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DEGREE OF GUILT
Richard North Patterson



PART ONE

The Killing

January 13


Chapter 1

The woman froze in the hallway, staring at the numbered door-plate.

For a moment, she felt uncertain that this was the same suite she had left perhaps a minute before. Then she turned the knob slowly, wincing at its metallic click.

The door cracked ajar, a pallid sliver of light coming from inside. She paused, looking over her shoulder, less from fear of being seen than the desire to stay suspended in time, outside the room.

Time. She glanced at her gold wristwatch. When had it happened? she wondered. No way of telling now. Thirty minutes, she decided arbitrarily. Thirty minutes, and she had not decided what to do. Her mind was sluggish, numb with disbelief. She felt drugged.

Her fingertips were damp, she realized. With every thought, her choices seemed to narrow. She fought the impulse to stop thinking, to run. It took all her will to do nothing.

The chime of an elevator rang.

She flinched. Quickly, she tried to remember arriving in the elevator, how far it was down the hallway. Afraid to turn, unable to recall the corridor right behind her.

She straightened, squaring her shoulders, and pushed open the door.

The rectangle of light from within captured her like a photograph, a slender woman with long black hair, standing motionless in the door frame. The elevator opened. A second chime penetrated her shock.

She stepped inside and shut the door behind her.

Closing, it sounded heavy. Final, she corrected herself. It sounded final.

She turned to face the room.

Her eyes sought out details. Drawn blinds. Her black leather purse on the floor. The gold neck of an empty champagne bottle, above the rim of a silver ice bucket on a glass coffee table. The two crystal glasses. The heavy oil painting of San Francisco Bay she had remarked on, slightingly, when she first entered. Her panty hose on the carpet, ripped in one leg.

She touched her throat, feeling for scratches. She had broken a nail; it was that, oddly, which made her remember her own fragility.

Finally, she looked at him There was blood on the carpet now, beneath his chest. His pants were pulled below his knees.

A sudden jumble of images: Legs splayed at crazy angles. Blue argyle socks. A curly shock of red hair. Thin craggy face, turned to chalk. Eyes open as if to stare at the black handgun, lying near his head where she had left it.

For an instant, she was paralyzed.

She breathed in deeply, once, and exhaled. Then she took three steps, standing over him, and stared down at his bare buttocks.

The wave of revulsion hit her again, rose to her throat. She felt sure she would vomit; some cold, distant part of her brain wondered how that would look to them. Perhaps they would see her fear, see how afraid he had made her. Then the hatred ran through her again, hard and deep and raw.

She shut her eyes, remembering. What he had done. What he had wanted to do.

When they opened again, she felt stronger, more ready. More like the woman who had come here. More like the woman she had always been.

The nausea had passed. She sat beside him on the carpet.

There was no hole in his back, she saw; the bullet had not gone through. The flabby skin of his buttocks was turning gray. She could hardly see the scratches she had left there.

In her new resolve, she tried to summon a clinical dispassion. Perhaps forty minutes before, she realized, his heart had stopped pumping blood. The great man, bottom in the air, pale as a fish. It was almost comic.

The smile, small and involuntary, hurt her bruised mouth. The dark mirth vanished.

The rest of her life, she resolved, would not be about him. She would not let him do that to her. She would leave this day behind her.

Staring now.

She looked down at her watch. Too much time had passed. She must think quickly.

She stood with a kind of awkward dignity, preparing herself.

Walking carefully around the dead man, she knelt again on the other side, to pick up her panty hose. She left the gun where it was.

She held the hose dangling in one hand, reflecting. Then she hitched up her skirt, examining her legs. The scratch on her left thigh traced the tear in her panty hose.

They would ask to see her legs, she was certain.

Long, slender from twenty years of exercise since college – running in the morning, gyms at night. Twenty years of willpower: like everything else in her life, her body was as nearly perfect as she could make it. But today, it had seemed, not perfect enough.

Struggling into the hose, she realized that her shoes were still under the coffee table.

What mattered? she wondered. It was hard to know.

She walked to the coffee table, staring down at the tape recorder.

Small and black, it stood upright near the glasses. Through its plastic window she saw that the tape had played until it stopped. And, with it, the woman’s voice. Low and smoky, damning in a monotone a man whom she had never met and yet had believed in. Until now.

It was a moment before she realized that her fists had clenched. Another before she could move again.

As if in her sleep, she staightened her dress, put on her shoes. Looking around the suite, she saw that the bedroom door was shut. Strange, she thought, that he had not shown it to her.

She looked back toward the room.

The desk drawer was still open. She walked across the room, past the body, and closed it.

As she turned, the mirror above the couch caught her face.

It stopped her. With an odd detachment, she realized that the cameras would magnify the bruise beneath her eye.

She found nothing else. Neither the years since Washington, nor the past hour, had changed her much. No matter what he had said or done, or could not do.

She studied her reflection.

A face that photographed well, filmed well. A strong face, high cheekbones, clear brown eyes. It had always helped her, whether or not she had wanted that kind of help. She did not know whether it could help her now.

Turning, she took one final look at him, then at the room around her. To remember. Simply to remember. It would be a long day, she knew, a long night without sleep. Perhaps many nights until she slept. But she would need to remember, not forget.

Briefly, she thought again of the boy, and was ready.

The telephone was on an end table, next to the couch. She picked it up, standing stiffly, listening to the dial tone. Then her gaze caught the tape recorder.

They would record her, she knew. Listen to her words over and over. Listen to her tone of voice.

She swallowed once, clearing her throat. Her mouth tasted bitter.

Willfully, she stabbed the numbers.

The dial tone broke, became a ringing on the other end. She listened, steeling herself for the answering voice. But the man’s brusque tone startled her. How foolish, she thought, to have wished for a woman.

‘San Francisco Emergency,’ the male voice snapped again.

She found herself staring at the man on the floor, fixated on the black gun by his head. A foreign object, she thought. Foreign in her life. Foreign in her hand.

‘There’s been an accident,’ she said simply.

Teresa Peralta glanced at her watch. It was close to five, and he still had not sprung the trap.

The deposition had been going for seven hours. It was like watching a cat-and-mouse game where the cat had his eyes on a second mouse; what lent the game its fascination was the smugness of the second mouse, who sat watching the cat toy with the first mouse, secure in his delusion that the cat had not seen him.

‘Perhaps I can refresh your memory,’ Christopher Paget said pleasantly, and handed the first mouse a document. ‘Can you identify Defendant’s Exhibit 13?’

This particular cat wore a navy double-breasted pinstripe of soft Italian wool. With that came a silk floral tie; a white cotton shirt; square gold cufflinks. As with other things about Christopher Paget, Terri wondered whether the careful dress was a form of camouflage, meant to deflect attention from who he really was.

They sat in a large conference room with a view of San Francisco Bay. Two lawyers on each side of the table, a witness and a court reporter. Terri was next to Paget, watching. The document – which seemed to have transfixed the witness – was his last.

‘Please take your time,’ Paget suggested calmly.

Time, Terri thought again. Through the window, dusk was falling across the bay; lights were beginning to glimmer from the city and across the gray swath of water, from Marin County. Five o’clock; the day care center would close at six. It was on the other side of the Bay Bridge, for Richie’s convenience, near where they lived because Richie liked Berkeley better than the city. Next to her was a message, brought in at four-thirty. Richie was having dinner with some ‘business associates,’ to work on his new software ‘deal’; Terri must pick up Elena.

Forget it for a moment, she told herself. Learn something. Watch him do this.

Her metaphor, she decided, was better than she had thought. Paget had a cat’s patience, a cat’s still blue eyes. And there was a look of fineness to him, the result of great self-discipline and much exercise. The copper hair, ridged nose, and clean angles of his face seemed little different from the classic photograph, taken fifteen years before.

Christopher Paget had been famous so young, she knew, that some saw his career since then as an afterthought; the picture had been on the cover of Time, when he was twenty-nine.

She had found it in the library, as she was about to interview for a job as his associate. It was a well-known cover: a young lawyer testifying before Congress, the portrait of idealism and risk. Curiosity had led her from one article to another, relearning things she had heard about but had been too young to remember clearly.

The case had involved William Lasko, a close friend and financial supporter of the President. Paget was an investigator for the Economic Crimes Commission, assigned to check out Lasko’s stock transactions. A key witness – one of Lasko’s employees – had died in a hit-and-run ‘accident,’ leaving behind one ambiguous memo and the suspicion in Paget that someone within the ECC was betraying his inquiry.

Slowly, Paget had begun to uncover corruption within the ECC, which, he came to suspect, reached all the way to the White House. Then a second witness was kidnapped. When Paget persisted, someone had tried to kill him, just before he pieced together the meaning of Lasko’s transactions.

The transactions, it turned out, were meant to funnel one and one-half million dollars to the President’s campaign. And the man who had been leaking information about the investigation to Lasko was the chairman of Paget’s agency. A man named Jack Woods.

It was never clear, Terri had found, whether Paget had entirely uncovered the corruption within the ECC itself. But he had taken the story to the Washington Post and then to Congress. A second witness had come forward – a young woman lawyer who was Woods’s chief assistant. The results were prison sentences for Woods and Lasko, and political ruin for the President.

Christopher Paget was the first twenty-nine-year-old, a columnist wrote sourly, to bring down a President without using sex. The columnist seemed slightly nettled; Paget refused all requests for interviews.

As far as Terri could tell, he had never spoken of the Lasko case again.

The strain must have been enormous; everyone wanted a piece of him. The young woman witness, Terri knew, had become a television journalist. But Paget seemed to want no part of it. And, much more than the woman, he had earned the undying enmity of partisans of the President, who felt that he had tampered with the scales of history. He had left Washington and returned to California for good.

He had started his own firm, turned down requests to enter politics, made a specialty of white-collar crime. Within the office, Paget’s time in Washington was treated like some private trauma, which people were too tactful to mention. In six months, she learned almost nothing about him except that he was very good at his job.

‘Mr Gepfer?’ he asked politely.

Across the table, the witness was staring at several pages of handwritten figures, seemingly unable to move or speak. He looked like a mouse, Terri decided: thin, sharp face, sandy hair combed to cover a bald spot, small eyes that shifted between avarice and fear. Had he not been so dishonest, and the moment so sublime, she would have felt sorry for him.

‘I don’t recall this document,’ opposing counsel broke in. ‘I’d like to know what this is and where you got it.’

It was with Starr that Terri’s conceit of cats and mice broke down. He had a basilisk face, slicked-back gray hair, and an air of deliberate shrewdness; it had not surprised her to learn from the skinny associate who sat next to Starr that he treated his staff like serfs.

Ignoring him, Paget turned to the court reporter, a young woman who sat watching from the end of the table, fingers poised over her machine. ‘In Mr Starr’s excitement,’ he said, ‘the witness may have forgotten the question. Perhaps you should read it back.’

Starr leaned across the table. Terri scrutinized him, trying to figure out how much he understood. Not quite enough, she concluded; he looked like a man who was prepared for a setback but not for a disaster.

‘Oh, go ahead.’

‘Thank you.’ Paget’s tone held the barest trace of irony. He nodded to the reporter.

‘Can you identify Defendant’s Exhibit 13?’ the reporter read out.

Almost inaudibly, Gepfer answered, ‘Yes.’

Paget took up the questioning. ‘And is that document in your handwriting?’

‘Yes.’

‘Could you read the heading at the top center, please.’

Gepfer’s eyes shut. ‘Liberal Accounting Adjustments,’ he said in a monotone.

‘How did you come to call it that?’

‘David Frank suggested it.’

‘When he was still chairman of Lyon Industries?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you also get the figures under that heading from Mr Frank?’

Starr watched the questioning without changing expression. What Terri noticed was how intent he was.

‘He set the direction,’ Gepfer answered miserably. ‘I came up with the numbers for him.’

‘And what do these numbers represent?’

‘The amount of additional income Lyon needed to show a profit in fiscal 1991.’

‘Additional, or imaginary?’

Gepfer frowned, as if pondering a complex thought. ‘We didn’t make the money,’ he finally answered, ‘if that’s what you meant.’

‘But the figures on the document,’ Paget said, ‘became the figures on Lyon’s financial statements, correct?’

‘Correct.’

‘And were used to raise $53 million in the public offering?’

‘Yes.’

‘Mr Frank sold stock in that offering, correct?’

‘Yes.’

‘And made several million dollars.’

‘Yes.’

‘And you also sold stock in the offering?’

‘Yes.’

‘And made roughly $670,000.’

‘Yes,’ Gepfer said again.

Paget had him in a rhythm now. ‘Whose idea was it to change the books?’

Gepfer’s voice turned accusatory. ‘Mr Frank’s.’

‘And you just went along.’

‘Yes.’

‘Did my client, Steve Rudin, know about this?’

‘Objection,’ Starr cut in. ‘Calls for speculation.’

Paget’s eyes widened. ‘Really, Mr Starr, I’m proving your entire case. I’d think you’d be more grateful....’

‘Come off it. Frank killed himself. How can this man know who Frank talked to?’

Paget looked at him a moment. Not for the first time, Terri had the sense that nothing surprised him; that something had taught him not to show what he felt; that he expected very little from anyone. ‘You mean you haven’t asked him?’ he asked Starr softly. ‘You’re prosecuting this case against my client, this man’s cooperating with you, and you haven’t asked him yet?’

Starr leaned back. ‘I’m not the witness here,’ he retorted. ‘I’m not telling you what I’ve asked or haven’t asked. That’s work product.’

‘I’ll try another question,’ Paget said agreeably, turning to the witness. ‘Before today, when was the last time you saw this document?’

Starr’s face said everything; too late, he saw where this was about to go. Could hear the next five questions before they were ever asked.

‘July,’ the witness said. For Gepfer, Terri knew, the worst had already happened; the questions were now worse for someone else.

Paget sat back, looking at both Starr and the witness. ‘At that time, did you give this document to anyone?’

‘Yes.’

Paget had stopped looking at Gepfer now. When he asked the next question, his gaze was fixed on Starr.

‘And who was that?’

‘Objection!’ Starr stood up. ‘That’s work product.’

The court reporter’s head had begun moving back and forth, following the voices.

Paget turned to Gepfer. ‘You may answer.’

‘Press on,’ Starr snapped, ‘or we’re walking out.’

‘That hardly seems reasonable.’ Paget had yet to raise his voice. ‘Let me suggest this, Mr Starr. Why don’t we call a magistrate and get a ruling by telephone.’

‘Fine.’ Starr spoke with more assurance. ‘But the courts close at five – there’s no one there to give us a ruling. I’m busy the next few weeks. Maybe sometime in February.’

Terri suppressed a smile.

‘Curiously,’ Paget said to Starr, ‘I anticipated this problem and called Magistrate Riordan’s office this morning. He’ll be available until six.’

Starr stared at him. Paget pointed toward a telephone table. ‘The telephone is over there,’ he said. ‘Just dial nine for an outside line. I believe Ms Peralta’s written the number down for you, if you haven’t yet committed it to memory....’

‘This is an abuse. You’re trying to invade the tactical decisions of opposing counsel. That’s the classic definition of work product.’

‘Hardly. In fact, I’m fascinated to know how the identity of the nameless person with whom Mr Gepfer shared this document could be anyone’s work product. Really, Mr Starr, it seems you have but two choices. The first is to call Magistrate Riordan and present an argument that, quite likely, is without precedent in the annals of Western jurisprudence. That’s the option I favor, if only for the sheer interest of listening to it.

‘The second and more mundane choice is to take a ten-minute break and see if we can resolve this matter without compelling Mr Gepfer to answer any more questions.’

Starr was impassive. Finally, he waved Gepfer and the court reporter from the room.

‘If you have something to say to me,’ Starr said at length, ‘I’ll give you ten minutes.’

Terri could not help but admire the gall that made a trip to the abattoir sound like a concession to good manners.

‘Ten minutes,’ Paget responded, ‘is all I’m giving you to drop this lawsuit.’

‘What kind of crap –’

Paget reached beneath the table, pulling a typed agreement from his briefcase. ‘This is a stipulation of settlement. It recites that you have become aware that your charges against Steve Rudin are mistaken; that Mr Gepfer has confirmed the error; that you are dismissing this lawsuit; and that your firm is paying Mr Rudin $250,000 to compensate him for his time and expenses.’

‘I won’t sign that.’

‘For at least six months,’ Paget went on, ‘you’ve had this document. Which means that you’ve known for at least six months that my client was innocent of fraud.’

‘You can’t hold me responsible for what Gepfer says now.’

Paget looked at his watch. ‘Why don’t we save eight minutes and ask Gepfer what you knew?’

‘The man’s admitted falsifying documents. Now you want him to give false testimony. Whatever he says, no one will believe it.’

‘Won’t they? Frank was bankrupt when he killed himself. That leaves only two defendants with money. Gepfer has less than a million; but my client is very wealthy and covered by insurance. So you make a deal with Gepfer: if he doesn’t give anyone else the document and doesn’t tell anyone what really happened, you let him keep the money he stole and try to extract a settlement from my client by tying him up in an endless lawsuit you know to be a fraud.’

Starr folded his arms. ‘You can never prove that.’

‘Care to find out? Because if the case against Steve Rudin goes one question longer, you’ll find out more than that. Whether we can prove it. Whether we can win a suit for malicious prosecution. Whether the legal press will enjoy watching us try. Whether the Bar Association will let you keep your license. Whether every judge in this district will start looking at you like some evolutionary cul-de-sac. And the only person who will enjoy that more than I is Steve Rudin – the man you charged with fraud.’ Standing, Paget looked at his watch again. ‘You have five minutes, it seems.’

Terri followed him to his office.

It was sparsely furnished: bright modern prints; two plants; a glass table; a single picture of a dark-haired boy. Paget collected art, she knew; one of the prints was a Miró. She had no idea who the boy was.

Paget stood staring out the window.

‘Will they go for it?’ Terri asked.

‘Yes.’ He answered without turning. ‘Starr is driven by sheer self-interest.’

‘I can hardly believe he knew.’

‘Oh, he knew. Always expect people to be what they’ve been in the past. That way, they don’t surprise or disappoint you.’ Paget shoved his hands in his pockets, sounding suddenly weary. ‘Being surprised is a sin, professionally. But it’s the disappointment that can be so soul-wearing.’

The remark was uncharacteristic; it was almost, Terri thought, as if he were talking to himself.

‘How did you get the document?’ she asked.

‘I promised not to say.’ He turned, smiling faintly. ‘But Starr really should treat his employees better.’

There was a knock on the door. Starr’s associate came in, holding the settlement papers. He paused, glancing at Terri. She wondered if the associate, who seemed a little too interested in her, realized that she was married. It wasn’t as though he knew her at all, and lately it was harder to believe that men could find her attractive. What could you say about a nose that she thought was a little too sharp, crescent eyes a little too small for her liking, straight brown hair that she shared with fifty million other Hispanic women in the Western Hemisphere alone? You could say what Richie said in that ambiguous tone of voice – that she looked smart.

‘He signed them,’ Starr’s associate said, and handed the papers to Terri.

‘Thank you,’ Paget answered civilly. The associate looked at him, then at Terri, and left.

Terri felt a rush of triumph, although the triumph was not hers. Without really thinking, she said, ‘I thought maybe the watch trick was overdoing it a bit. At least on top of handing him the agreement.’

He shrugged. ‘Apparently not.’

‘Did you ever do that before?’

He regarded her a moment. ‘Once. Years ago.’

‘Did it work?’

‘After a fashion.’

There was distance in his tone, perhaps preoccupation. Feeling awkward, she looked at her watch.

‘I have to run. A kid emergency.’

‘I have somewhere to go too. We’ll call Steve Rudin in the morning.’

The telephone rang. Distractedly, Paget answered it. Terri paused in the doorway, thinking it might be something about the case. But what kept her there, forgetful of herself and time, was the stillness that came over him.

‘Where are you?’ Paget finally asked.

He listened for another moment.

‘Don’t talk to anyone,’ he said. ‘I’ll be right down.’

Paget sounded quite calm. Only when he put the telephone down, with almost exaggerated care, did she notice he was pale.

She looked at him quizzically.

Paget seemed surprised to see her. Then he said simply, ‘Mark Ransom’s been killed.’

It startled her. She did not know why someone would be calling him or how he was connected to the famous writer. Finally, she asked, ‘Who was that?’

He paused a moment. ‘Mary Carelli.’

‘The TV interviewer?’

The description seemed to surprise him. Suddenly it came to her: the woman in Washington, the second witness against Lasko. Then, as if correcting her Christopher Paget replied, ‘My son Carlo’s mother.’



Chapter 2

Christopher Paget had not imagined that the mother of his only son, a woman for whom he had felt much more passion than trust, would be accused of murder within twenty-four hours of appearing in their lives for the first time in eight years.

They had been in the kitchen of their house in Pacific Heights. It was four o’clock: through the floor-to-ceiling window, the failing sunlight lent the trim Victorians and stucco mansions a pale Florentine pink and white; the bay a slate blue; the Marin headlands beyond a tawny brown. Paget was slicing lemons for chicken piccata. Carlo was sitting on a barstool, slender frame leaning against the counter, complaining about his girlfriend’s parents.

‘She’s fifteen,’ Carlo was saying, ‘and they’re absolutely paranoid. They’ve done everything but have her tubes tied.’

Paget smiled at the hyperbole; he was fairly confident that Carlo did not yet warrant such drastic measures.

‘Like what, exactly?’ he asked.

‘Like they won’t even let her out on weekends.’

‘At all?’

‘At all.’

Paget began chopping scallions. ‘That’s a bit medieval. Are you sure there isn’t some history there?’

‘She has no history, Dad. They’ve never let her out of the house at night. They’re afraid her morals are going to get corrupted or something, and all I want to do is introduce her to my friends and do stuff with everybody.’

For the moment, Paget guessed, that was pretty much true; Carlo and his friends hung out in groups, and the easy interchange of boys and girls as friends struck Paget as infinitely saner than the rituals of his own teenage years, when girls were a mystery and dates took place in cars.

‘They’re afraid of something,’ Paget finally said. ‘Perhaps from their own lives.’

Carlo pondered that a moment. Not for the first time, Paget examined his son with a kind of wonder. To be so uncertain still, he thought, yet so suddenly close to manhood. Paget could recall like yesterday carrying Carlo on his shoulders. Now Carlo was taller then he, a handsome blackhaired boy with a crooked grin and startling blue eyes. The eyes were regarding him with that opaque look which, Paget knew, often concealed thoughts too close to home. ‘They’re pretty young,’ Carlo ventured, ‘to be parents of a fifteen-year-old.’

Paget refocused on the scallions. ‘And Jennifer is an only child?’

Carlo nodded. ‘After her, she says, her parents gave up sex.’

‘Kids always think that.’ Paget smiled. ‘The alternative is too grotesque for any teenager to imagine.’

‘I don’t know.’ Carlo’s voice took on a teasing edge. ‘I’ve never had much trouble with that.’

‘I suppose it’s that I’m single.’ Paget took a light tone, trying to decipher the meaning of his son’s remark. ‘I guess that makes my social life a little more conspicuous and makes it somewhat less likely you’ll confuse me with Ward Cleaver. Back to Jennifer: is your homework done?’

‘Yes – for hours. We’ve got a basketball game tomorrow, and I want to rest up. Anyhow, what does my homework have to do with Jennifer?’

‘If you have time, perhaps we could invite her to dinner this evening. I can make more chicken, and maybe Jennifer’s parents will feel better about letting her go somewhere they know there’s another parent and perhaps a few house rules.’

Carlo grinned. ‘Like safe sex and a two-drink limit?’

‘If I were you, I would keep that line in the family.’ Paget looked over at him. ‘I sometimes wonder, Carlo, what lessons you’ve learned from me.’

‘What do you mean?’

Carlo looked genuinely puzzled. Perhaps, Paget thought, there was less beneath the conversation than he had feared. ‘There’s enough to choose from,’ Paget finally said. ‘Your life hasn’t precisely been the Disney Channel.’

‘Did I ever accuse you,’ Carlo said, deadpan, ‘of murdering Mickey Mouse?’

Paget put down the knife. ‘You are absolutely determined to make this hard for me. Okay, the message goes like this: The subject of the moment is sex. It can be wonderful – as long as you treat it with respect, it’s part of a friendship, and you’re as honest about your feelings as you would be with any friend when the subject truly matters. Sometime, making love will be there for you. When it is, don’t lie, don’t push, and don’t sleep with anyone you won’t care for next month. Is that succinct enough?’

Once more, Paget saw the question in Carlo’s eyes. But his son let it go unspoken, as he had for eight years. ‘Maybe,’ Carlo said simply, ‘our generation will do better with all that.’

‘I think you’ll do better with everything.’ How, Paget wondered, to steer the conversation from this precipice. ‘The most important thing,’ he added, ‘is to listen, to be fair with each other, and to speak your heart without attacking your partner. But my own parents could neither show nor tell me, and I’ve only been able to tell you.’ And Paget thought silently, I’ve been all you had. ‘Maybe,’ he finished, ‘you can show me.’

When the doorbell rang, his son was still regarding him, as if forming a thought or question. Paget smiled. ‘Dorothy Parker once asked, when the doorbell rang, “What fresh hell is this?” But in this case, someone’s just saved you from “Father Knows Best.”’

Carlo raised an eyebrow. ‘Guess you want me to get that.’

‘Please.’

Paget heard his son head past the dining room, feet padding on the hardwood floor. The living room was large, with a sprawling Persian rug and a ten-foot ceiling that tended to eat up sound, muffling Carlo’s footsteps as he moved toward the door. Paget resumed thinking about chicken piccata.

‘Dad?’

‘Yes,’ Paget called out.

‘There’s someone here.’

Carlo’s voice sounded thin and a little strained. Paget put the knife down and headed for the living room.

She stood with her back to him, looking at the prints as she had that morning in Washington, fifteen years before.

He watched her, silent.

Without haste, she finished her scrutiny of the last print, an exotic African landscape by Jesse Allen, lush trees and surreal birds that existed only in the artist’s imagination. Turning, she said, ‘It’s rather like your apartment on East Capitol. Of course, I recognize several of the prints.’ She smiled almost imperceptibly, pointing out the red-and-blue print of a geometric ball that seemed to roll as one approached it. ‘That’s a Vasarely, I believe you once informed me.’

Speak of the devil, Paget thought, looking from the woman to his son. But they had not been speaking of her, not directly, and Paget found himself speechless with surprise and withheld anger.

‘Carlo,’ he finally said, ‘I believe you recall your mother.’

Carlo stood as if caught between them, uncertain of what to do or say. Flashing the boy a warm, almost intimate smile, she moved to him. ‘Oh, yes,’ she said dryly to Paget. ‘We’ve met.’

Paget was struck by how alike they were: dark hair, olive skin, chiseled faces, a slimness that combined strength with a certain delicacy. In Carlo, her grace was still a tentative teenage dignity, which Paget knew, might well mature into the stylish ease that can capture a room. As she could.

‘What brings you here?’ he asked.

‘Work,’ she said dismissively. ‘Perhaps an interview.’

If she had any further explanation, her tone said, it would not come in front of Carlo. The boy shifted from foot to foot, like a matchmaker watching a blind date go sour. Paget felt desperately sorry for him.

‘Don’t worry,’ Mary said to Carlo, taking his arm. ‘He’s always like that around me – completely mesmerized. When he was twenty-nine, it was all he could do to ask me out. But then it was all I could do to accept.’

Carlo grinned, still embarrassed, but relieved at her banter. ‘Then why did you?’

‘Oh, I was waiting for Kevin Costner to mature. And your father had a certain indefinable charm.’

Paget stood there, grateful that she had put Carlo more at ease, unsettled by the artificiality of it all. ‘I’m not speechless. Just cooking. I can either skip this celebrity roast or burn the chicken.’ He paused at the look in Carlo’s eyes. ‘Can you stay for dinner?’

‘I can’t, really.’ Her half smile reflected how tepid he had sounded. ‘Go cook. Perhaps Carlo can show me the house.’

Her voice was different, Paget realized. The trace evidence that she was second-generation Italian – a sort of Mediterranean intensity that underscored certain words – had become the studied diction of a stage actress. Television, he thought: flipping channels, he had seen her once by accident and stopped, bemused by her genesis from lawyer to ‘personality.’ Abruptly, he had snapped off the picture; some moments later, he had found himself staring at a blank screen.

‘Carlo’s room alone,’ he said now, ‘should make the tour worthwhile. There’s been nothing like it since Chernobyl.’

She smiled again. ‘I’m Carlo’s guest,’ she said. ‘I’ll let him pick his spots.’

Awkwardly, Carlo led her upstairs.

Paget walked to the kitchen, still suspended in time.

So much like Washington, she had said. Remembering the Vasarely as Paget remembered her standing in front of it, studying its patterns, wearing nothing at all.

It was the last weekend they had ever made love.

The Lasko case had not yet broken, and Paget had been certain that it never would – that he was at the end of things, that Lasko had killed a witness with impunity, and that Lasko’s source within the agency, the one who had monitored Paget’s progress, would never be detected. Trapped in a deep and solitary anger, feeling that Mary was opposed to him, Paget had meant to spend the weekend alone. Then Mary had come to his apartment unannounced, as she had come today.

They were both in their late twenties, Paget reflected now, so sure of what they already knew, so disastrously unknowing. Alone in his kitchen, with Mary and their son upstairs, he felt the blindness of the moment as they lived it then.

At first, the sense of things unspoken had hung between them. They played backgammon, drank wine, smoked dope. They did not speak of Lasko.

Finally, gradually, they talked about themselves.

‘What do you want in a woman?’ she had asked him.

Her voice wasn’t intrusive, just curious. Paget felt stoned enough to try to answer; drugs, and defeat, seemed to have lowered his defenses. ‘A lot of what I look for in anyone, I guess. Curiosity. Dislike for the easy answer. That in a good moment they can imagine what it’s like to be an old woman or a small child. That they are more than what they do or what they are.’

Mary smiled through the haze. ‘You don’t ask much.’

‘Not much at all.’

They slid down the couch, heads resting on opposite arms, legs parallel on the pillows. The next record fell on the stereo.

The Starship began singing.

Paget’s limbs felt numb. The darkened room became images in a field of black, suspended in black: the spotlit Vasarely ball rolling toward them; the two empty glasses; the last roll of the dice faceup on the backgammon board. Her eyes.

He began to feel lost in them. The notes of’Miracles’ came to him one at a time, from some great distance. He did not know or care how many moments had passed since anyone had spoken.

Her voice broke the quiet.

‘You know, Chris, you’ve been very lucky. You’ve never wanted – or needed – anything.’

It sounded like someone else, not him. But all he said was, ‘I keep hearing that.’

‘No, I mean it. Half the girls I knew growing up were married at eighteen. Sometimes I hate looking back.’

Her words seemed to hang in the air. Paget realized that he had forgotten the bitterness she seemed to carry: about being Catholic; about her parents’ stillborn emotions and lack of encouragement; about the ex-husband who had wanted her to quit law school and have babies. Forgotten, more surprisingly, how much she needed to succeed. Forgotten her fierce pride at being assistant to the chairman of their agency, the ambition that had caused her to clash with Paget as many nights as they had made love.

Tonight he wanted none of it.

‘No need,’ Paget answered smilingly. ‘You’ve done a lot. That’s something else I like in a woman.’

She smiled back. Paget reached for her then. She looked at him with a clear black gaze. Then her arm rose in a graceful arc and pulled him down.

They undressed each other slowly, mouths and fingertips stopping where they cared to. For a long time, they lay in a cocoon touching, finding, sounds that were not words. From one thing to another, mouth on her nipple, hand grazing her wetness, her hips rising, body twisting into him. Warm skin, thick clean hair against his face. Moments of suspended time, the absence of haste, the banishment of their ambitions and anything else that mattered in the daylight.

Perhaps an hour passed before he was inside her.

Even that felt different. Especially that.

Her stomach and hips rose, pressing against him as if desperate to pull him inside, to touch as much skin with her skin as she could. When they moved together, it was without hesitance, subtle changes in rhythm passing between them without words, suddenly faster, almost desperate, until she shuddered as their mouths found each other and a half cry rose from her throat and met his.

Afterward, no one spoke.

It was as if, Paget thought, their bodies had learned something their heads did not yet know. Neither of them wanted to spoil that. Neither wanted to ask for anything.

‘You wanted to ask me something?’ she said now.

He turned from the stove.

She stood in the doorway, without Carlo. Paget sensed that she had been there for some moments and that, unusual for him, he had been too abstracted to sense her presence. He looked past her, toward the living room.

She followed his thoughts. ‘Carlo’s waiting outside,’ she said in a quiet voice. ‘I told him I wanted to say goodbye.’

‘I might have wished,’ Paget answered with equal quiet, ‘that you’d bothered saying hello.’

‘He’s my son –’

‘A cat’s a better mother,’ Paget cut in. ‘You performed a storage function, that’s all. And we both know whom you did that for.’

‘Do we, Chris?’ Her smile was bitter. ‘Do we, really? Because I doubt you’ll ever know or understand.’

Paget’s gaze was cold. ‘I’ve come to understand a great many things. About you, and about myself.’

‘Including why you did things? Or are your motives as pure as ever?’

Paget stared at her, silent.

‘It seems,’ Mary said with muted irony, ‘that we’re beyond the help of a family counselor.’

Paget kept watching her. ‘What I was going to ask,’ he said more evenly, ‘is why you’re here.’

‘As I told you, I’m here to do background for an interview.’

‘You could have come and gone. As you have a dozen times.’

‘I wanted to see him.’ She gave a small, almost helpless shrug; it was sufficiently unlike her to give Paget pause. ‘Needed to. For reasons of my own.’

‘What about him?’

‘Is it really bad,’ she retorted quietly, ‘for Carlo to think I care a little?’

‘Why now?’ Paget shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘You could have called. I could have prepared him. I wouldn’t have stopped you.’

‘Then call it a moment of weakness, Chris, and trust the good outweighs the bad.’ She smiled faintly. ‘We’ve had those moments before.’

Paget looked past her ‘He’s a nice boy,’ he said finally. ‘Normal. I think quite happy, for the most part.’

‘I can see that.’ She paused, then spoke with more feeling. ‘It was what I wanted to see.’

Paget nodded. ‘Now you have.’

She turned to leave. Turning again, she paused in the doorway. ‘You look well, Chris.’

‘And you.’

She smiled again, as if some private thought amused her, and was gone. Paget stood there, suddenly quite certain that she intended never to see him again.

Now a day later, she had called.

‘If you need me,’ Terri Peralta was saying, ‘I can call a neighbor, see if someone can pick up Elena.’

They were standing in the elevator on the way down to the parking garage. He had been lost in memory; it took him a moment to respond.

‘Thanks,’ he answered. ‘Just go home, be a mom.’ He saw her puzzlement, realized how dismissive he might sound. ‘She’ll want a referral, that’s all.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Positive. It’s never good to represent someone you know, and she’s far too smart to want that. Plus I haven’t done homicide in years.’

Terri was studying him intently. She doesn’t miss much, he thought, but this is more than she will ever understand.

The elevator opened. Paget said good night and walked quickly to his car.



Chapter 3

Mary waited in a witness room on the sixth floor of the Hall of Justice.

The room was sparse: a bare table, white cinder-block walls, gray linoleum floors. A squat female cop watched through a glass window to ensure that Mary did not harm herself.

She turned her back to the guard.

The monastic simplicity helped her concentrate. He would want to know what happened; unless the years had changed the way he thought, no detail would be too minute.

He would not, she was determined, find her desperate and without resources.

What would help most was to trace what the police had done. To remember, moment by moment, the four hours that had passed since she stood staring at Ransom’s body, telephone in her hand.

‘What happened?’ Emergency had asked.

She had envisioned the tape spinning, capturing her words and tone of voice. ‘There’s been an accident.’

‘What kind of accident?’

She hesitated. ‘A gun went off.’

‘Someone’s been shot?’

‘Yes.’ The stain was spreading on the rug. ‘I think he’s dead.’

It sounded so foolish that the tremor in her voice startled her. ‘Where are you?’ Emergency was demanding.

‘The Hotel Flood.’ She went blank. ‘I can’t remember the room.’

‘Who is this?’

‘Wait.... It’s registered to Mark Ransom. A suite.’

‘Who is that?’ the voice repeated.

‘Just come,’ she said.

When the two police officers and three paramedics burst through the doorway, they found her sitting in front of the tape recorder, legs crossed, staring across his body at the drawn blinds of a window.

The paramedics ran to the body. They flipped it on its back, opened the bloodstained shirt, placed pads on its chest. To her, their near frenzy seemed close to pantomime, like practice for a paramedic class. It was standard procedure, Mary supposed; only she knew how very dead he was.

‘It’s a coroner’s case,’ one of them said.

The others nodded. Much more slowly, they turned Ransom on his stomach, as he had been before. When they rose, stepping back from the body, she saw that Ransom’s eyes were still open. With a rush of nausea and anger, she remembered how he had looked at her in the moments before he died. Once more, she hated him.

‘What happened?’ a policeman asked her.

He was a big man, with a creased young-old face and light-blue eyes that looked immensely sad. He seemed to know who she was; for a moment she wanted to talk to him until she had nothing more to say. Then she caught herself; like the 911 tape, everything she said would be sifted by the police, the district attorney, the media.

‘He tried to rape me,’ she answered.

The cop looked her up and down, pausing at the bruise on her cheek. She became aware that the second cop, a small, wiry man with glasses and a brown moustache and a notepad, was staring at the tape recorder. ‘Did he?’ the first cop asked.

‘Did he what?’

‘Penetrate you?’

‘No.’ She realized that she had folded her arms.

‘Do you need a doctor?’

‘No. Please. It’s the last thing I want – someone touching me.’

Slowly, he nodded. ‘Could you tell us your name, ma’am?’

The respectful ‘ma’am’ carried a certain irony: she did not date the loss of youth from her fortieth birthday but from the first time the salesgirl at the Saks cosmetics counter had called her ma’am.

‘Mary Carelli.’

‘I’ve seen you on TV.’ He hesitated. ‘And his name was Ransom?’

‘Yes.’ Her voice was flat. ‘Mark O’Malley Ransom.’

He paused, perhaps in recognition of Ransom’s name, perhaps wondering how much he could ask without giving her Miranda warnings. He seemed to be feeling some new hesitancy, a concern about mistakes.

‘Whose handgun is that?’ he finally asked.

‘Mine.’

Her interrogator looked briefly at the second cop. ‘Thank you, ma’am,’ he said.

She nodded.

He glanced back at the body. ‘We’ll need to keep you here for a while.’

The second cop went to the door and stationed himself outside. The first went to the phone.

The next hour was a jumble that Mary struggled to understand. Several men in plainclothes arrived. They videotaped the body, took pictures. Blinking at the flashbulbs, she watched as a slight blond woman she took to be from the coroner’s office glanced quickly at her and then bent over Ransom.

The woman flexed Ransom’s arms, felt his forehead and beneath his armpits. Then she examined the surface of his shirt where the bullet entered; inspected his hands; slid an instrument under his fingernails; applied some type of swab to his penis. The woman’s cool meticulousness made Mary feel sick. Her throat was dry.

Two more men arrived, one white, one black. The black man had short grizzled hair, a shambling frame that half concealed a paunch, gold wire-rimmed glasses, and an impassive face that seemed never to change. He took in Ransom, then the room.

The woman had turned Ransom on his stomach, examining his back. ‘It didn’t go through,’ she said to the black man.

She sounded faintly disappointed, as if that were a problem. The black man nodded, and she resumed her inspection of the corpse.

She paused at Ransom’s buttocks, eyes narrowing. She traced the scratches with her fingertip.

The black man was speaking to Mary. ‘Inspector Monk,’ he said. ‘Homicide.’

She looked up at him, startled. He nodded toward the woman. ‘There are some things we’ll need to do.’ Like everything else around them, his rich baritone seemed too methodical to be human.

How long must I stay here? Mary almost asked, and then caught herself. Much better that she stayed, she realized. She asked simply, ‘Can I have some water?’

Monk went to the bathroom and returned with a glass of water. As he placed it in her hand, the woman appeared next to him. ‘This is Dr Shelton,’ Monk said. ‘The medical examiner.’

The woman had level blue eyes and wore no makeup. ‘Elizabeth Shelton,’ she amended. We’re sisters, the clear voice conveyed; I recognize you. As the woman knelt by the couch, Mary felt a moment’s gratitude.

‘He didn’t penetrate you?’ her new friend asked.

‘No.’

Shelton nodded. ‘Do you care to see a doctor?’

‘No. I don’t want to be touched.’

Shelton paused. ‘Can I look at your neck?’ she asked.

Her expression seemed as sympathetic as her voice. Silent, Mary leaned forward.

Gently, the woman raised Mary’s chin with her fingertips. ‘How did this happen?’ she asked.

Mary swallowed. ‘He did it.’ She hesitated, and then added, ‘When he was on top of me.’

‘Are you hurt anywhere else?’

Mary touched her cheek. ‘Here.’

‘What happened?’

‘He slapped me.’

Shelton looked at her. ‘With his palm open?’

‘Yes.’ Mary’s voice fell. ‘He just kept hitting me.’

‘How many times?’

‘I’m not sure.’

Shelton hesitated. ‘Are there other places?’ she asked.

Mary looked down at her legs. ‘Yes.’

‘Where?’

‘My thigh.’

Shelton nodded. ‘Can you show me?’

Mary said nothing. Shelton glanced up at Monk. Wordless, he retreated to the other side of the room.

Gently, Shelton said, ‘It will help us.’

Mary glanced around her. Monk was pulling up the closed blinds. Monk’s partner – a pale, balding man who reminded Mary of a priest – was stooped over her black gun. The first uniformed cop watched him with an expression of infinite melancholy.

Slowly, Mary pulled up her dress.

The welt seemed more raised now, a red jagged line beneath her panty hose. Shelton tilted her head. ‘What happened here?’

‘He was trying to pull down my panty hose.’

Shelton contemplated the welt. ‘You had them on, then.’

‘Yes. Of course.’

Almost solicitously, Shelton pulled down Mary’s dress. Only after a moment did Mary realize that she was examining the fabric.

‘May I look at your hands?’

When Mary nodded, Shelton took each hand in hers. Once more her tone was cool, gentle. ‘I’d like to take samples,’ she said. ‘From your fingernails.’

She went quickly to a black bag and reached inside. Then she returned and knelt again, holding a slim metal instrument and a small white envelope. ‘May I? she asked.

After a moment, Mary nodded. Shelton slid the instrument under the forefinger of Mary’s right hand. As she did, Mary noticed her gold hoop earings.

Mary still said nothing. Finger by finger, the woman took samples. Suddenly, oddly, Mary felt naked.

‘I’m tired,’ she murmured.

‘Just three more.’ The woman sounded like a pediatrician now, talking to a child. ‘I’m almost done.’

Mary just sat there. She seemed unable to do anything.

‘Thank you,’ Shelton said.

She paused, glancing at the tape player, an unspoken question forming in her eyes. Mary imagined Shelton’s surprise when she listened to the tape. Then Shelton rose, breaking her thought, and went to Monk.

Standing beside Ransom’s body, they spoke too quietly to be heard. Mary felt utterly alone.

Monk nodded to Shelton and came back. ‘We’ll need to take you down to Homicide, go though what happened.’

Mary felt herself stiffen. ‘How long will it be?’ she asked.

‘A few hours. You’ll have to wait while we clean up here.’

He never apologized, she noticed, as if she were the grist for some impersonal machine. ‘He abused me,’ she said.

‘You can tell us that.’ His voice was neither indifferent nor impressed. ‘You can tell us all about that.’

Something in his tone bespoke hour after endlesss hour. When Mary stood, her legs felt shaky. She was all right, she told herself. It was just that she had been sitting too long.

‘Officer DiStefano will take you,’ Monk was saying.

The sad-faced policeman took her arm. Haltingly, she let him steer her toward the door. How many hours, she wondered, had it been since she had first entered, taken the glass of champagne from his hand? Listened to the woman’s voice on tape, telling her what Ransom wanted?

Turning, she half hoped to see an empty room.

The tape recorder still rested on the coffee table.

The second cop was putting the two wineglasses in a bag. To his left, Shelton had turned Ransom on his back again. Ransom stared emptily at the ceiling as Shelton examined his shirt, then his fingers. She slid two glassine bags over Ransom’s hands.

Suddenly, irrationally, Mary felt that she could not leave them alone with Ransom.

‘Come on, Miss Carelli.’

The door closed behind them.

Downstairs, the lobby felt strange. A concierge, a few tourists, a middle-aged man with his arm around someone who looked like an expensive prostitute. No one else. Some watchful part of Mary’s mind registered that the media did not yet know.

Outside, it was cool. As they walked to the patrol car, she was only half aware of the city surrounding Nob Hill. Then a car door slammed behind her, and it was cramped and dark.

In the back seat, Mary found herself staring at the metal grille between herself and DiStefano. He started the engine.

‘Just stay here for a moment,’ she said. ‘And open the windows. Please.’

The Hall of Justice was a featureless monolith, longer than a football field. The lobby was as bleak as the emergency room of a city hospital: dim light; bare walls; green vinyl tile worn by countless footsteps. A few refugees from the urban underclass drifted through the hallways on their way to some business with police. Mary had the surreal feeling of having passed into another life.

They took her to the sixth floor, through a door marked HOMICIDE in forties-style black letters, and put her in an eight-by-eleven room without windows. Someone brought her coffee with powdered cream and a stir stick. She examined the room: a long table, hard wooden chairs, yellow walls, green carpeting. The coffee tasted thin and bitter.

Mary waited for two hours.

What were they doing? she wondered. Staring at the bare walls, she reviewed what Shelton had done: her inch-by-inch examination of the body, her fingers tracing the scratches on Ransom’s buttocks, her stillness as she studied Ransom’s wound. What had she seen?

Reflexively, Mary touched the bruise beneath her eye.

It felt puffy, hurt to the touch. The scratch on her neck made it painful to turn.

Fingernails. Shelton had looked at them. Looked at Ransom’s. Looked at the wound again. Sent Mary away.

Monk appeared in the doorway.

‘Are you comfortable?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Feel up to talking?’

‘Yes.’ Mary felt new energy. ‘I want to get this over with.’

Monk left, and then he returned holding a tape recorder. He placed it on the table between them.

Mary stared at it. ‘What’s on that tape?’ she finally asked.

Monk appraised her. ‘It’s a blank tape,’ he said. ‘We record all interviews.’

Somehow she had not expected that. Eyes fixed on the tape recorder, she nodded.

He pressed the button. Mary watched the tape begin slowly turning.

‘This is an initial homicide investigation.’ Speaking into the tape, Monk’s voice was deliberate, uninflected. ‘It is January 13 at 4:45 P.M. The victim is Mark Ransom. The interviewee is Mary Carelli. I am Inspector Charles Monk.’

Monk took a small white card from the inside pocket of his suit coat. ‘Miss Carelli, we are obligated to advise you of your rights. I am going to read your rights from this card. Please respond in a clear voice.’

‘All right.’

‘You have the right to remain silent. That means you do not have to answer any questions I ask. Do you understand that?’

‘Yes.’

‘Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. Do you understand that?’

Mary watched the tape turn one rotation, then another.

‘Miss Carelli?’

‘Yes. I understand that.’

‘You have the right to have an attorney present. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you. Do you understand that?’

‘Yes. Of course.’

‘Do you want an attorney present?’

‘No.’

‘Do you wish to answer my questions?’

‘Yes.’ Raising her eyes from the tape, Mary sat straighter. ‘He tried to rape me. Does anyone care about that?’

A moment’s hesitation, and then Monk’s impassivity returned. ‘Did you know Mark Ransom?’ he asked.

‘Only in the way that everyone knows Mark Ransom.’ She caught herself. ‘Mark Ransom courted celebrity. But I’d never met him before today.’

‘How did you come to be in his hotel suite?’

‘It was work.’ She paused, and then asked, ‘How much about myself do I explain?’

Monk regarded her a moment. ‘I recognize you,’ he answered. ‘But the tape doesn’t, and this is your story.’

‘All right.’ Mary shrugged. ‘I’m a television journalist, for ABC. Since last fall, I’ve been doing interview segments for Deadline.’ Suddenly Mary wanted Monk to confirm her existence outside this room. ‘You’ve seen it – on Tuesday nights?’

Monk considered the question, as if it would change the dynamic between them. ‘My wife watches,’ he said at last. ‘Go on.’

‘That was why I was meeting with him. To discuss a possible interview.’

‘Who arranged the meeting?’

‘It was his idea.’ Mary could hear her own bitterness. ‘He called me.’

‘Where?’

‘He left a message at my office. In Manhattan.’ She paused. ‘I called him back from home.’

‘What did he say?’

‘That he thought I’d be interested in the book he’d just finished.’

‘Did he tell you what the book was about?’

‘Laura Chase.’ Monk did not ask who she was; presumably, Mary thought, the tape recorder was more familiar with dead movie goddesses who had put revolvers in their mouths and pulled the trigger. ‘Ransom claimed to have new information about her suicide.’

Monk looked slightly puzzled. ‘How long has Laura Chase been dead?’

‘Almost twenty years.’

‘What kind of information did Ransom have?’

Mary paused, keeping her tone level. ‘About her affair with Senator James Colt.’

‘James Colt?’ Monk said the words softly, as if to himself, For a moment, he seemed to lose the thread of his question.

‘James Colt,’ Mary repeated. ‘It’s part of the whole mystique about her suicide: “Who Killed Laura Chase?” and all that folklore about the mysterious woman who called the police to say Laura had killed herself. It never seems to stop: just last month, someone insisted to me at a cocktail party that the Colt family had murdered Laura Chase to save his chances to be President, and that the unknown caller was the senator’s wife.’ Mary’s voice turned bitter. ‘But Ransom said he had something new that no one knew but him. Something he would share with me.’

‘What was that?’

‘Ransom claimed that James Colt met her in Palm Springs about a week before she died. She got drunk, took pills.’ Mary paused. ‘After Senator Colt got through with her, Ransom told me, he passed her on to two friends.’

Monk’s impassivity seemed now to take an effort. ‘Passed her on?’ he repeated quietly.

‘Supposedly, Colt watched them do it to her.’ Mary looked at her lap. ‘Laura Chase remembered him through some sort of semi-alcoholic haze, sitting in a chair by the bed and sipping a martini while his friends took turns.’

Monk was quiet for a time. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said finally. ‘How does a dead woman “remember” anything?’

Mary found herself staring at the tape recorder. ‘Ransom had a tape of Laura Chase. Talking to her psychiatrist.’ She paused again. ‘That was what Mark Ransom called to tell me.’

For the first time, Monk’s inflection changed. ‘When you said she remembered...’

‘It’s on the tape.’ Mary hesitated. ‘The one on the coffee table.’

Monk studied the tape recorder, as if newly fascinated by its workings. Mary could see him imagining the tape: the husky voice of a famous actress, describing her abuse by a senator from California – a man who millions wished had become President and whose death in a plane crash was still widely mourned. A man whose son was now poised to become governor.

‘You could hurt people,’ Monk said softly, ‘with a tape like that.’

The words held the resonance of feeling, reminding Mary that Monk lived a life outside this room and that some image of James Colt was surely part of that. Mary had images of her own: James Colt marching with migrant workers; speaking with passion on the Senate floor against the tragedy and waste of Vietnam, yet demanding of college students that they give up their deferments to ‘fight against a war the less advantaged are fighting in your place.’ Looking now at Monk, Mary reflected that James Colt occupied a special place for blacks: he had been the last potential President to speak for social justice without apology. The people Ransom’s tape would ‘hurt,’ as Monk had put it, were not just James Colt’s family.

‘Yes.’ Her eyes rose from the tape recorder. ‘Tapes like that could hurt people.’

Monk seemed to settle in his chair; something about him, Mary thought, seemed more tired than before. ‘Did Ransom say how he got the tape?’ he asked finally.

‘He bought it.’ Mary felt the edge in her voice. ‘From Dr Steinhardt’s daughter. She wanted to keep the house in Beverly Hills.’

‘Dr Steinhardt.’

‘The psychiatrist. He’s dead.’

‘But aren’t there rules about that? In this state, we have a psychiatrist-patient privilege.’

Mary shrugged again. ‘Laura Chase and Steinhardt are both dead. Who’s left? Only Steinhardt’s daughter and...’ And Ransom, she had been about to say.

‘Are you all right?’

‘Yes.’ Mary realized that she had touched her eyes with the fingertips of one hand. ‘It’s just that I saw him for a moment.’

‘Him?’

‘Ransom. When he died, he was staring at me.’

‘Yes,’ Monk said. ‘We’ll get to that.’

Beneath his voice, she heard the faint whirring of the tape recorder. ‘Let’s do that now,’ she said. ‘I’m tired.’

‘We just need to cover things.’

She opened her eyes. ‘May I have some water?’

‘Sure.’

He got up, went out, returned with a styrofoam cup of cold water. The tape kept spinning.

Monk leaned against the wall. ‘You’ve mentioned conversations – he called you at work, you called him at home. Before the interview, were there any more?’

‘He called again. To tell me where and when he could see me.’

‘He chose San Francisco.’

‘Yes.’

‘Was that convenient for you?’

‘No.’

‘Why did you do it?’

Mary flushed. ‘He said he might play the tape for me,’ She said finally. ‘If I came alone.’

Monk’s eyes widened, almost imperceptibly. ‘That was what persuaded you.’

Mary sipped water, selecting her words. ‘I wasn’t interested in destroying James Colt’s memory – or in Laura Chase’s death, for that matter. I was interested in the ethics of it. Buying and selling people’s most intimate secrets, things they wouldn’t tell you.’

‘How did you feel about that?’

‘That he shouldn’t use the tape.’ Mary paused. ‘But I’m also a journalist. Ransom told me that truth was more important than privacy or sentiment, for the dead and for the living.’

‘Did you agree?’

‘No.’ Mary examined her broken nail. ‘But it was impossible not to see him.’

‘Did he say why he contacted you?’

‘Yes.’

‘And why was that?’

She felt herself stiffen. ‘That he liked watching me on television. And that the “subject matter” might interest me.’

‘Did he elaborate?’

‘No.’ Her voice cooled again. ‘Not until I saw him.’

Monk sat down and contemplated her across the tape recorder, hand touching his chin. ‘What happened,’ he finally asked, ‘when you came to his suite?’

Mary looked past him at the wall. Think about each detail, she told herself, one sentence at a time.

‘I got there at eleven-thirty.’ Her voice turned cool. ‘I expected him to have a publicist. But he was alone.’

Monk sat back. ‘Instead of me asking questions, why don’t you just go through it. We can go back over any details later.’

Mary found herself watching the tape recorder, mute.

‘Maybe,’ Monk prodded, ‘you can start with what he was like.’

Mary raised her eyes, looking straight at Monk. ‘He was disgusting.’

‘In what way?’

‘Every way.’ She exhaled. ‘To really understand, you would have to be a woman.’

Monk seemed to smile without changing expression. ‘Try me,’ he said.

Mary looked down. ‘To start,’ she said finally, ‘he was repellent physically. He was a tall man, and he tried to be so patrician – his Anglo-Irish accent, the way he would stand, as if posing for a portrait. But it was like watching a figure in a wax museum. Even his skin looked cold. He had this soft white stomach...’ She stopped herself. ‘That wasn’t until later.’

Monk’s eyes narrowed. ‘Take it from the beginning.’

Slowly, Mary nodded.

‘At the beginning, it was the way he looked at me. He was Irish, of course, but he had these ice-blue eyes and kind of Slavic features – a face with a lot of surfaces, and eyes that seemed to pull up at the ends, maybe from plastic surgery. And even when he smiled, his eyes never changed.’ She turned away. ‘I remember suddenly thinking that he looked less like an intellectual than like a Russian general at a May Day parade. One whose grandfather had raped his grandmother in some peasant uprising...’ Mary found that she was clasping her wrist. Quietly, she finished: ‘I thought that before I even sat down, and congratulated myself on what a clever observation it was.’

Monk waited, letting her collect herself. ‘What did he say when you first got there?’

‘That I was a beautiful woman.’ Monk looked up again. ‘That the camera didn’t capture all of me.’

‘What did you say?’

‘I thanked him.’ Her voice was ironic. ‘Of course. Then I changed the subject.’

‘To what?’

‘To his writing. What else do you talk about to a writer who has already proposed his own obituary: “More than anyone, he saw and wrote the truth about his times”...?’

Monk said nothing. He was waiting her out, she realized; she was digressing, trying to avoid the essence of her story. ‘It was while we were talking,’ she said, ‘that I noticed the tape recorder.’

‘Tell me about that.’

Mary nodded again. ‘It was on the coffee table.’

‘Yes?’

‘At first I didn’t understand. When I sat down, I asked him what it was for.’

‘You didn’t know?’

Mary realized that she was staring at the tape recorder. ‘I thought he might be recording us for some reason.’

‘What did he say?’

‘That it was the tape of Laura Chase. He was going to give me an exclusive opportunity, he said.’

‘What did he mean?’

‘What he said he meant was that when the book came out, I could do the first television interview.’ She paused again. ‘All about Laura and James Colt.’

Monk folded his hands. After a moment, he asked, ‘Did Ransom say why he’d brought the tape with him?’

‘As bait. He said he might let me listen.’ She stared at her wrist.

‘The tape seemed to excite him – he kept looking at it.’

‘What did you say?’

‘Nothing. He said that he wanted to talk first, about the book. That we should have some champagne.’

‘Did you?’

‘I didn’t want to. But it was a story, and I was there, and champagne was part of his pretense of elegance. So I let him order champagne from room service. We sat on the couch, talking, and I had one glass.’

Monk raised his eyebrows. ‘The bottle was empty,’ he observed.

‘He drank the rest.’ Mary closed her eyes. ‘While we listened to the tape.’

Monk was silent. ‘You listened to it?’ he finally asked.

‘Yes. At some point, I realized that was why I was there. He wanted to share it.’ She paused, speaking more slowly. ‘He needed me to hear what James Colt had done to Laura Chase.’

Monk seemed to search for another question. Then he asked simply, ‘What happened?’

Mary felt cold. ‘It was horrible. The last time I had heard Laura Chase was at the movies, or perhaps on her early records. It was the same voice, but there weren’t any pictures. Instead I was sitting in a hotel suite with Mark Ransom, while an actress who’s been dead for twenty years decribed how a senator I remembered admiring watched two of his friends take turns with her.’ She found herself staring at the tape recorder again. ‘I’m not sure, at first, that I even felt his hand on my knee.’

‘Ransom fondled you while the tape was playing?’

She nodded. ‘At first, I thought it was a mistake. I mean, it was more like grazing than touching. Then I stopped and looked at him.

‘He just stared back at me. When he knew he had my attention, he looked down at his lap. Slowly, to make sure I would follow him.’

‘And.’

‘He had an erection. That was what he wanted me to see.’

The gold-rimmed glasses seemed to magnify Monk’s eyes. ‘He had his penis out?’

‘No. It was obvious enough.’

‘Did he say anything?’

‘He offered me an “arrangement,” to play the tape on Deadline.’

‘Did he say what kind of arrangement?’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Just what he said.’

‘All right. What he said, exactly, was, “I like fucking women I’ve seen on film. It’s as if I’ve made them real.”’

Monk touched his chin. ‘What did you do?’ he finally asked.

‘I told him I was much too smart to fuck him, and took his hand away. Then I said to him, much more calmly, that I was willing to deal with him as a news professional and make some other kind of “arrangement.”’

‘What did he say?’

‘That his arrangement was the only arrangement. That I’d like it.’ Mary paused again. ‘All this time, Laura Chase is still talking on the tape, about having sex while James Colt watches.’

The room was silent. Mary could hear the whisper of the tape.

‘What happened next?’ Monk asked.

‘I stood up, grabbed my purse off the coffee table...’ Her voice trailed off.

‘Yes?’

‘Ransom caught me by the arm.’

Monk waited for a moment. ‘Take your time.’

‘Can I have more water?’

‘Sure.’ Monk stood again. ‘Anytime you want something, just tell me.’

Mary picked a spot on the wall. Don’t think about Monk, she told herself. Concentrate on the words. When Monk returned and handed her the full cup of water, she kept her eyes on the wall.

‘Go ahead,’ Monk said.

She nodded. ‘Ransom spun me around and clasped both of my arms. It threw me off balance...’

‘Yes?’

‘He pushed me to the floor. It was so sudden – I was still holding my purse. And then he was on top of me.’ She drank water. ‘Really, I can’t remember all of it.’

‘Why don’t you tell me what he did.’

‘He was grunting, almost – for me to stay still. That he was going to fuck me, no one would know. His face was against my neck. He was hot and smelled like champagne and men’s cologne.’ She stopped for a moment. ‘Somehow, he pulled open my legs. That must be when my thigh got scratched.’

‘Go on.’

‘It was like the wind had been knocked out of me. I remember feeling sick, the room getting dark for a moment, Laura Chase’s smoky voice in the background...’

‘The tape was still on?’

‘Yes.’ Mary nodded. ‘For some reason, I could hear it clearly. She was talking about the second man, doing whatever he wanted.’

Monk examined his tie clasp. ‘What happened then?’ he asked.

Mary touched her face. Coldly, she said, ‘That was when I started fighting.’

‘How?’

‘I made fists. Hit his face, arms, anything.’

‘And then?’

‘He put one hand on my chest and leaned on it to pin me to the floor, propping himself over me. His face was red, and his eyes were fixed and full of hate. It stopped – just for a second. I half raised my head to look at him.’ She paused, took one breath, and finished: ‘Then he raised his arm, very slowly, and slapped me across the face.’

‘What happened then?’

‘I cried out.’ Mary paused. ‘So he hit me again.’

‘And then?’

She looked away. ‘I stopped fighting.’

‘Is that the bruise?’

‘Yes.’ Mary kept staring past him. Her voice had become a monotone. ‘My head hit the floor. Pain shot through my neck. For a moment, it got dark again. I think maybe he was choking me.’

‘You’re not sure.’

‘No.’ She swallowed. ‘The next thing I remember is that my skirt is around my waist and my legs are spread apart, with the panty hose still on.’

‘What is Ransom doing?’

‘He’s kneeling between my legs, staring down at me. His pants are around his knees.’ She paused. ‘It’s so crazy – somehow it shocks me that his pubic hairs are red. There’s a red birthmark on his thigh...’

From the corner of her eye, Mary saw Monk pause, absently pushing the gold-rimmed glasses where they touched the bridge of his nose.

‘What does he do then?’

‘He stops for a moment.’ Mary’s voice grew quieter. ‘I think he’s listening to Laura Chase.’

‘And then?’

‘I feel the strap of my purse in my left hand. It’s funny: I’ve never let it go.’ Mary spoke more softly still. ‘And then I remember the gun.’

Monk’s own voice had become quiet. ‘Go on,’ he said.

‘All this time, I’ve never spoken. Now I say, “You can take me. I’ll let you do it, any way you want.” His eyes seem to light up.’ Mary paused, permitting herself a bitter smile. ‘Then I tell him, “But only if you use a rubber.”’

Monk’s impassivity had become a stare. ‘What,’ he asked at length, ‘did Ransom say?’

‘He laughs – kind of a short bark. “No,” I say, “there’s one in my purse.” It seems to startle him. Before he can answer, I twist and reach into my purse....

‘When he pushes me on my back again, the gun is in my hand.

‘When he grabs for it, I knee him. His hands are on my wrists. He gives this cry; his body seems almost to twitch....’ Mary closed her eyes. ‘That’s when the gun went off.’

‘What else do you remember?’

Mary bent forward. ‘Just his face. He looks softer, almost disappointed, as if I had hurt his feelings. I catch him in both hands, an inch or two from my body. His breath still stinks. All my strength, and I can barely push him off.’ She paused once more, and finished. ‘That’s when I noticed that Laura had stopped talking.’

There was silence. Mary felt herself slump in the chair. Over, she told herself. It’s over.

She opened her eyes. ‘Can I go now?’

Monk watched her. ‘I’d like to ask you a few more questions. Just about what you’ve told me.’

Mary felt a surge of anger. She sat, irresolute, replaying the tone of Monk’s voice. His face showed nothing.

‘The gun,’ he said. ‘Why do you carry one?’

She sat back, drained. ‘I’ve had threatening phone calls,’ she said finally.

‘When did they happen?’

‘The past two months... I don’t know exactly.’

‘Male or female?’

‘Male.’

‘At work?’

‘No. At home.’

‘Are you listed?’

‘No.

‘Did the person seem to know who you were?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Could it have been Ransom?’

Mary hesitated. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘How many calls?’

‘Two, I think.’

‘What did they say?’

‘Not much. Just that they were watching me.’

‘Did you report them?’

‘No.’

‘Did you tell anyone?’

‘No. Not that I remember.’

‘But you bought a gun.’

‘Yes.’ Mary summoned a tone of weary patience. ‘I’m a public person. Those calls reminded me that there are strange people out there, and that I’m a woman living alone.’

‘When did you buy the gun?’

Mary shrugged. ‘About two weeks ago.’

‘Was that before, or after, you first heard from Ransom?’

Mary stared at him. ‘After, I think.’

Monk leaned slightly forward. ‘You flew here from New York, correct?’

‘Yes.’

‘When?’

‘Sunday morning.’

Monk cocked his head, as if to consider her from another angle.

‘Who made the hotel and plane reservations?’

‘I did.’

‘Did you make them through Deadline?’

‘No.’ Mary paused. ‘I paid for them myself.’

‘Doesn’t ABC pay for business travel?’

‘Of course.’ Mary’s voice grew impatient. ‘Why is this important? They can either pay me in advance or reimburse me.’

‘Did you tell anyone at ABC about seeing Ransom?’

‘No. I wouldn’t have to.’

‘Or about his calls?’

Don’t be defensive, Mary told herself. ‘No,’ she answered.

‘And you brought the gun with you?’

‘Yes.’

‘How did you get it out here?’

‘In my luggage.’

Monk’s eyes seemed to move. ‘Did you tell the airport people you had it?’

‘No.’

Monk paused for a moment. ‘Today,’ he said, ‘did anyone see you in the lobby?’

‘I don’t know. I went right to his suite.’

‘Once you were inside, did anyone come to the room?’

‘Not that I remember.’

‘What about room service?’

‘Yes... that...’

‘Was the person a man or a woman?’

‘A man.’

‘Can you tell me what he looked like?’

‘I don’t know... short. Hispanic, I think.’

Monk leaned back. ‘When you got to the room,’ he said ‘were the blinds closed?’

‘I think so.’ Once again, Mary paused. ‘Yes, I’m sure.’

‘There were scratches on Ransom’s buttocks. Do you know how they got there?’

‘Of course. When I was struggling with him.’

‘You’d mentioned your fists being closed, and I don’t remember anything about scratching his buttocks.’

Mary recalled Dr Shelton, tracing the scratches with her finger. ‘I don’t know,’ she said wearily. ‘Maybe it happened when I was pushing him off me. After the gun went off.’

Monk nodded again. ‘When you were struggling with the gun, were Ransom’s hands on it?’

Shelton had inspected the dead man’s hands, put them both in glassine bags....

‘I don’t remember.’

‘When the gun fired, Miss Carelli, how far was it from Ransom’s chest?’

She had touched his wound, the torn cloth around it....

‘Very close.’

‘How close? Was it touching him?’

‘No.’ Mary could hear the tape recorder whirring. ‘Two inches...’

Monk leaned forward. ‘Not two feet, or three feet?’

‘No.’

‘The scratch on your throat – it happened after Ransom slapped you?’

She had taken samples from her fingernails, then his....

‘Yes.’

‘And then he pulled his pants down.’

‘Yes.’

‘Did he have an erection?’

She had taken swabs from his penis....

‘Miss Carelli?’

The tape kept spinning.

‘Yes,’ She reached for the empty cup of water. The tape still coiled, slowly, repeatedly.

‘The erection.’ Monk’s voice seemed far away. ‘What do you remember about it?’

‘I don’t know. It was an erection, that’s all. I didn’t have time to think about how special it was.’

Monk folded his arms. ‘After the gun went off, what did you do?’

‘I don’t know.... I was dazed.’

‘How long did it take for you to call 911?’

She had reached under his armpit, felt his skin....

‘I don’t know. As soon as I was able.’

The tape turned again. Once, twice.

‘While you were at the suite, did you leave at any time?’

Mary looked up.

‘Miss Carelli?’

‘Could you stop the tape a moment? Please.’

‘I can’t do that.’ Monk said calmly. ‘It’s regulation.’

The tape turned again, recording silence.

Mary reached out to push a button. The tape clicked off.

‘I want to see a lawyer,’ she said ‘Now.’





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Degree of Guilt

Richard North Patterson






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
A

arrow books





