smear.

			Olivia asked where he thought he was going.

			He didn’t answer.

			She ordered him to get back here.

			He didn’t. He was wilting, torso nearly parallel to the floor.

			She jumped up and grabbed him by the arm. Hey.

			He yanked free.

			Olivia frowned.

			The image quality was excellent, the lighting was balanced. Adam was a pro, he knew what he was doing, and her wordless rage at being disobeyed shone through.

			She went to the rolling case.

			Unlatched the top and removed a heavy-duty tripod.

			Livvy Adam said.

			Linus looked up, dumbly following the path of the tripod as she raised it, ax-like. He tried to speak. His mouth wasn’t working.

			Olivia brought the tripod down on his skull.

			He sank to his knees.

			Audible snap as a second blow broke his collarbone. He dropped to the floor.

			As Olivia continued to beat him, Adam stayed on the bed, looking on, doing nothing, his face numb and fossilized, form without purpose.

			Blood splashed the mirror; the nightstand. Blood speckled the sheets.

			Adam said Livvy.

			She stopped, chest heaving.

			Adam got up and went to examine Linus, who lay prone, breathing shallowly, bleeding onto the teak.

			Olivia opened the balcony door and cleared a path, folding back a rug to avoid staining it.

			Adam took Linus’s ankles. Olivia took his wrists.

			Linus moaned.

			They hauled him outside and down the balcony. The balcony was long. Toward the bow end, they curved out of sight.

			Silence hissed.

			The splash could not be heard, even with the volume at max.

			Adam and Olivia reappeared without him, their bodies intertwined, groping at each other as they fell on the bed and had sex atop the sheets.

			Afterward they went into the en suite. A shower ran.

			Adam came out wrapped in a towel. He was carrying extra towels, which he used to mop the floor. He wiped the mirror wall. Olivia joined him, wiping the front and top of the nightstand. Neglecting to open the drawer.

			They replaced the furniture, straightened the rug, stripped the bloody linens and stuffed them in a trash bag along with Linus’s clothes and the ruined towels. Olivia asked what if Fuller noticed them missing. Adam replied that he wouldn’t. Extra sets in the closet. Shelby had so much shit. The maid was coming Monday.

			

			—

			When it was over Winterholz turned on the lights.

			Each of us had watched something slightly different.

			Tessa Maben, the prosecutor, was beaming. For her the video was a solo performance by Olivia Parisi, a stake to drive into the heart of her defendant.

			Gary Kinney looked grim, confronting an imaginary Rick Valois, neck swollen with fury, screaming at him, threatening to file suit for defamation, gross negligence, mental anguish.

			Alan Mendes’s pale horror said he was seeing the ghost of Denny Kudelka.

			Pettit and Winterholz saw Linus Hao: incapacitated, battered, dropped alive from thirty feet up like a water balloon.

			I was picturing Hao on the morgue table, comparing his body with Denny’s, with that of John Doe #57. All three men shared a similar physical profile, short and wiry. It struck me that Adam and Olivia had never attempted to restrain Linus. Perhaps they didn’t think it necessary; he was much smaller than both of them. And the sedatives did most of the work. Always had.

			But they couldn’t take chances with Damian Roby, not with his size, strength, and agility. Cuffs, then.

			Not enough.

			Tough luck for two monsters.

			Tiffany Reuss kept peeking down the table at Trevor Vogel. His face was waxen, eyes half-closed and trembling, mouth-breathing to stave off nausea. He was remembering his best friend; his best friend, relaxing as a man was beaten to death in front of him, then fucking on bloodstained sheets.

			Trevor laid his head on his arms.

			He began to snore.

			What cops call guilty sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			Accompanied by her defense attorney, Charles Barlow, Olivia Parisi appeared for arraignment in Alameda County Superior Court, pleading not guilty to one count of second-degree murder, plus additional counts of conspiracy and destroying evidence. Judge Jacqueline Searle remanded her to Santa Rita Jail pending trial.

			The cops were unhappy. Mendes wanted Olivia charged for Denny Kudelka. Pettit and Winterholz wanted murder one, which carried a minimum twenty-five to life.

			In the end the DA was firm: Only Linus Hao’s case had enough juice, and only enough for murder two. Pettit argued that what had happened to Damian Roby demonstrated an MO consistent with premeditation. But Tessa Maben preferred to center her case on the video. The video showed Olivia reacting in the moment. Nor was Maben confident that Roby would be allowed to take the stand; sure enough, the defense would later move to exclude his testimony as prejudicial, a motion Judge Searle denied.

			Implicit—though never articulated—was reluctance to pin hopes on the word of a hulking Black man with a criminal record.

			Barlow approached Maben about a plea drop to voluntary manslaughter. Eager to avoid a trial, Maben was on the fence until Winterholz facilitated a meeting between her and Hao’s family. His parents flew in from San Diego, his sister Agnes from Denver.

			Maben called Barlow: no deal.

			These and numerous other legal wranglings ate up the fall and winter. I heard about them mostly from Tiffany Reuss. In February she called to tell me that she’d been reviewing the documentary footage of Adam and Trevor, all five-hundred-something hours, putting on her headphones and letting it play in the background while she did other work, listening for any talk of the murders, waiting for the moment Adam put the SD card into Trevor’s hand. So far she’d found neither.

			She had come across one wild thing, though. She offered to send it to me if I promised to delete it straightaway. Flattered by her trust, I agreed.

			The clip opened on a dingy, nondescript room. The lighting was excellent; the image quality, superb. Adam Valois lazed on a brown sofa. Trevor Vogel sat beside him, sparking a lighter at a giant purple bong.

			The chambers clouded, Trevor inhaled hard.

			Mischief crystallized in Adam’s eyes.

			He lunged.

			The kiss lasted a fraction of a second.

			Adam sat back with a smug grin, looking on as Trevor struggled to hold his breath. He went red. He shook. Little white bullets puffed from his nostrils. Finally he couldn’t take it any longer and exploded; hacking, pounding, laughing, cussing.

			Douchebag. Trevor set the bong on the floor and got up. Needa piss.

			Adam’s head swiveled to follow his departure.

			The grin faded, leaving behind an expression of pure longing.

			Adam reached for the bong.

			The clip ended.

			I called Regina. “I’m sending you something. You have to promise to delete it.”

			“Color me intrigued, Poirot.”

			“I’m serious. You’re gonna get me in a shitload of trouble.”

			“Yeah, yeah, Scout’s Honor.”

			I stayed on the line while she watched.

			“Holy hell,” she said. “Our boy was in love.”

			

			—

			Five months later, the trial began.

			I attended as often as I could, which was seldom. I was swamped with new cases, simpler, lucrative.

			But I was there on day one, sitting in the last row, when they brought Olivia out in her court attire. Church-worthy navy skirt suit.

			Jail hadn’t been kind to her. Her complexion was pallid, she was thirty pounds heavier; her roots had grown out enough that they could no longer be called roots.

			She remained expressionless during the prosecution’s opening statement, not reacting to Maben’s characterizations of her as evil, calculating, a wolf in sheep’s clothing, don’t be fooled.

			Never glancing at the jury box or the gallery, where the Hao family sat in the front row.

			The Haos, in turn, did not react to Charles Barlow’s opening statement, which made clear that it was going to be as much a trial of Adam’s character as Olivia’s actions. Barlow also used the word “evil”—in reference to Adam. He implored the jury not to be fooled, painting his client as a victim, seduced and intimidated by a powerful, wealthy, aggressive, domineering man who had traumatized Olivia Parisi and bent her to his will.

			

			—

			Alerted by Reuss, I was there the day Shelby Fuller IV testified that he’d obtained a Haven Harbor service entrance key fob for Adam Valois and provided him the code for the aft door of Motion Sickness. Fuller stated that he was unaware Adam had brought Olivia or anyone else aboard, and that he had been out of town over New Year’s 2026, skiing in Vail with his wife and children.

			During cross-examination, Barlow said, “Mr. Fuller, why did you give Adam Valois access to your yacht?”

			“We met there from time to time,” Fuller said.

			“Just the two of you?”

			“Yes.”

			“If you were meeting him, why did Adam need his own fob? Or the door code?”

			“I often work late,” Fuller said. “If he’d driven up without me I didn’t want him to have to wait outside.”

			“You both reside in San Jose, is that correct?”

			“Adam did. I live in Almaden.”

			“Which is a suburb of San Jose. How long does it take you to drive from your home to the marina in Emeryville?”

			“It depends on traffic,” Fuller said.

			“On average, say. How long?”

			“About an hour. Maybe an hour and a half.”

			“So despite you and Adam living near each other, you would both drive an hour, and sometimes more, to meet, correct?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why didn’t you choose someplace closer to home?” Barlow asked. “Why all this rigmarole? It sounds like a spy novel.”

			“Objection,” Maben said.

			“Withdrawn,” Barlow said. “I’ll rephrase, Your Honor.”

			“Please do,” the judge said.

			“Mr. Fuller, why did you and Adam choose to meet over an hour from home?”

			Fuller said, “We preferred it.”

			“What about it did you prefer?”

			“The atmosphere.”

			“Oh, for sure. It’s a really nice boat. What is it, like a hundred feet long?”

			“A little less.”

			“That’s right,” Barlow said. “It’s only ninety-five feet.”

			“Objection,” Maben said. “Relevance.”

			“It’s highly relevant,” Barlow said. “I’m trying to understand why Mr. Fuller would drive over an hour from home to meet Adam Valois. A luxurious boat like that might be worth the effort. I don’t know, I don’t own a boat of any size.”

			“Overruled,” the judge said. “Though I remind counsel not to get carried away.”

			“Yes, Your Honor,” Barlow said. “I can’t help thinking, Mr. Fuller: Surely you could find somewhere closer, so you didn’t have to drive an hour or more. Were you hiding something?”

			“Objection.”

			“Sustained. Knock it off, Mr. Barlow.”

			“Yes, Your Honor. Mr. Fuller,” Barlow said, “in your opinion, do you consider Adam Valois an honest person?”

			“Objection.”

			“Overruled.”

			Fuller said, “I never saw Adam do anything dishonest.”

			“He brought people to your boat without your permission.”

			There was no question. Fuller didn’t answer.

			“What did you and Adam do together,” Barlow asked, “on your ninety-five-foot yacht?”

			“Talk.”

			“Did you drink?”

			“Occasionally.”

			“Use the hot tub?”

			“Occasionally.”

			“Did you have sex?”

			“Occasionally.”

			“How often did you have sex?”

			“I don’t recall.”

			“Mr. Fuller, are you married to Nina Fuller?”

			“Objection.”

			“Overruled.”

			“Yes,” Fuller said.

			“Were you married to her while you were having a sexual relationship with Adam?”

			“Part of the time.”

			“Can you clarify what you mean by ‘part of the time’?”

			“Just that.”

			“Your Honor?” Barlow said.

			“Answer the question, Mr. Fuller.”

			“My relationship with Adam predated my marriage.”

			“Did it continue, the sexual relationship, after you were married?”

			“Yes.”

			“Would it be accurate to characterize that portion of your sexual relationship with Adam as an extramarital affair?”

			“Yes.”

			“Did your wife know about that affair?”

			“She knows now,” Fuller said. “She didn’t then.”

			“What about Olivia Parisi? Did she know?”

			“I don’t know what she knows,” Fuller said.

			“No,” Barlow said, “Olivia didn’t know, because Adam never told her.”

			“Objection.”

			“Sustained. Members of the jury, you are to disregard that last statement.”

			“Mr. Fuller,” Barlow said, “I’ll ask again whether you think Adam was an honest person, bearing in mind that he was having an affair with a married man, not to mention accessing your boat and bringing people there without permission. Is that what an honest person does?”

			Fuller said, “It’s not up to me to decide.”

			“Do you have an opinion?”

			“My opinion is that Adam was as honest as any of us are.”

			“I have to say,” Barlow said, “that’s a pretty dim view of humanity.”

			Fuller knew better than to answer.

			

			—

			I wasn’t in court the day Tessa Maben called to the stand a Haven Harbor employee named Rosa Pons; I read the transcript later.

			Alan Mendes was there. He’d interviewed Pons and came to show support, knowing she felt nervous about testifying.

			After establishing that Pons had worked the overnight shift on New Year’s Eve, Maben asked her to describe what she was doing at approximately twelve forty-five a.m. on January 1, 2026.

			“I was delivering a bottle of champagne to a vessel.”

			Maben submitted to evidence an enlarged diagram of the Haven Harbor docks, labeled with Fuller’s Dock Eleven end berth. Pons indicated her own location, near the end of Dock Ten.

			Maben asked if, from that spot, Pons had a clear view of Motion Sickness.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Please tell the jury what you saw.”

			“A man and a woman on the balcony.”

			Maben asked Pons if the woman on the balcony was in the courtroom.

			Pons nodded.

			“Could you point her out for the jury?”

			Pons pointed to Olivia Parisi.

			“And what were they doing on the balcony,” Maben said, “this man and woman?”

			“Carrying a body.”

			Pons described seeing the man and woman lift the body over the railing and drop it. The person hit the water and splashed around—she saw an arm fly up; that’s how she knew it was a body—before sinking and vanishing. The man and the woman watched and waited. The person never resurfaced.

			In the front row, Linus Hao’s mother wept quietly.

			“What did the man and woman do next?” Maben asked Pons.

			“Started kissing.”

			“Kissing?” Maben asked. “Like a peck on the cheek?”

			“Nuh-uh,” Pons said. “Making out.”

			When it was Barlow’s turn, he asked Pons how she could see that far, in the dark, from an angle? Wasn’t she tired, at that hour? Did she know how high the railing was? Did she know how much Linus Hao weighed? How tall Olivia was? Eventually he got Pons to concede that she couldn’t be 100 percent certain that Adam and Olivia had both thrown the body over, as opposed to Adam acting alone.

			With her credibility dinged, Barlow started in on her interpretation of the aftermath. Could Pons be 100 percent certain what Adam and Olivia were looking at, when they watched the water? Did she know, really know, what was behind that kiss?

			Pons replied that she’d been married for fifteen years. She knew what a kiss was and wasn’t.

			Why, Barlow asked, if she saw suspicious activity, why in the world didn’t she report it?

			It wasn’t her business.

			But if she really thought it was that bad, didn’t she think she had an obligation to say something? Or maybe it wasn’t that bad, after all.

			Pons started to cry.

			Sympathetic looks from the jury.

			Barlow hurried to get her off the stand.

			“Redirect, Your Honor,” Maben said.

			“Go ahead,” the judge said.

			Maben approached the witness box, leaned in. “You didn’t say anything because you were afraid of losing your job. Is that right?”

			Pons nodded.

			“No further questions.”

			

			—

			I wasn’t in court the next day, either, when Damian Roby took the stand. I wanted to come, but Maben had instructed everyone to stay away to avoid spooking him.

			Afterward she texted the cops. He did great.

			Barlow had torn into Roby, accusing him of assaulting Olivia after she refused to have sex with him and stealing Adam’s wallet. Roby didn’t take the bait, repeating no, sir.

			Toward the end Barlow asked Roby how many couples he’d slept with. Maben objected, but the judge let the question through.

			Roby didn’t remember, off the top of his head. Ten or twelve.

			“Ten or twelve,” Barlow said. “You’re a busy man, Mr. Roby.”

			“Objection.”

			“Tell you what,” Roby said, “I ain’t never gonna do it again.”

			

			—

			As a strategy, attacking the witnesses’ character felt questionable to me. The attempt to steer everything back to Adam verged on desperate. But a little desperation was called for, as Maben built up to her big reveal: the tape.

			Tiffany Reuss texted me.

			Olivia’s toast.

			Absent that day, and every day, was Trevor Vogel. Maben had spent a lot of time pretrial prepping him, unsure if she’d end up calling him to the stand. The judge had disallowed as hearsay his statement to the cops, in which Trevor recounted Adam discussing multiple murders. No big deal, as the video stood on its own; Maben didn’t need to prove its provenance. The main rationale would be to beat down Barlow’s smear campaign on Adam. But that upside was minor and had to be weighed against the risk of putting Trevor, in all his instability, on display.

			In the end it hadn’t mattered. One month before opening statements, Trevor Vogel overdosed fatally on fentanyl in a Union City motel room. Items cataloged on his person by the Alameda County coroner included coins and a phone charger. No gold watch.

			

			—

			Once the prosecution rested, I stopped coming to court. I had a pretty good sense of what Barlow would say: Adam Valois, top to bottom.

			Adam, corresponding with Linus Hao and arranging the meet-up.

			Adam, accessing the boat. Acquiring the dope and the handcuffs.

			His camera, his studio lights, his staging.

			That video? Don’t be fooled. Adam had groomed Olivia. Coerced her to violence by threatening violence against her. Look how he sat on the bed, watching. All he needed was some popcorn.

			This was a woman broken psychologically by a coldhearted mastermind. Besides, the beating hadn’t killed Linus; the water had. And Adam, not Olivia, had thrown him in.

			I wondered how much of it would filter back to the Valoises.

			Regina reported that, after not seeing Rick around the biology building for some months, Ed had run into him in the hallway. When Ed stopped to say hello, Rick ignored him and walked on.

			From another colleague Ed learned that Rick and Liz had left town indefinitely and were staying with friends in Italy.

			

			—

			I came for the verdict. The gallery was crowded, all the cops in attendance.

			Regina wasn’t there. She and Ed were spending a long weekend in Carmel. I asked if she was finally going to respond to his proposal. She hung up on me.

			Taking my customary seat in the last row, I noticed Adam’s sister Kirsten, two rows up. She’d brought her husband and was staring at the back of Olivia Parisi’s head. As if trying to will a wound.

			The judge asked the forewoman if they had reached a verdict.

			They had.

			Agnes Hao gripped her mother’s arm.

			Guilty, all counts.

			Somewhere to my right, a hoarse voice rang out: “Yes.”

			Judge Searle smacked her gavel and warned that she would not tolerate disruptions.

			I texted Lisa Shupfer at her new Idaho phone number.

			Sentencing was fixed for ten days out. Barlow announced that his client intended to appeal and would file written notice thereof.

			As Olivia was being cuffed, she threw a vicious smile at the jury. She started to turn toward the Haos; the deputies restrained her and led her away.

			

			—

			Standing in the hallway, I shook hands with the cops.

			Alan Mendes lingered a few feet behind, holding the arm of a woman in her late fifties. Wrinkled gingham dress, heavy dark hair overtaken by gray, dark good looks long wrung out of her. Mendes waited for the others to leave, then brought her forward and introduced her to me as Irene Kudelka, Denny’s mother.

			She hugged me and thanked me for everything I’d done for her son. Her husband had wanted to come but couldn’t bring himself.

			Hers was the voice that had cried out following the verdict.

			I wished her the best of luck.

			

			—

			John Doe #57 remains unidentified to this day.
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