 
Chapter One
The Funeral
By six-thirty on Tuesday evening, the line at the Madison Funeral Home had reached out the front door. Rebecca Mercer noticed it from the car and assumed there must be two wakes taking place. There weren't.
Daniel slowed at the curb. "Is that all for your father?"
Rebecca stared through the windshield. "I don't know."
It seemed unlikely. Rebecca’s father, Richard Ashcroft, had been seventy-eight years old, retired for years and, as far as Rebecca knew, spent most of his time playing tennis, walking through the woods, reading, arguing with his oldest son Jonathan about economics and buying Bitcoin he had no conceivable need for. Apparently he had also known half of northern New Jersey.
Rebecca’s husband, Daniel, found a space farther down the street. Their three children had been unusually quiet during the drive from Summit. Even the youngest seemed to understand that this was not an occasion requiring questions about how long they would have to stay.
Rebecca got out and looked around. Madison had always seemed ordinary to her when she was growing up because it had been the only ordinary she knew. Only after leaving did she understand how extraordinary it was. The mature trees arching over the streets. Large houses set well back from the road. Porches, brick walks, clipped hedges and lawns that seemed to belong to people who either had a great deal of time or paid somebody who did.
Athletic fields were maintained like country clubs. The library had never seemed to lack anything. The schools had been excellent without anybody needing to advertise the fact. The police station, borough hall, parks and public buildings all had the reassuring appearance of institutions that expected still to be there in a hundred years. Growing up, Rebecca had assumed towns were simply like that.
Summit, where she and Daniel now lived, had much the same quality, only perhaps with slightly more determination. Bigger houses. Higher taxes. More commuters catching early trains into Manhattan. Families who could afford private school sending their children to public school anyway because the public schools were too good to justify leaving.
When Rebecca had been eighteen, none of this had registered as wealth. Now she understood that wealth was often easiest to see in the things nobody thought to mention.
Daniel came around the car. "You okay?"
"No."
"All right." He took her hand.
That was one of the reasons she loved him. He rarely tried to improve an answer merely because it was unpleasant.
Their eldest daughter walked beside Rebecca. The other two stayed close to Daniel.
People were still arriving behind them. Rebecca recognized perhaps one in five. At the door her brother Michael was speaking to an elderly couple Rebecca didn't know, one hand on the man's shoulder, listening as though the three of them were the only people there. Michael saw Rebecca and gave her a small smile.
He finished the conversation before coming over. "You're late."
"We're four minutes early."
"Exactly. Dad would have been furious."
Rebecca laughed despite herself. Michael hugged her. For one second she stopped holding herself together.
He held on a little longer. "You all right?"
"No."
"Good. Same answer I gave."
He crouched to greet the children. "How are my favorite nieces and nephews?"
"You only have three," Rebecca's eldest said.
"Which is why the competition is so intense."
That earned the first smile Rebecca had seen from her all afternoon.
Michael stood again. At forty, five years older than Rebecca, he had somehow retained the quality he had possessed at twenty: the sense that any gathering became easier once he arrived. He was handsome without seeming particularly conscious of it, although their father Richard had often accused him of being extremely conscious of everything else he owned - cars, watches, shoes.
Richard had once said Michael spent money as though he were trying to get rid of evidence. Michael had repeated the line for years. Tonight there was no expensive watch visible beneath his cuff.
Rebecca noticed this and immediately felt ashamed for noticing it. She looked past him for his wife. "Where’s Laura?"
"Inside with Caroline."
"And Jonathan?"
Michael nodded toward the viewing room. "With Dad. Probably getting in one last argument about monetary policy."
Rebecca looked at him.
"I’m kidding."
"You shouldn’t be."
"I know."
He lowered his voice. "Although if Dad sits up to disagree with him, I’m leaving."
Rebecca laughed again and hated herself for that too.
 
Michael touched her arm. "Come on."
Richard lay at the front of the room in a dark suit Rebecca remembered seeing only twice. It was wrong immediately. Not the suit. The stillness. Her father was not a still man. Even watching television, he tapped his fingers, shifted position, got up for coffee, returned with a book, interrupted the program to object to something somebody had said, then forgot what he had been watching.
Now his hands were folded politely over himself. Rebecca had an absurd desire to move one of them. Anything to make him less arranged.
Her eldest brother, Jonathan, stood a few feet away speaking with two men Rebecca recognized vaguely from her father's investment-banking days. At forty-eight Jonathan had acquired precisely the appearance their father had always predicted: professor even when he wasn't teaching. Gray beginning at the temples. Glasses. Dark suit. Serious expression.
Jonathan taught economics at Manhattan University in the Bronx and had reached the stage of academic life when people occasionally introduced him on television by putting the word Professor beneath his name. Richard had been unimpressed.
"That's because you don't respect credentials," Jonathan once told him.
"I respect credentials enormously," Richard had said. "It's credentialed people I worry about."
Jonathan’s wife, Susan, stood nearby talking quietly with Michael’s wife, Laura. Across the room was Caroline, Richard's elder daughter, forty-four and composed enough to make grief look almost formal. She lived on the Upper East Side and had arrived in a black dress so perfectly cut that Rebecca briefly wondered where one bought funeral clothes on forty-eight hours' notice. Then she remembered Caroline almost certainly already owned them.
Caroline saw Rebecca and came over. The sisters embraced.
"You made it."
"Apparently so."
Caroline looked toward the children. "They okay?"
"I don't know."
"None of us are."
That, Rebecca thought, was Caroline's version of tenderness. Accurate and efficiently delivered.
Caroline glanced toward the entrance. "Have you seen this crowd?"
"I thought there was another wake."
"So did I."
"Who are all these people?"
"I have absolutely no idea."
Michael had followed them into the room. "Half are people Dad told they were wrong about something."
Caroline turned. "And the other half?"
"People he hadn't gotten to yet."
Rebecca laughed.
Jonathan approached in time to hear it. "Could we possibly behave like adults for one evening?"
Michael looked at Rebecca. "That's Jonathan, by the way. Our eldest brother."
Jonathan ignored him and kissed Rebecca on the cheek. "How are you holding up?"
"Everybody keeps asking me that."
"People don't know what else to say."
"What do you say?"
Jonathan thought about it. "Usually nothing."
Michael nodded approvingly. "Our economist discovers silence."
"Go bother someone else."
"I've been bothering people since four-thirty."
For a moment all four stood together. Rebecca became conscious of it. Jonathan, the eldest. Caroline. Michael. And herself. Four adult children standing ten feet from the body of the man who had been the fixed point around which they had spent most of their lives circling.
Rebecca looked at Richard again. "This is ridiculous."
Caroline followed her gaze. "What is?"
"Him being dead."
Nobody answered. That was what felt wrong. Not tragic. Not yet. Ridiculous.
Richard's father had lived to ninety-four. His mother to ninety-seven. Both had remained remarkably healthy until near the ends of their lives. Some legendary Ashcroft great-uncle, or perhaps great-grandfather; the story changed depending on who told it, had reached one hundred and two and apparently complained until ninety-nine that old people were taking over his golf club.
Longevity in the Ashcroft family was not merely about surviving. They tended to remain irritatingly functional while doing it. At family dinners Richard's age had therefore become a joke. Seventy-eight barely counted. He still played tennis. Still drove. Still went on long walks through the woods despite increasingly irritating advice from his children to take up something more suitable.
Michael had suggested fishing. Richard had regarded this as evidence of mental decline in his son rather than himself. And yet here he was. Dead at seventy-eight.
Rebecca turned away. Caroline was staring at Richard now. Jonathan had lowered his eyes. Michael put one hand into his pocket. For a few seconds none of them spoke.
Then somebody else arrived to offer condolences, and the moment disappeared.
The line continued for more than three hours. Old neighbors came through. Former employees. Clients. Men in expensive suits who had known Richard when he still worked in Manhattan. A retired secretary who cried harder than any of the children. Two men from his tennis club. Three women Rebecca eventually realized belonged to a local hiking group. A former mayor. Someone from the library board. A couple who had lived two streets away when Rebecca was nine.
Her fifth-grade teacher. "Your father used to come to every conference," the woman told her.
"He did?"
"Every one."
Rebecca had no memory of this.
An elderly man took both her hands and said Richard had helped his son twenty years earlier. "Helped him how?"
The man smiled. "He'll know."
Rebecca had absolutely no idea what that meant.
Another person told Jonathan that Richard had quietly paid membership dues for an older tennis player who could no longer afford them. Jonathan had never heard that story. Caroline learned that Richard had spent years advising a local businessman for free. Michael was told about donations Richard apparently made without putting his name on anything.
It became strange after a while. The four children had arrived believing they knew the important facts about Richard Ashcroft. By eight o'clock Rebecca began to wonder whether they knew only the parts involving themselves.
At one point she found Michael beside a small table near the back of the room. "Did you know Dad knew all these people?"
Michael looked around. "Apparently he was running a second family."
"Would explain why he never answered the phone."
"He always answered when I called."
Rebecca gave him a look. "Sorry. You called him more than the rest of us."
Michael shrugged. "I annoyed him more than the rest of you."
"Impossible. Jonathan exists."
They both looked across the room. Jonathan was speaking to one of Richard's former partners. His hands had begun moving.
Michael said: "He's explaining monetary policy."
"How can you tell?"
"The other man's trying to escape."
Rebecca smiled. Then an older man approached them. He was tall, thin, silver-haired and walked with the erect posture of someone who had worn suits five days a week for fifty years.
"Michael."
Michael shook his hand. "Frank. Good to see you."
"I'm sorry."
"Thank you."
Frank turned to Rebecca. "You must be Rebecca."
"Yes."
"I haven't seen you since you were about this high." He put his hand somewhere near his waist.
Rebecca had spent the entire evening being told this. "I'm taller now."
"Marginally."
Michael laughed. Frank had worked with Richard years ago. He began telling a story about an offering they had done in the late nineties for a company everybody expected to fail. It did. Then, inexplicably, recovered. Richard's warrants had become worth millions.
"Your father had patience," Frank said.
Michael said, "Selective patience."
Frank smiled. "That's fair."
Then, almost casually, he asked: "Did he ever tell you kids how much Bitcoin he had?"
Rebecca looked at Michael. Michael looked at Frank. "No."
"Not even you?"
"Especially not me."
Frank shook his head. "That sounds like Richard."
Rebecca said, "Why? Do you know?"
"No."
"But you've heard?"
"I've heard every number imaginable."
"Five hundred?"
"Maybe."
"A thousand?"
"Maybe."
Michael said, "Two thousand?"
Frank smiled. "Maybe."
Rebecca stared at him. "That's helpful."
Frank slipped his hands into his pockets. "You're thinking about it wrong anyway."
"How?"
"Your father stopped measuring his Bitcoin in dollars years ago."
Rebecca frowned. "What did he measure it in?"
Frank smiled again. "Bitcoin."
Then somebody called his name and he moved away.
Rebecca watched him go. "What does that even mean?"
Michael picked up his water. "With Dad? Could mean anything."
The last visitors finally left after nine. By then the children had reached the limits of funeral behavior. Rebecca's youngest had fallen asleep against Daniel. Her eldest had become silent in the specific way that meant she was trying very hard not to cry.
The family gathered their coats. Michael stood near Richard for a long moment before leaving. Rebecca saw him put a hand on the edge of the casket. He did not say anything. Neither did Jonathan. Caroline kissed two fingers and touched them lightly to Richard's sleeve.
There was nothing theatrical about any of it. They had lost their father. Whatever else Rebecca would one day understand about that week, this part was real.
 
Later, at the Madison house, Teresa Alvarez was clearing mugs and plates from the kitchen despite three people telling her she didn't have to.
Someone had brought sandwiches. Someone else had brought pastries. A neighbor had left a coffee urn. Grief, Rebecca was discovering, apparently required enormous quantities of food nobody wanted.
Teresa had worked for Richard and Eleanor in one form or another for decades, although somewhere along the way worked for had stopped being an adequate description. She had been young when Rebecca was young, had watched all four Ashcroft children grow up, and had remained through marriages, grandchildren, Eleanor’s death and all the ordinary family crises in between. She was not quite family, but only because nobody had ever bothered to define exactly when an employee became something else. Now she seemed almost unchanged except for the gray in her hair and the authority of a woman who had known all four Ashcroft children when they were still capable of being sent to their rooms.
"You stop," Rebecca told her.
Teresa kept walking. "I stop when people stop leaving cups everywhere."
"You're not working tonight."
"Then tell your brothers."
Michael lifted both hands. "I've been falsely accused."
Teresa looked at the mug in his right hand. "You are holding the evidence."
Michael handed it over. "Case dismissed."
"Not even close."
Richard would have enjoyed that. The thought arrived so quickly Rebecca almost turned to tell him. She stopped herself. This, she suspected, was going to happen for a long time. Teresa carried the mug to the sink.
Jonathan called after her: "Sit down. Seriously."
Teresa turned. "I sat down at the funeral home."
"For how long?" Caroline asked.
"Long enough."
"How long is long enough?"
Teresa looked at her. "For me to decide none of you know how to clean up after yourselves."
Michael pointed at Jonathan. "He has tenure. He's exempt."
Jonathan shook his head. "Why are you like this?"
Michael shrugged. "Genetics."
That stopped them. Richard again. Even their jokes kept finding him.
Eventually the family scattered into rooms they had not slept in regularly for twenty years. Jonathan took his old bedroom. Michael took his. Caroline returned to hers and immediately complained that Richard had never replaced the mattress.
"He probably thought it would discourage you from staying too long," Michael said.
"It worked."
Rebecca and Daniel did not stay. Summit was close enough that there was no point in putting five more people into the house. Besides, Rebecca wanted her own bed. She wanted normal walls. Normal noises. Normal morning.
At the front door, Michael hugged her again. "I'll see you tomorrow."
"You staying here tonight?"
"Apparently. On the archaeological mattress."
"That's Caroline's."
"Mine's from approximately the same geological period."
Rebecca smiled. Then something returned to her. "You stayed with us Friday too."
Michael's expression didn't change. "In Summit."
"Right."
He had spent Friday night at their house. He had called that morning from Connecticut and asked whether he could stay because he planned to see Richard the next morning about some business matter. He never made it. By the time Saturday morning came, Teresa had already found their father.
Rebecca shook her head. "Sorry. My brain's gone."
"Join the club."
Daniel called from the car.
Michael kissed Rebecca's forehead. "Go home."
 
Wednesday morning was bright and warm. It offended Rebecca. Funerals, in her limited experience, ought to take place beneath a gray sky. Instead Madison looked almost indecently beautiful. Sunlight came through the trees. People walked dogs. A municipal crew was working beside one of the playing fields. Children on summer schedules were already riding bicycles. The town continued operating as though Richard Ashcroft's death had not disrupted anything at all.
At St. Vincent's, Rebecca expected perhaps a hundred people. There were already more than that outside. Inside, the church was nearly full.
Daniel looked at her. "Did you know about this?"
"No."
The family was led toward the front. Rebecca kept glancing backward. Rows filled. Then more rows. People stood along the rear. Richard's old business associates were there. Neighbors. Tennis players. People from town. People Rebecca had seen the night before and still could not identify.
She felt strangely cheated. Not by them. By Richard. He had somehow accumulated all these people without ever reporting them to his children.
She knew what he ate for breakfast. She knew how he took his coffee. She knew which chair he sat in. She knew he hated automatic renewals because he believed they rewarded companies for hoping customers forgot to cancel. She knew he had once driven fifteen minutes back to a restaurant because he had been undercharged six dollars. She knew he bought Bitcoin every month with part of his pension. She knew he considered this entirely logical. Yet she had not known that hundreds of people would turn up when he died.
The priest spoke about Richard's generosity. Rebecca glanced at her siblings. Jonathan was staring straight ahead. Caroline had begun crying silently. Michael looked down. Rebecca wondered whether they were all thinking the same thing. Generosity?
Richard was generous, certainly. But privately. Not ceremonially. He disliked plaques. He disliked named donations. He once told Rebecca that putting your name on a charitable gift was merely purchasing advertising from poor people. She had thought he was joking. Possibly he hadn't been.
The priest told a story about Richard helping a parish family through a difficult period after the father lost his job. He had apparently paid several months of their mortgage. Rebecca had never heard it. Another thing. Another Richard.
She glanced at Jonathan. His expression had changed slightly. Perhaps he hadn't known either. Caroline wiped her cheek. Michael kept looking down. For once, none of them had anything to say.
Rebecca suddenly understood why the church was full. Her father had not lived a secret life. They simply had not been paying attention to the parts that didn't involve them.
 
At Madison Cemetery the warmth had increased. The family gathered beneath a canopy while everyone else stood behind them. Rebecca's youngest child held Daniel's hand. Her eldest stood close enough that their shoulders touched. The coffin rested above the grave. Rebecca tried not to look at it.
She looked instead beyond the cemetery. Trees. Roofs. Blue sky. Somewhere only a few minutes away stood the house where Richard had lived for most of his adult life. The house where Rebecca had learned to ride a bicycle. Where Eleanor had made pancakes on Sunday mornings. Where Jonathan had come home from college and immediately begun correcting everyone's opinions. Where Caroline had once hosted a party she still denied had occurred. Where Michael had taught Rebecca to drive before she was legally old enough. Where their mother had died. Where Richard had died.
A man standing behind them whispered something to another man. Rebecca caught only the end. "He was supposed to bury all of us."
The words should have sounded ridiculous. Instead they felt exactly right. Richard was seventy-eight. Everybody knew seventy-eight was old. But not Richard old. Richard old was ninety-six. Possibly ninety-nine. One hundred and two if he was determined enough. Seventy-eight had seemed like an administrative detail.
The priest continued. Rebecca looked at Jonathan. Then Caroline. Then Michael. For just a second, Caroline closed her eyes. Jonathan stared at the coffin. Michael looked toward Rebecca. Nothing more. Nothing remarkable. Four children. No parents. For the first time in her life there was no generation above them. The thought frightened her more than death itself.
The coffin began to descend. Michael reached for Rebecca's hand. She took it. And for the first time since Saturday morning, she understood that their father was not coming back.
 
 
Chapter Two
After the Funeral
By the time they returned from Madison Cemetery, there was enough food in Richard Ashcroft's kitchen to survive a siege. Rebecca stood in the doorway and stared. Three casseroles occupied the center island. Cold cuts covered one end of the counter. There were salads in bowls that did not belong to the family, two trays of baked ziti, a lasagna, several loaves of bread, cookies, brownies, a lemon cake, a chocolate cake, a fruit platter and something under aluminum foil that nobody had yet been brave enough to identify.
Someone had brought wine. Someone else had brought six bottles of sparkling water. A neighbor Rebecca barely recognized was filling Richard's coffee machine.
"Where did all this come from?"
Teresa Alvarez looked at her as though the answer should have been obvious. "People."
"I can see that."
"Then why did you ask?"
Rebecca smiled.
Teresa had removed the black jacket she had worn to the funeral and rolled up the sleeves of her blouse. Within ten minutes of returning to the house, she had somehow resumed command of it. Until Saturday she had still been working for Richard. Nobody had yet discussed whether his death technically changed that arrangement, and Teresa appeared to consider the question beneath her notice.
"You're supposed to sit down," Rebecca said.
"I don't know how."
"Try."
"I tried once. Didn't like it."
Teresa picked up an empty platter and disappeared toward the dining room. Rebecca looked around the kitchen. The room had been remodeled twice since she was a child, but somehow it was still the same kitchen. The table was different. The cabinets were different. The refrigerator was enormous. The old linoleum had long ago given way to stone. But the windows still looked over the backyard, and the afternoon sun still came through them at the same angle.
Beyond the glass stretched the lawn. It seemed larger now than Rebecca remembered. That made no sense. Nothing became larger after childhood. Usually the opposite happened. She had returned to places from her childhood and discovered that enormous hills were slopes, distant walks were four blocks and grand rooms were barely large enough for a sofa.
Richard's yard remained genuinely large. The house sat on considerably more land than anybody needed. At the far end, mature trees formed an irregular border with the properties behind it. Flower beds followed the patio. There was an old stone wall along one side and enough lawn to require machinery rather than enthusiasm.
Richard had provided both. For most of his life he had done almost all of it himself. Mowing. Leaves. Snow. Branches. Hedges.
The children had complained increasingly as he got older. Richard had ignored them increasingly as they complained. Last autumn Michael had told him he was too old to spend three hours clearing leaves. Richard had replied that the leaves had not expressed an opinion on his age.
Rebecca smiled at the memory. Then caught herself again. Everything in the house seemed capable of doing that now. Producing Richard without warning.
 
The front door opened. Another group arrived.
Rebecca looked toward the hall. "No."
Daniel, beside her, followed her gaze. "What?"
"More people."
He laughed quietly. "You're terrible."
"I know. I'm a terrible grieving daughter."
"You've had roughly six hundred people speak to you in twenty-four hours."
"That seems low."
A woman from two streets away entered carrying another covered dish.
Rebecca rearranged her face into something resembling gratitude. "Oh, you shouldn't have."
The woman said exactly what everyone had been saying all day. "We wanted to do something."
Rebecca took the dish. "Thank you. Really."
She meant it. That was the irritating part. She was genuinely grateful. She also wanted everybody to leave. Both things could apparently be true at once.
The house filled steadily. Richard and Eleanor had bought it when Jonathan was small, then expanded it twice as the family grew and Richard's finances improved. It was not a mansion. Richard would have hated that word. Nor was it one of the enormous new houses that occasionally appeared after somebody tore down a perfectly good older one and replaced it with a structure designed to prove the owner had discovered square footage.
The Ashcroft house had grown more organically. A family room added on one side. A larger kitchen. An office for Richard. A guest room downstairs. An upstairs bedroom added when Rebecca came along. A finished basement that had passed through several incarnations: playroom, teenage refuge, exercise room, storage area and eventually all four simultaneously.
There were too many rooms now. That was obvious. One person had been living in a house built for six. But Richard had never seriously considered leaving. Whenever one of the children suggested downsizing, he asked where he was supposed to put everyone at Christmas.
Caroline had once told him that was ridiculous. "Buy an apartment," she'd said. "We can have Christmas at one of our houses."
Richard had looked horrified. "Whose?"
"Any of us."
Jonathan had suggested rotating. Michael had suggested renting a large house for the week.
Caroline, increasingly exasperated, had said, "You could rent a château every Christmas for what you'd save maintaining this place."
Richard had considered all of this. Then said: "But then I'd have an apartment." End of discussion.
Rebecca wandered through the living room. People stood everywhere. Richard's house had always seemed big until it was full. Photographs lined the shelves. Eleanor holding Jonathan as a baby. Caroline at twelve with braces she had spent years denying existed. Michael in a Little League uniform. Rebecca on the front steps in a dress she hated. Family vacations. Graduations. Weddings.
Rebecca and Daniel with their first baby. Then three grandchildren where there had once been one. Eleanor appeared in nearly every early picture. After her death, the photographs continued without her. That seemed especially cruel today. Richard's absence had somehow made Eleanor more present. Now they were both gone.
Jonathan was standing near the fireplace with two former colleagues of Richard's. Of course he was discussing economics. Rebecca knew this without hearing a word. One of the men was leaning slightly backward. That was usually the first sign.
Jonathan held a glass in one hand and gestured with the other. "So the idea that monetary expansion necessarily produces consumer-price inflation is obviously too simplistic..."
Michael appeared beside Rebecca. "He's started."
"I know."
"We should charge admission."
"Maybe those people like economics."
"They did before Jonathan arrived."
Rebecca gave him an elbow.
Across the room Caroline was accepting condolences from a woman whose name neither of them remembered. Caroline waited until the woman had moved away, then drifted over. Without moving her lips very much, she said: "When are these people going home?"
Jonathan had approached just in time to hear. "Apparently never."
Michael looked around the crowded room. "Dad's final revenge."
Rebecca bit the inside of her cheek. Caroline failed completely and laughed. It came out too loudly. All four immediately attempted to look solemn. A man passing nearby smiled sympathetically, assuming perhaps that they had shared a cherished family memory.
Michael waited until he was gone. "We're awful people."
Jonathan said: "Speak for yourself."
"We're awful people and Jonathan."
"Better."
Laura came through carrying a stack of small plates. She stopped beside Michael. "Teresa says these belong in the kitchen."
Michael looked at them. "And you've accepted the assignment?"
"Apparently I've been promoted."
"Congratulations."
Laura handed him half the plates. "So have you."
Michael stared at them. "This feels punitive."
"It is."
Jonathan's wife was across the room talking with Daniel and one of Richard's neighbors. She caught Jonathan's eye and pointed discreetly at his glass. Jonathan frowned.
Rebecca said: "She's telling you to stop lecturing strangers."
"She is not."
Michael looked. "She absolutely is."
Jonathan ignored him and moved away.
Laura watched him go. "How long was he talking?"
"Long enough for monetary policy to change twice," Michael said.
Laura smiled. For a few seconds they were simply family again. Then somebody entered the room carrying flowers.
Late in the afternoon, Rebecca escaped through the side door. She did not consciously decide where she was going. She simply needed somewhere without people.
The garage was cool and smelled faintly of oil, grass and old wood. It was enormous. Two cars could fit comfortably, three with effort, although Richard had long ago surrendered part of the space to equipment.
Rebecca stopped. She had seen all of this a thousand times. Now it looked like an exhibit devoted to her father's refusal to pay someone else to do something he could do himself. Snow blower. Leaf blower. Pressure washer. Chainsaw. Ladders. Hand tools arranged on a pegboard. Shovels. Rakes. Wheelbarrow. A large riding mower sat at the back. Beside it was a smaller mower Richard used near the flower beds because, according to him, the riding mower lacked finesse. Rebecca had once told him lawn mowing did not require finesse. He had looked genuinely disappointed in her.
There were bags of grass seed on a shelf. Fertilizer. Two tennis bags. Hiking poles. A bicycle pump. A generator. On another shelf sat three different types of extension cord, each coiled with military precision.
"You planning to steal the mower?" Michael stood in the doorway.
Rebecca turned. "I was thinking about it."
"Take the snow blower too."
"Not anymore. Climate change."
Michael looked toward the machine. "Yes, except for the incessant snow that somehow keeps falling every winter."
"Don't tell Jonathan."
"He'll come out here."
"Exactly."
Michael stepped inside. For a moment they simply looked around. "Jesus," he said.
"I know."
"How did he do all this?"
"He liked doing it."
"That's what he said."
Michael rested a hand on the riding mower. "I told him to get somebody."
"He had somebody."
"Once in a while."
Richard employed a local gardener for the larger jobs. Tree work. Heavy pruning. Spring cleanup when the winter had been particularly messy. But the routine work remained Richard's. Not because he could not afford help. Because he liked being outside.
Michael shook his head. "Seventy-eight years old, driving around on this thing."
"It's a riding mower, Michael. Not a motorcycle."
"He was hauling branches last month."
"Exercise."
"At seventy-eight?"
"Especially at seventy-eight."
Michael looked at her. "You sound like him."
"I'll take that as an insult."
"He'd take it as a compliment."
Rebecca walked farther into the garage. The sight of all the equipment bothered her more than she expected. Every machine represented another task Richard had assumed he would perform again. The snow blower was ready for a winter he would never see. The mower had half a tank. Work gloves lay on the bench. A handwritten list had been taped above them. Oil mower. Trim west hedge. Call Frank re sprinkler. Tennis Tues 9:30.
Rebecca touched the paper. "We kept telling him he was doing too much."
Michael looked at the list. "Yeah."
"Maybe he wasn't."
He said nothing.
She looked toward him. "He was in better shape than most people twenty years younger."
"He'd had that episode."
"It was indigestion."
"Rebecca."
"It was."
"I know that's what he said."
"It's what the doctor said."
Michael leaned against the workbench. "He was still seventy-eight."
"No one said he wasn't."
"Maybe we should've pushed harder."
Rebecca looked at him. "For what?"
"To slow down."
"Would he have listened?"
Michael gave a small smile. "No."
"Then there."
Rebecca looked around the garage again. Richard had played tennis several times a week. He walked miles through the woods. He mowed his own lawn. He shoveled snow when he felt like it and used the snow blower when he didn't. He rarely sat still. The children had interpreted all of this as evidence that he was wearing himself out.
For the first time Rebecca wondered whether they had it exactly backward. Maybe all of it was why he had seemed so young.
Michael picked up one of Richard's tennis rackets. "He almost built a court out back, remember?"
Rebecca smiled. "I'd forgotten."
Richard had talked about it for nearly a year. There was enough property. He had obtained estimates. He had even marked out where it could go. Then he abandoned the idea.
Caroline had asked why. Richard had said: "Home courts have terrible liquidity."
Nobody had understood. Michael had. He explained it now. "He meant players."
Rebecca laughed. "Right."
"At the club, he'd show up and annoy twenty people until somebody agreed to play. Here he'd have a beautiful court and nobody on the other side of the net."
"That's very Dad."
"He said the club had a deeper market."
Rebecca laughed again. "Everything was finance with him."
"Not everything."
"Most things."
Michael placed the racket back. "I still think he should've built it."
"He played more without one."
"Probably."
Neither said anything for a while. Then voices drifted from the house. Another burst of laughter. A door opening. Somebody calling Rebecca's name.
Michael sighed. "Back to work."
 
By six, the crowd had thinned enough for the family to sit down. Not all at once. People continued arriving in small groups, but the relentless flow had slowed. A few of Richard's oldest friends remained around the kitchen table. Laura sat beside Michael now. Jonathan's wife had taken one of the children into the family room with Daniel. Caroline poured wine.
One of Richard's oldest friends, Frank Delaney, the silver-haired investment banker from the wake, was telling Daniel about Richard's early days in Manhattan.
"He'd finance anything," Frank said.
Jonathan, passing behind him, stopped. "That doesn't sound like Dad."
Frank grinned. "I didn't say he'd invest in anything."
That distinction would have pleased Richard. Frank explained how Richard's firm had worked. Small Nasdaq companies. Capital raises. Secondaries. IPOs. Some good companies. Some terrible. Some impossible to classify until years later. Richard often took warrants as part of his firm's compensation.
"Most expired worthless," Frank said.
Michael sat down. "Dad loved telling that part."
"Because it's the important part."
"Why?"
"Because people remember the winners and imagine Richard knew which ones they were going to be."
Frank poured more wine. "He didn't. Nobody did."
Jonathan said: "Then it was luck."
Frank looked at him. "It was structured luck."
Jonathan smiled. "I'm an economist. We call that luck."
"Your father called it asymmetric."
Rebecca had heard the word many times growing up.
Frank continued: "Lose a little on most. Make a lot on a few."
Michael said: "Which is how he got into Bitcoin."
Frank nodded. "Exactly."
Jonathan groaned. "Oh, don't start."
Rebecca sat across from him. "You always start."
"I merely object to the family mythology that Dad discovered Bitcoin through some profound monetary revelation."
"He didn't," Michael said.
That surprised Jonathan. "No?"
Michael shook his head. "He bought it because he thought it might go up."
Frank laughed. "That's more or less true."
Caroline joined them. "So much for monetary enlightenment."
Frank pointed at her. "No. That came later."
Richard's journey into Bitcoin had become another family story that everyone knew differently. At first, he had simply seen an unusual bet. A thing that could go to zero but, in his view, had the possibility of going much higher. He bought some. Then more. Then he started reading. And once Richard started reading about something, he had an irritating habit of continuing until everybody else became tired of hearing about it.
He learned about the fixed supply. Mining. Self-custody. Monetary inflation. The history of central banking. Gold. Government debt.
Then began sending articles to his children. Jonathan had stopped opening them. Caroline sometimes opened them in order to argue. Michael replied with jokes. Rebecca usually skimmed them because ignoring her father completely seemed rude.
Frank said: "He came for the price."
Michael lifted his glass. "And stayed for the revolution."
Jonathan rolled his eyes. "Please."
"What?"
"That phrase."
"It's accurate."
"It's a slogan."
Michael grinned. "You teach economics. Everything you say is a slogan with footnotes."
Rebecca looked down before Jonathan could see her laughing.
Frank said: "The strange part was that eventually he sold almost everything else."
Caroline frowned. "Not everything."
"No. Not this house, his stake in the firm and some cash for expenses."
"And Bitcoin."
"Mostly Bitcoin."
Jonathan shook his head. "Which was objectively insane."
Frank shrugged. "Worked out."
"That doesn't make the decision rational."
Michael looked at Rebecca. "He's off."
Jonathan ignored him. "A single highly volatile asset comprising nearly an entire net worth is textbook concentration risk."
Caroline said: "For once, I agree with him."
Michael placed a hand dramatically over his heart. "Someone write down the date."
Caroline continued: "Dad could have sold twenty percent and never noticed the difference."
"Thirty," Jonathan said.
"Twenty would have been enough."
Frank watched them with amusement.
Rebecca asked: "Enough for what?"
Caroline looked at her. "Anything."
"But what?"
Caroline hesitated. Only for a second. "That's the point."
"No," Rebecca said. "That's Dad's point."
Jonathan sighed. "Not you too."
"I'm not saying I agree. I just know what he'd say."
Michael supplied it. "Once I sell it, I don't own it anymore."
Everyone around the table recognized Richard's voice inside the sentence. For a moment nobody spoke. Caroline looked down at her wine. Jonathan stared at the table. Michael's expression had gone strangely neutral. Rebecca noticed the silence but thought nothing of it. Richard had been buried only hours earlier. There were many reasons for a family to stop talking.
Caroline finally said: "He was seventy-eight years old. At some point ownership becomes theoretical."
Frank smiled. "You should've told him that."
"I did."
"What did he say?"
Caroline hesitated. Then smiled despite herself. "He asked if I planned to stop owning things at seventy-eight."
Michael laughed. Rebecca did too. Jonathan managed not to.
Then Jonathan said quietly: "That sounds like him."
Caroline looked toward Jonathan. Then, almost involuntarily, toward Michael. The moment lasted less than a second. Rebecca had already turned back to Frank.
Frank swirled the wine in his glass. "So how much did he end up with?"
There it was again. The question had moved through the wake and funeral like a rumor nobody wished to admit interested them.
Michael said: "We don't know."
"Really?"
"Really."
"Five hundred?"
Caroline looked at Michael. "No idea."
Frank said: "A thousand?"
Jonathan frowned slightly. Rebecca noticed. A thousand sounded different. Nobody said why. Perhaps because five hundred sounded enormous but imaginable. A thousand sounded like a number that had stopped belonging to ordinary money.
Caroline looked briefly at Jonathan. Michael took a drink. Again, nothing remarkable. People did strange things with their faces when someone casually suggested their dead father might have possessed a fortune worth hundreds of millions of dollars.
Frank said: "Two thousand?"
Michael laughed. "Now you're bidding."
"Your father never told you?"
"No."
"Any of you?"
Four heads shook. Frank seemed delighted by this. "That's Richard."
Caroline said: "There must be records somewhere."
"Obviously."
"Martin will know."
Frank nodded. "Eventually."
Rebecca said: "Why wouldn't Dad just tell us?"
Michael answered before Frank could. "Dad would sooner give you the combination to his safe."
"Did he have a safe?"
Michael shrugged. "Probably six."
Jonathan said: "The ridiculous secrecy around Bitcoin was another part of the problem."
Frank disagreed. "With that much? I'd be secretive too."
"We don't know how much."
"Exactly."
Rebecca thought about the numbers. A thousand Bitcoin. She deliberately avoided multiplying it by any price. That felt vaguely obscene while her father had been dead four days. But the calculation hovered somewhere outside conscious thought anyway. She wondered whether everybody else was doing the same thing. Probably. Caroline certainly was. Jonathan would claim not to be. Michael seemed almost uninterested. Rebecca could not decide whether that made him better than the others or merely better at hiding arithmetic.
Daniel asked: "How did Richard live if he never sold?"
That question Rebecca actually knew. "He borrowed."
Frank nodded. "Against some of the Bitcoin."
Jonathan made a sound of disapproval.
Caroline said: "Which is even more absurd."
Michael looked from one sibling to the other. "Apparently we've found tonight's second panel discussion."
Jonathan ignored him. "Borrowing against an asset that volatile introduces liquidation risk."
Richard had heard this argument hundreds of times. Rebecca could almost hear his answer. Then don't borrow too much. That was essentially what he did. Richard kept the loans conservative. He borrowed enough to fund large expenses without selling the underlying Bitcoin. Then repaid, refinanced or rolled them depending on circumstances.
The children had never completely understood the arrangements. Richard liked it that way. He regarded explaining his financial life to four adult children as the first step toward having four adult children manage it.
Caroline said: "The loans will have to be dealt with now."
The table became quiet. It was the first practical reminder that Richard's death had left behind more than grief. Assets. Debts. Documents. Accounts. Passwords. Taxes. Contracts. An estate.
Frank said gently: "Martin will sort that out."
Martin Hale. Richard's longtime attorney. Rebecca felt an immediate heaviness at the name. Another meeting. Another conversation about death. Another administrative step proving that Richard would not return and handle it himself.
Michael leaned back. "Dad probably left us a spreadsheet."
Jonathan said: "God help us."
"Color-coded."
"He didn't use spreadsheets properly."
Caroline stared at Jonathan. "What does that mean?"
"He used them like paper."
"He was nearly eighty."
"Excel existed when he was fifty."
Michael said: "Jonathan, if Dad rises from the grave tonight, it's going to be because you criticized his spreadsheet technique."
That ended the conversation. Even Jonathan laughed.
 
The last non-family guests finally left shortly after eight.
Caroline closed the front door and leaned her forehead against it. "Done."
The doorbell rang. She froze. Michael burst out laughing. Caroline turned slowly. "If that's another casserole, I'm killing somebody."
Rebecca opened the door. A neighbor stood there holding a pie. Caroline stared at the ceiling. Michael had to walk away.
Half an hour later, peace finally descended. Daniel took the children back to Summit. Rebecca told him she would follow later. She wanted a little more time in the house. Jonathan's wife was upstairs with him while he changed. Laura was helping Teresa wrap the remains of something nobody had eaten. Caroline stood at the kitchen counter. Michael had disappeared somewhere.
Rebecca wandered toward Richard's office. The door was open. His desk had been tidied for the funeral, but otherwise nothing seemed changed. Books. Pens. A yellow legal pad. Computer monitor. A framed photograph of Eleanor. Another of the grandchildren. One photograph of all four children taken years ago, when none of them had yet developed the good sense to object to coordinated clothing.
Rebecca picked it up. She was perhaps nine. Michael fourteen. Caroline eighteen. Jonathan twenty-two. There was something strange about seeing them together at those ages. They had already been themselves. Jonathan already looked serious. Caroline already looked composed. Michael was smiling as though the photographer had told him something nobody else had heard. Rebecca looked mildly annoyed.
Some things apparently required no development at all. She put the photograph back. On the shelf beside it was a small Bitcoin ornament someone had given Richard years earlier. Orange. Cheap. The kind of thing Rebecca would normally have considered ridiculous. Richard had kept it. She turned it over in her hand.
For years the family had treated Bitcoin as Richard's eccentricity. Then as his obsession. Then, when its value became impossible to ignore, as his great success. But Richard himself rarely talked about the dollar value anymore. That was the part Rebecca had never quite understood.
If Bitcoin went up, the children knew. If Bitcoin fell, they knew. Somebody always mentioned it. Richard rarely seemed particularly pleased or upset. He continued buying. Every month. Even after retirement. Part of his pension automatically went to an exchange. Bitcoin was purchased. Then withdrawn into his own custody.
Caroline had once stared at him across this very room. "You're still buying?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"Because I'm still receiving dollars."
She had called that circular reasoning. Richard had called it consistency.
Rebecca ran one finger over the little orange ornament. What had he been saving for? At seventy-eight, what was the endgame? He had the house. He had everything he needed. His children were grown. His grandchildren were healthy. He rarely traveled extravagantly. He didn't collect cars. He didn't own a yacht. He didn't even have the tennis court he'd once considered building in the backyard.
Maybe Jonathan was right. Maybe there was no rational reason. Or perhaps Richard had stopped thinking about the money as something belonging only to his own lifetime. The thought came and went. Rebecca placed the ornament back on the shelf.
 
The telephone rang in the kitchen.
A minute later Caroline appeared at the office door. "It's Martin."
Rebecca turned. "Everything okay?"
"As okay as things apparently get now."
Caroline leaned against the doorframe. "He wants all four of us in Manhattan next Wednesday."
"What for?"
"The estate."
Rebecca nodded. That was inevitable.
Caroline didn't leave. "There was something else."
"What?"
"He said Dad left unusual instructions."
Rebecca looked toward Richard's desk. "What kind of unusual?"
"He wouldn't say."
"Why not?"
"Because apparently we all have to be there."
Michael appeared behind Caroline. "What's this?"
"Martin wants us in Manhattan next Wednesday."
Michael looked at Rebecca. "For the will?"
"Estate meeting," Caroline said.
"Same thing."
"No, it isn't."
"Thank God you're here."
Jonathan came down the hallway at exactly the wrong moment, his wife a few steps behind him. "What isn't?"
Michael sighed. "Never mind."
Laura appeared from the kitchen. "What did I miss?"
"Martin," Caroline said. "Next Wednesday. Manhattan."
Laura looked at Michael. "Do I need to come?"
"No," Caroline said. "Apparently it's just the four of us."
Jonathan stopped. "Why?"
"Martin says Dad left unusual instructions."
For a few seconds all four children stood outside Richard's office. Their spouses remained just outside the circle. The room behind them contained everything ordinary. His books. His photographs. His papers. His chair. The ridiculous orange Bitcoin ornament.
Rebecca looked from one sibling to another. "What do you think he did?"
Michael smiled. "With Dad?" He looked into the office. "Could be anything."
 
Chapter Three
The Five Keys
Richard had always called it the Lackawanna. Rebecca knew perfectly well that it was New Jersey Transit now. Before that it had been the Erie Lackawanna, and before that the Delaware, Lackawanna and Western - a progression Richard could recite with the same irritating confidence he brought to the history of money. To him, the train from Madison and Summit toward Hoboken remained the Lackawanna. So on Wednesday morning Rebecca took the Lackawanna into Manhattan to hear how her dead father had arranged his affairs.
Rebecca could have driven into Manhattan herself, but the idea of fighting through the Lincoln Tunnel, paying a fortune to park and then repeating the whole process in reverse struck her as an unnecessarily complicated way to reach a city connected to Summit by train. Daniel had already left early for the hospital, where he was operating that morning. Rebecca locked the house, walked to the station and took the train instead.
She had taken this route hundreds of times. When she was younger, New York had felt like something attached to New Jersey. You got on a train, read for a while, looked up, and suddenly Manhattan was there.
Now Summit was home. The train rolled east through Millburn, Maplewood and South Orange. Large houses disappeared behind trees. Rebecca watched them through the window.
Richard had chosen Madison because he could work in Manhattan and come home to grass, trees and a house big enough for four children. Rebecca had never considered that a privilege while growing up.
She thought of him mowing that absurd lawn. Then immediately wished she hadn't. Grief had become a series of ambushes. Anything could set it off. A train. A lawn mower. A cup of coffee.
At Hoboken, she crossed the terminal and followed the signs for PATH. Richard had loved the old station. He once told her that railway companies used to build terminals as though they expected civilization to continue. Modern stations looked as though their architects expected them to become dental offices within fifteen years.
She had accused him of becoming an old man. He had been sixty-three. Richard had replied that age did not invalidate architectural criticism. Rebecca smiled at the memory. Her father had distrusted anything designed for temporary use. Buildings. Money. Perhaps that was why he'd liked Bitcoin. Or perhaps death simply made everyone's opinions seem more coherent than they really had been.
The PATH took her beneath the Hudson. When she emerged at Thirty-third Street, Manhattan absorbed her into its usual chaos. Delivery trucks. Cabs. Scaffolding. Sirens. A man walking six dogs. A woman carrying two coffees while talking into a headset and apparently managing the economy of a medium-sized country.
Rebecca checked the time. She was early. Her father would have approved.
Martin Hale's firm occupied several floors of a glass tower in Midtown. Rebecca arrived ten minutes before eleven and found Caroline already in reception. Of course she did. Caroline wore cream trousers, a dark jacket and shoes Rebecca suspected cost more than her first car. She was reading something on her telephone.
"You came through Hoboken?" Caroline asked.
"Yes."
"Why?"
"I like Hoboken."
"You live in Summit. There's a direct train to Penn."
"I know."
"Then why..."
"Dad liked Hoboken."
That ended it.
Caroline's telephone vibrated. Her expression changed. Only slightly.
"Work?" Rebecca asked.
"Yes."
"Problem?"
"No."
Caroline locked the screen. Rebecca allowed the subject to end.
Jonathan arrived a minute later. "Sorry."
"You're not late," Rebecca said.
"I'm apologizing preemptively."
He kissed both sisters and sat down. He'd come from Yonkers through Grand Central, wearing his usual serious expression. Rebecca thought he looked tired. Not funeral tired. Something else.
"Do either of you know why Martin insisted we all come in person?" he asked.
"No," Caroline said.
"Maybe Dad left the house to the gardener," Rebecca suggested.
Jonathan didn't smile.
Caroline did. "Wouldn't surprise me."
"What do you think it's worth now?" she asked.
"The house?" Jonathan said.
"Yes."
"Does it matter?"
"Eventually."
Rebecca had seen enough local property listings to know that Richard's house was worth several million dollars.
"More than three?" Caroline asked.
"Probably."
Jonathan shifted in his seat. The elevator doors opened.
Michael stepped out. "See? This is why I take the train."
Nobody had asked. He walked toward them. "Good morning, bereaved siblings."
"You're two minutes early," Caroline said.
"Trains. Very efficient."
"You live in Fairfield," Jonathan pointed out.
"And I still got here before you."
Michael kissed both sisters, shook Jonathan's hand purely to annoy him, then surveyed the reception area. "Very nice."
"Law firm," Caroline said.
"Our father paid for some of this."
"Over thirty years, probably."
"Then I'm taking a pen."
Rebecca laughed. The receptionist looked up.
Michael smiled at her. "Joking."
He sat. "What do we know?"
"Nothing," Jonathan said.
"Excellent. Good meeting."
A door opened. "That's more or less what I've been telling people for thirty years." Martin Hale stood there.
He was sixty-six, perhaps sixty-seven. Rebecca had known him almost her entire life and could not remember him looking substantially younger. He seemed to have reached his current appearance around 1998 and decided to remain there. Dark suit. Plain tie. Glasses. Richard's lawyer, business counsel, estate adviser and eventually friend.
Martin disliked the word friend in professional contexts. Richard had therefore used it whenever possible.
He shook hands with each of them. With Rebecca, he held on an extra second. "How are you?"
"Everybody keeps asking."
"I know."
"What am I supposed to say?"
"Whatever is true."
"Then badly."
Martin nodded. "Your father would approve of the precision."
That almost undid her. Martin seemed to notice and immediately turned toward the others. "Come in."
The conference room overlooked Manhattan. Four places had been set along one side of the table. Martin sat opposite them, with a stack of documents and no dramatic leather-bound will. Rebecca had half expected one.
"Before we begin," Martin said, "this is not a ceremonial reading of Richard's will."
Michael looked disappointed. "No candles?"
"No."
"Robes?"
"No."
"Thunder?"
"Michael."
"Sorry."
"The will is comparatively straightforward. It's been submitted through the normal probate process. You're all beneficiaries, and you'll receive the appropriate documents."
"Comparatively?" Jonathan asked.
Martin looked over his glasses. "I've learned to choose my adverbs carefully where your father was concerned."
Michael leaned back. "This sounds promising."
"It isn't intended to be entertaining."
"Then you didn't know Dad."
Martin ignored him. "The ordinary estate first."
He went through it efficiently. The Madison house. Personal accounts. Vehicles and household property. Richard's twenty-five-percent interest in Caldwell Capital, the investment-banking firm he'd founded before selling control. Charitable bequests and several smaller gifts. After expenses, taxes, liabilities and specific bequests, the conventional estate would be divided equally among the four children.
Michael raised a hand.
Martin stopped. "What?"
"Eventually, when we're discussing actual distributions, I'd like to talk about the Caldwell shares."
Caroline looked at him. "You want Dad's twenty-five percent?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"Because I work there."
Jonathan said, "You don't control the firm."
"Thank you."
"Peter Caldwell does."
"Again, thank you."
Michael turned back to Martin. "If there's flexibility, I'd rather take more of the firm and less of something else."
Martin nodded. "Noted. Any allocation will depend on the estate accounting and the shareholder agreements."
"Fine."
Rebecca thought nothing of it. Of the four of them, Michael was the obvious person to want their father's old firm.
Martin turned a page. "We'll also need an inventory of the Madison house. Richard specifically asked that nothing significant be removed until all four of you had an opportunity to be present."
Michael smiled. "Even dead, he's worried we'll steal the silver."
"Knowing Richard," Martin replied, "he was more worried you'd argue about who stole the silver."
Rebecca laughed.
"My associate and an estate appraiser will attend. Friday morning?"
"Works for me," Caroline said.
"I have a call at two," Jonathan said.
"Ten?" Michael suggested.
Rebecca nodded. "Fine."
Martin wrote it down. "Friday, ten o'clock."
Rebecca noticed the change around the table. Jonathan became more attentive. Caroline stopped checking her telephone. Michael leaned slightly forward.
Money. There was no dignified way around it. Their father was dead, and money had entered the room.
"Richard also had outstanding loans," Martin continued.
"Bitcoin-backed?" Caroline asked.
"Yes."
"How much?"
"You'll receive the schedule."
"Are they in default?"
"No."
"Loan-to-value?"
"Conservative."
"Conservative isn't a number."
"No. It isn't."
Michael smiled. "Our father chose the right lawyer."
Martin explained that some Bitcoin remained pledged as collateral. The loans would have to be repaid, refinanced or otherwise dealt with during administration.
Jonathan frowned. "Why would he still have debt at seventy-eight?"
"Because he wouldn't sell," Caroline said.
"That's precisely what I find irrational."
"Your father would point out that the amount of leverage matters," Martin replied.
"Please don't start channeling him."
"I spent thirty years listening to him. Some damage was inevitable."
Rebecca smiled.
Caroline leaned forward. "How much Bitcoin is there?"
"The accounting is still being reconciled."
"You don't know?"
"I know considerably more than I'm willing to estimate aloud before the principal holdings, collateral and related records have been checked."
"A thousand?"
"No guesses."
Michael looked at her. "Subtle, Caroline."
"What? Everyone's thinking it."
Jonathan said, "I'm not."
"You're lying."
Rebecca said nothing. The thousand-Bitcoin rumor had followed them from the funeral. She refused to convert it into dollars. Not yet.
Martin closed the folder. "Which brings us to the part your father expected me to spend the most time explaining."
Jonathan rubbed his forehead. "Of course it does."
Martin turned a sheet toward them. At the top: RICHARD ASHCROFT - PRINCIPAL BITCOIN CUSTODY
Below it: 3 OF 5 MULTISIGNATURE
Rebecca studied the page. "I know what the words mean individually."
"Promising start," Michael said.
Martin held up a hand. "Before we go any further, let’s make sure we’re talking about the same thing."
Rebecca nodded appreciatively. "Please."
"A Bitcoin signing key is essentially the secret that gives someone the authority to approve a transaction."
"So like a password?"
"Not exactly. A password usually gives you access to an account held by yourself or somebody else. A private key gives you the ability to authorize movement of the Bitcoin itself."
Rebecca frowned. "And if somebody gets that key?"
"They can sign with it."
"And steal the Bitcoin?"
"If one key is sufficient, yes."
Michael said, "Which is why Dad didn’t use only one key."
Martin nodded. "Exactly."
Rebecca looked again at the page. "And the twelve words people are always talking about?"
"Usually a seed phrase. Think of it as a human-readable backup from which a wallet can recreate its private keys."
"So the twelve or twenty-four words aren’t literally the Bitcoin?"
"No."
"They’re not stored somewhere on the blockchain?"
"No."
"They’re more like the master backup?"
"That’s a reasonable way to think about it."
Michael smiled. "She’s going to pass before Jonathan."
Rebecca ignored him. "So if somebody finds your seed phrase, they can recreate your wallet?"
"In a normal single-signature setup, potentially yes. Which is why photographing it, emailing it to yourself or storing it in a cloud account is a very bad idea."
Martin tapped the words 3 OF 5 MULTISIGNATURE.
"Richard’s principal holdings were different. Instead of one signing key, there were five separate keys. Any three were required to authorize movement of the Bitcoin."
Rebecca counted on her fingers. "So suppose there are five keys called A, B, C, D and E."
"Yes."
"I could have A and B and still not move anything."
"Correct."
"But A, B and C would be enough."
"Yes."
"Or A, D and E."
"Yes."
"So there isn’t one magic key."
"Exactly."
Caroline leaned forward. "And each of those five keys has its own backup?"
"Yes. Separate devices, separate recovery information, separate security procedures."
Rebecca looked at the page again. "So when people say multisig, they basically mean more than one key has to agree."
Martin smiled slightly. "That’s a perfectly adequate explanation."
Michael held up three fingers. "Three votes out of five."
"Approximately."
"No one key can move the money," Rebecca said.
"Correct."
"No one person can steal everything."
"Assuming nobody controls three keys," Michael added.
Martin nodded. "Exactly."
Rebecca sat back. "All right. That’s much less mysterious."
Michael smiled. "See? I’m ready for an exam."
"There is an exam."
Michael blinked.
Martin continued before he could respond. "This was Richard’s working custody structure, not something invented solely for inheritance. He used it whenever significant transactions required access to the principal holdings, including certain collateral movements."
Caroline frowned. "Three signatures every time?"
"Yes."
"That’s cumbersome."
"Richard considered cumbersome preferable to catastrophic."
Michael nodded. "That definitely sounds like Dad."
Martin indicated the first line. KEY ONE - RICHARD
"Richard controlled this key personally. It is now unavailable to the estate. Deliberately. He didn't leave anyone a means of recovering his personal signing authority after his death."
"So he killed one of the five keys when he died," Jonathan said.
"Effectively."
"Why?"
"He believed that once Richard Ashcroft was dead, nobody should be able to sign as Richard Ashcroft simply because they'd inherited his belongings."
Michael nodded. "Can't argue with that."
Martin moved down the page. KEY TWO — MARTIN HALE / ESTATE COUNSEL
"My firm controls this signing authority under institutional security procedures."
"So you have it?" Caroline asked.
"I control it. It isn't in my desk drawer."
"Disappointing," Michael said. "I was hoping for a scavenger hunt."
KEY THREE — INDEPENDENT SECURITY TRUSTEE
"Sarah Chen controls Key Three. She's an independent Bitcoin security consultant who worked with Richard for several years. She'll assist with the estate."
Rebecca counted on her fingers. "So while Dad was alive, he, you and Sarah could provide the three signatures."
"Yes. That was the normal arrangement."
"And nobody could act alone."
"Correct."
"Very trusting man," Michael said.
Martin looked at him. "Richard's definition of trust was arranging matters so that trust alone wasn't sufficient."
That silenced Michael for perhaps two seconds. "Also very Dad."
Martin tapped the fourth line. KEY FOUR — RECOVERY
"Independent escrow. It becomes available twelve months after Richard's death."
Caroline sat forward. "One year?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
Martin pointed to the final line. KEY FIVE — CONDITIONAL INHERITANCE KEY
"This is the alternative."
"Where is it?" Caroline asked.
"Here."
Michael looked around. "Here here?"
"In my firm's secure custody. But I can't activate or use it by myself. Sarah controls an additional authorization required under Richard's instructions."
Jonathan frowned. "So you and Sarah control two usable signatures."
"Yes."
"And Key Five could supply the third."
"Yes."
"Then why not use it?" Caroline asked.
Martin leaned back. "Because none of you has passed the test."
Silence. Michael spoke first. "The what?"
"The Bitcoin test."
Michael began laughing.
Caroline stared. "You're joking."
"No."
Rebecca looked from Martin to her siblings. "Dad left us an exam?"
"Essentially."
Jonathan removed his glasses. "This is insane."
Martin nodded. "I used stronger language."
Michael was still laughing. "This is fantastic."
Caroline turned on him. "You would think so."
"Come on. This is Dad at his absolute best."
"This," Jonathan said, "is Dad at his absolute most controlling."
"Also possible."
Caroline looked back at Martin. "What exactly do we have to do?"
"All four of you must demonstrate sufficient competence to understand and safely receive a substantial Bitcoin inheritance."
"Define sufficient," Caroline said.
"Sarah does."
Jonathan looked offended. "A private consultant gets to decide whether I inherit my father's money?"
"No."
Martin's answer was immediate. "The will determines inheritance. Passing the test determines only whether the estate can use Key Five to recover and secure the principal Bitcoin before twelve months have elapsed."
He pointed to Key Four. "If you refuse or fail, the estate waits for the recovery key. Nobody forfeits anything."
"So the Bitcoin isn't lost," Rebecca said.
"No."
"And even if we pass, we don't immediately receive it."
"Correct. The estate must still settle its obligations. Access is not distribution."
Caroline nodded. "When can we take the test?"
"You haven't seen the material."
"I know Bitcoin."
Michael laughed.
Caroline turned. "What?"
"Nothing."
"I work in finance."
"Exactly."
Jonathan said, "I teach monetary economics."
Michael looked at him. "You're going to fail."
Jonathan stared. "I have a doctorate in economics."
"Yes. That's why."
Rebecca laughed.
Martin let them finish. "Richard specifically instructed Sarah that ideological agreement was not required. You don't have to approve of Bitcoin. You do have to understand it."
Jonathan seemed momentarily surprised.
"The examination covers custody, private keys, seed phrases, passphrases, transaction verification, recovery procedures, scams and the risks of borrowing against Bitcoin. There's also a section on monetary properties and a practical exercise."
"Practical?" Caroline asked.
"You'll need to demonstrate that you can verify a transaction and avoid misdirecting funds. Nothing will involve risking Richard's actual Bitcoin."
Jonathan leaned back. "At least the monetary section should be straightforward."
Martin looked at his notes. "Richard's instructions include a comment I believe was intended for you."
Jonathan's expression hardened.
Martin read: "Jonathan may continue believing Bitcoin is monetary tulips if doing so gives him pleasure. He still has to understand the tulips."
Michael bent forward laughing. Even Caroline smiled.
Jonathan stared at Martin. "He actually wrote that?"
"Approximately."
"So no."
"Close enough that I'm comfortable defending it."
Michael wiped his eyes. "I miss him."
The room went quiet. Because they all did. Rebecca looked at Michael. There was nothing playful in his face anymore. Then she looked at Jonathan and Caroline. The grief in all three was unmistakable.
She returned to the sheet. "Why all four?"
Martin folded his hands. "Richard wanted this to become family knowledge. He didn't want one child who understood Bitcoin and three others dependent on whatever that child told them."
Michael nodded. "That's actually smart."
"Nobody said he wasn't intelligent," Jonathan replied.
"You imply it every time Bitcoin comes up."
"I imply that intelligent people can hold irrational beliefs."
"Academic language for, 'Dad understood Bitcoin better than I do and it annoys me.'"
Jonathan stared at him. "Can I take the test without him present?"
"Individually," Martin said.
"Thank God."
Rebecca smiled. "How many attempts?"
"Two each. Eighty percent on the written portion, plus satisfactory completion of the practical component."
"And if one of us fails twice?" Caroline asked.
"Key Five remains unavailable. The estate waits until Key Four can be used."
"So one person can delay everyone."
"Only the accelerated recovery."
"Why would Dad do that?"
Martin smiled faintly. "Perhaps he thought you'd help one another."
Four siblings stared at him.
Michael finally said: "He clearly overestimated us."
Rebecca laughed.
"Sarah will arrange preparation materials," Martin continued. "The first official attempt takes place when she believes you're ready."
Jonathan sighed. "So our father hasn't conditioned inheritance on passing."
"Correct."
"He's created an accelerated custody mechanism."
Martin nodded. "That's the legal description I prefer."
"And Dad's description?" Michael asked.
Martin glanced at his notes. "Learn what you own."
Rebecca smiled. That sounded much more like her father.
Martin closed the folder. "There's a video."
Rebecca's stomach tightened. Of course there was. The screen at the far end of the conference room came to life. Black. Then Richard. Rebecca stopped breathing. Not literally. But for a second something in her body forgot what it was supposed to do.
Her father sat in his study in Madison. Same desk. Same books. Photograph of Eleanor behind him. He was younger. Martin explained quietly that the video had been recorded several years earlier. Less gray in his hair. A slightly fuller face. Open-collared blue shirt. Healthy. Annoyingly healthy. Alive.
Caroline whispered: "Oh, Jesus."
Jonathan looked down. Michael didn't move. Rebecca stared. Photographs were manageable. This was not.
Richard blinked. Breathed. Adjusted himself in his chair. For one impossible second she expected him to look through the screen and see them.
Then he began. "If you're watching this, then apparently the Ashcroft family's celebrated longevity has finally failed me."
Michael made a sound halfway between a laugh and a sob.
"I confess I'm surprised. I have every intention, as I record this, of explaining all of this myself at a considerably later date."
Rebecca closed her eyes briefly. Later. Another Christmas. Another summer. Another decade. Perhaps two.
"If I make it to one hundred and two, as family precedent suggests I have every right to expect, Jonathan will be in his seventies, Caroline not far behind, Michael comfortably past sixty and Rebecca finally old enough to stop being called the youngest." A small smile. "Which should solve several inheritance problems by making all of you too tired to spend it."
Michael laughed. Caroline wiped beneath one eye. Jonathan stared at the screen. For just a moment Caroline looked toward him. Then toward Michael. Rebecca assumed they were sharing the same thought she was. Twenty-four more years.
Richard glanced off camera. "Martin, if you're playing this while I'm still alive, I will dispute every invoice you've sent me since 1997."
Martin said quietly: "He made me promise not to edit it."
Michael looked at him. "Thank God."
Richard continued. "You've presumably heard about the five keys. Five signing keys. Three required."
He held up one hand. "This is not a puzzle."
Rebecca noticed Jonathan relax slightly.
"It is also not a treasure hunt. The fifth key isn't buried under a tree, hidden in a book or taped beneath something in my garage."
Michael murmured: "Disappointing."
Richard seemed almost to hear him. "If Michael has already started checking under furniture, tell him to stop."
Michael laughed aloud. "Okay."
Richard smiled on screen. "I've used this arrangement for years because I don't want a single mistake, a compromised device or one dishonest person to be able to move everything I own. The same principle applies after I'm gone."
He leaned forward. "I've made provision for two routes. One takes a year. The other requires all four of you to demonstrate that you understand what you're dealing with."
Caroline shifted in her chair.
"Let me be clear. I don't care whether you agree with me about Bitcoin."
Jonathan looked up.
"You do not have to become Bitcoin evangelists. You do not have to repeat things you don't believe." Richard smiled. "Jonathan may continue criticizing Bitcoin at conferences. Caroline may continue believing there is always a cleverer trade. Michael may continue checking the price every seventeen minutes."
"That's excessive," Michael said.
"Rebecca may continue having better things to do."
Rebecca laughed through her tears.
"But before any of you receive a substantial amount of Bitcoin, I want you to understand what you are receiving."
Richard's expression became serious. "You should know the difference between controlling Bitcoin and trusting somebody else to hold it for you. You should understand what your keys protect, what happens if you lose your backups and why approving a transaction without checking its destination is a spectacularly expensive form of laziness."
Michael stopped smiling.
"You should understand what happens when you borrow against an asset that can fall fifty percent while you're asleep."
Caroline crossed her arms.
"And why three signatures are different from one." Richard sat back. "Sarah will test you. Two attempts each. If all four pass, the estate can use Key Five without waiting for the recovery arrangement. If one of you fails twice or refuses because the exercise is beneath your dignity, the estate waits."
He paused. "Nobody forfeits an inheritance because of an exam. And nobody receives an inheritance merely because the estate can move an asset."
Jonathan nodded slightly.
"I chose a year because it's long enough to be annoying and short enough not to be cruel."
Rebecca smiled.
"If your first thought is that you might miss a bull market, you're already demonstrating why I did this."
Caroline looked away.
Richard continued. "I want all four of you to learn. Not one expert and three people signing whatever the expert puts in front of them. That isn't independence. It's dependency with better equipment."
Nobody moved.
"If you inherit something merely because I died, that's luck." A pause. "If you understand it well enough not to destroy what I spent years preserving, that's responsibility."
The room was completely quiet.
Richard looked down at his notes. "One more thing." He raised his head. "For most of my professional life, I had one rule that mattered more than almost anything else." He pointed toward the camera. "Don't believe what you want to be true."
Rebecca felt something shift.
"Check." A pause. "Verify." Another. "Follow the facts."
Richard sat back. "That applies to investments. It applies to Bitcoin. It applies to people. It applies to almost everything." Then he smiled. "And if Michael tells you he has already studied enough for the exam, verify that too."
Michael laughed. "Unbelievable."
The screen went black. Nobody spoke for several seconds.
Then Michael said: "I think I was insulted most."
Caroline turned toward him. "You definitely deserved it most."
Jonathan put his glasses back on. "This is paternalistic."
Michael stared. "That's your reaction?"
"Yes."
"Our dead father just made fun of all of us from beyond the grave."
"That's not the relevant issue."
Rebecca said: "It's a little relevant."
Jonathan ignored her. "He's conditioning accelerated access to our inheritance on submission to his financial philosophy."
Martin shook his head. "He explicitly said the opposite."
"Form over substance."
Michael looked at him. "You haven't even seen the test."
"I understand the principle."
"Which is Jonathan for, no, I haven't."
Caroline interrupted. "How soon can we start?"
Jonathan stared at her. "Have you heard anything I've said?"
"Most of it."
"And?"
"I'd rather pass the test than spend a year debating Dad's parenting style."
Michael pointed toward her. "Finally, leadership."
Rebecca looked at Martin. "Can we meet Sarah?"
"I'm arranging an orientation for next week. After that, you can prepare separately or together."
Michael turned toward Jonathan. "Together."
"No."
"Your place."
"No."
"Caroline's?"
"No," Caroline said.
Michael looked at Rebecca. "Your kitchen, then."
"Why is my house suddenly Bitcoin University?"
"Summit has excellent schools."
She laughed.
Martin stood. "Friday at ten in Madison. The household inventory proceeds regardless of the examination. Normal estate administration continues, and the loans must be serviced whether you pass or not."
Caroline nodded. That answer seemed to satisfy something.
Jonathan checked his watch. "I still have the call at two."
Michael looked at him. "We'll make sure Dad's furniture respects your schedule."
Martin gathered his papers. "Nothing significant should be removed before Friday."
Michael raised both hands. "I wasn't planning to steal the silver."
"Again," Martin replied, "Richard's concern was less theft than four competing versions of who your mother promised what to."
Rebecca thought of Eleanor's things still in drawers. Richard's office. Photographs. Books. The garage. Forty years of accumulated family life. Suddenly the inventory sounded worse than the test.
They left shortly after noon. They had traveled separately into Manhattan for a meeting about their father's estate and emerged with homework.
Jonathan looked toward Grand Central. "I need to get back."
Caroline stared at him. "Seriously?"
"I have work."
"So do I."
"You live here."
"That's not the point."
Michael said: "Coffee."
Jonathan checked his watch. "Michael."
"One coffee. Our father just made four middle-aged adults agree to sit an exam. We're not dispersing as though nothing happened."
Rebecca nodded. "I agree."
Caroline looked at Jonathan. "Three to one."
He sighed. "Fine."
Michael pointed toward Bryant Park. "Come on."
They found a table outside a café. Around them, Midtown continued with complete indifference to Richard Ashcroft's estate. Office workers ate sandwiches. Tourists took photographs. Delivery cyclists moved through traffic with an optimism Rebecca considered medically concerning.
Michael returned with four coffees.
Jonathan inspected his. "Black?"
"You've taken it black for twenty years."
"I'm impressed you noticed."
"I notice things."
Rebecca looked at him.
Michael smiled. "What?"
"Nothing."
He handed her a cappuccino. Hers too. Correct. Caroline's telephone vibrated. She glanced at it, then placed it face down.
Michael sat. "All right. Who's taking the test?"
Caroline raised her hand. Rebecca did too. Michael raised both.
Jonathan stared at them. "You're behaving like children."
"That's three," Michael said.
"I never said I wouldn't take it."
Michael slapped the table. "Unanimous."
"It isn't a vote."
"Still unanimous."
Caroline picked up her cup. "I'm not waiting a year."
The speed with which she said it caught Rebecca's attention.
Jonathan noticed too. "Apparently not."
Caroline looked at him. "What?"
"Nothing."
For the smallest fraction of a second, their eyes met. Michael looked down at his coffee.
Then he leaned back. "This is excellent. Dad's been dead eleven days and we're already interrogating one another."
Rebecca looked at her cup. "I don't want to wait either."
Jonathan turned toward her. "Why?"
"The money, obviously." Nobody laughed. She continued. "But also because I don't want to fail his test."
Michael smiled. "Teacher's pet."
"No. It feels like he'd still be disappointed."
Jonathan shook his head. "That's precisely the manipulation I'm objecting to."
"Maybe."
"Not maybe."
Caroline looked at him. "Two things can be true."
"What?"
"Dad could be controlling and still have a point."
That quieted him.
Michael nodded. "There's your institute slogan."
They began speculating about the examination. Michael expected to pass without difficulty. Jonathan thought it would overemphasize technical trivia. Caroline wanted to know whether mathematical questions were involved. Rebecca wondered how much homework Sarah would assign.
"I already know the important part," Michael said.
Jonathan sighed. "Which is?"
"Never sell."
Caroline laughed. "That's theology, not knowledge."
Michael pointed at her. "Look who's ready for Bitcoin school."
Jonathan said: "The first thing I'm asking Sarah is whether she distinguishes protocol knowledge from ideological doctrine."
Michael looked at Rebecca. "He hasn't even met her and he's arguing with her."
"Practice," Jonathan said.
Rebecca laughed. The conversation felt almost normal. That disturbed her slightly. Their father had been buried only a week earlier, and now they were joking about exams. Perhaps grief didn't proceed in the orderly stages people described. Perhaps it simply receded whenever ordinary family irritation needed the space.
Jonathan returned to the delay. "I still don't like the one-year restriction."
"You've mentioned that," Caroline said.
"If Bitcoin comprises most of the estate, a forced delay creates concentration and timing risk."
"If it doubles, you'll be delighted," Michael said.
"If it falls eighty percent?"
"You'll blame Dad."
Jonathan looked at him. "I'd blame a structure that prevented rational diversification."
Rebecca said: "But we can remove the delay."
"By submitting to a test."
"By learning."
Jonathan stared.
She smiled. "I knew you'd hate that wording."
Michael laughed. Caroline's telephone vibrated. She grabbed it immediately. Something tightened around her mouth. Then disappeared.
"Markets?" Michael asked.
"What about them?"
"You look like the Fed raised rates while we were drinking coffee."
Jonathan said: "The Fed isn't meeting today."
Michael turned toward Rebecca. "Do you see what I live with?"
Caroline put the telephone away. "I'm fine."
Rebecca believed the word less than she had in Martin's lobby. For the first time that morning, Rebecca allowed herself to think seriously about her own finances. Not Richard's. Hers.
Daniel earned excellent money. They owned a beautiful house in Summit. Three healthy children. A fourth they had begun discussing seriously. They were comfortable. More than comfortable. But one income remained one income. The house had a mortgage. The taxes were absurd. College for three children would be expensive. College for four bordered on performance art.
If Daniel couldn't work for six months, their lives would change. If he couldn't work for several years, everything would change. Richard's wealth had seemed almost independent of employment. She had always assumed Caroline enjoyed similar security. Jonathan had his university position, consulting and speaking engagements. Michael appeared to have money everywhere.
Perhaps she'd assumed too much. And perhaps all four had taken something else for granted. If catastrophe struck, Richard existed. He could catch them. Now he couldn't.
Caroline's telephone vibrated again. She looked at it. "I should get going."
Jonathan checked his watch. "So should I."
Michael said: "Friday."
"Yes, Friday," Jonathan replied.
"Want me to pick you up?"
"No."
"Excellent. I'll pick you up."
Caroline stood. "Ten o'clock."
Rebecca nodded. "At Dad's."
For a moment none of them moved. Dad's. Not the house. Not the estate property. Dad's.
Michael broke the silence. "I suppose at some point we're going to have to stop calling it that."
Rebecca looked at him. "Why?"
Nobody answered. Jonathan and Michael walked toward Grand Central. Rebecca watched them go. For several seconds, she saw not two middle-aged men but the brothers she remembered from childhood. Jonathan slightly ahead. Michael saying something. Jonathan pretending not to listen. Then the crowd swallowed them.
Caroline stood beside her. "Where are you going?"
"Back to Thirty-third Street."
"You really took the PATH?"
"We covered this."
Caroline smiled. "I don't have to be uptown for another hour."
"Walk with me."
They headed south. For several blocks, neither mentioned the estate. They talked about Daniel, the children and the funeral food still occupying far too much of Richard's kitchen. Teresa had already announced that she was freezing what she could, taking several dishes home and sending the rest away with anybody foolish enough to enter the kitchen carrying an empty bag. Nothing, Rebecca suspected, would be wasted.
Near Thirty-ninth Street, Caroline stopped outside a store.
Rebecca took two more steps before noticing. "What?"
"Nothing."
Caroline was looking at a jacket. Dark blue. Simple. Beautiful.
Rebecca knew immediately that it would cost a ridiculous amount. "Go in."
"I don't need it."
"When has that stopped you?"
They went inside. The saleswoman recognized Caroline. That didn't surprise Rebecca. What happened next did. Caroline tried on the jacket. It fit perfectly. Of course it did.
She checked the price, then took it off. "I'll think about it."
Outside, Rebecca stared at her. "Who are you?"
"What?"
"You've never thought about clothing in your life."
"I think about clothes constantly."
"I mean before buying them."
Caroline laughed. "I have enough jackets."
"You have enough everything."
"Exactly."
The answer made sense. Mostly. They continued toward Thirty-third Street.
At the PATH entrance, Caroline stopped. "You're really going to study for this test?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"Because I want to pass."
"That's not what I mean."
Rebecca understood. "Because Dad wanted us to know."
Caroline gave a small smile. "You were always the good one."
"No, I wasn't."
"The obedient one."
"I'm the one who refused his school money for my kids."
"Good point."
Rebecca smiled.
Caroline looked toward the street. "I'll study too."
"I know."
"I'm not waiting a year."
There it was again.
Rebecca raised an eyebrow. "You're very committed to not waiting."
"Would you voluntarily leave the principal Bitcoin tied up for an extra twelve months if you could avoid it?"
"No."
"Then stop looking at me like that."
"I'm not."
"You are."
Rebecca hugged her. Not their usual quick sister hug. A real one.
Caroline said quietly: "We're orphans."
Rebecca closed her eyes. "That's a dramatic word at our age."
"Still true."
When they separated, Caroline wiped beneath one eye. "Friday?"
"Friday."
Rebecca started down the stairs.
Caroline called after her. "Rebecca."
She turned. "Don't tell Michael I didn't buy the jacket."
Rebecca smiled. "Why?"
"He'll think I'm dying."
On the PATH back toward Hoboken, Rebecca thought again about her father on Martin's screen. Not the jokes. Not even the keys. One sentence. Don't believe what you want to be true.
Then: Check. Verify. Follow the facts.
It sounded like investment advice. It sounded like Bitcoin advice. Mostly, it sounded like Richard.
She looked at her reflection in the dark window. Five keys. Three required. One gone with Richard. Two available. One waiting a year. And one in Martin Hale's law firm, perfectly safe and entirely useless until four adult children went back to school.
Rebecca had gone into Manhattan expecting paperwork. She was going home with homework. And on Friday morning, all four of them would meet again in Madison to begin taking apart the physical remains of their father's life.
 
 
Chapter Four
The Inventory
Rebecca saw Caroline before Caroline saw her. Her sister was walking uphill from downtown Madison, handbag tucked beneath one arm, the other hand occasionally reaching toward a stone wall as though she might need assistance before reaching the summit.
Rebecca slowed the car and lowered the window. "You walked?"
Caroline stopped. "Don't."
"From the station?"
"Yes."
"In those shoes?"
"I said don't."
Rebecca smiled. Richard's house stood well above downtown. As teenagers, they had complained about the walk constantly. At fourteen, Caroline had regarded every gradient between herself and her destination as parental abuse.
"Get in."
"I'm almost there."
"You're sweating."
"I do not sweat."
"You're glistening expensively."
Caroline opened the passenger door. "Drive."
Two minutes later, they reached the house. Michael's dark SUV was already in the driveway. He stood beside it drinking coffee while Jonathan climbed out of the passenger seat. Rebecca parked behind them. Caroline emerged.
Michael looked at her shoes. "You walked?"
Caroline pointed at Rebecca. "She already did this."
"From the station?"
"Yes."
He stared. "Voluntarily?"
"Apparently."
"You know they have cars now."
"I have a perfectly good Porsche 911 sitting in my garage in Manhattan, thank you."
"And you took the train?"
"Yes."
"Then walked?"
"Exercise, Michael. You may have heard of it."
"You own a Porsche 911 and chose public transportation and walking. That's not exercise. That's a cry for help."
Jonathan closed the passenger door. "You should've called. Michael could have picked you up."
"That rather defeats the purpose of walking." Caroline looked at him. "He picked you up?"
Jonathan's expression suggested he was still recovering. "Yes."
Michael smiled. "He loved it."
"He drove through Yonkers as though the Cross Bronx Expressway were an amusement park."
"Scenic route."
"You missed two exits."
"Extended scenic route."
Rebecca got out. "Everybody here?"
Michael raised his coffee. "The beneficiaries have assembled."
Caroline looked toward the house. "Don't call us that."
"Why?"
"Because it sounds awful."
Jonathan said, "Legally, it's accurate."
Michael looked at Rebecca. "And this is why nobody invites economists to funerals."
The front door opened before they reached it. Teresa stood there. "You're late."
Caroline checked her watch. "It's nine fifty-eight."
"Exactly."
Michael looked delighted. "I like her more every day."
Teresa moved aside. "You don't live here anymore."
"See? Warmth."
Rebecca hugged her. "How are you?"
"Busy."
The house remained stubbornly alive. The grandfather clock ticked. The air-conditioning hummed. Mail waited on the hall table. Someone had watered the plants and cut the lawn. Richard's death had done nothing to relieve the property of its responsibilities.
Rebecca glanced at the mail. Among the statements and catalogues were envelopes from a children's home in Newark, a food pantry, a scholarship fund and a parish relief organization.
One said: THANK YOU FOR YOUR CONTINUED SUPPORT
She stopped. "Did Dad give to all these?"
Teresa looked at the envelopes. "Probably."
"You knew?"
"He wrote checks."
"How much?"
"I don't read other people's checks."
Michael appeared behind them. "Apparently Dad had a charitable portfolio too."
Teresa looked at him. "Your father helped people."
"I know."
"No. You know now."
Michael's expression changed slightly.
Teresa picked up the mail. "Come. The lawyers are waiting."
Three strangers stood in the living room. Emily Ross, a young associate from Martin Hale's firm, introduced herself and the two appraisers. One specialized in general estate property; the other handled art and antiques.
Emily held up a tablet. "We're identifying and photographing anything with financial or significant sentimental value. Nothing is being distributed today."
"Who decides value?" Caroline asked.
"The appraisers. Some items may require specialist assessments later."
"And if two of us want the same thing?"
"We record your interest. Martin will deal with allocation later."
Michael looked around. "So we're not selling everything we loved as children?"
"No."
"Excellent."
Emily continued. "Richard specifically requested that all four of you have an opportunity to be present before household contents were divided or sold."
"Still refereeing," Michael said.
"Martin used a similar word."
She looked around the room. "If anyone discovers cash, jewelry, precious metals, documents, keys, digital devices or anything unusual, please leave it where it is until we've recorded it."
Michael placed both hands conspicuously on the table.
Caroline looked at him. "Why is everybody always looking at you?"
"Charisma."
They began. For the first half hour, Rebecca found the process faintly absurd. Objects that had existed in the house for forty years suddenly acquired formal descriptions. George III-style mahogany side table. That was the table Michael had struck with a toy truck when he was six.
Hand-knotted Persian carpet. That was the rug on which Rebecca had vomited after eating too much Halloween candy.
Pair of sterling candlesticks. Those were the things Eleanor put on the dining table whenever guests were important enough to require cloth napkins.
The appraiser turned one over. "English."
Caroline frowned. "Mom said they were French."
"These are English."
Rebecca smiled. "Don't tell her." Nobody corrected the tense.
In the dining room, the art appraiser stopped before a landscape that had hung there for as long as Rebecca could remember. "Has this ever been appraised?"
Four children looked at one another. "It's always been there," Rebecca said.
The woman examined the signature. "This artist has become collectible. I'd want to authenticate it before giving you a figure."
"How collectible?" Caroline asked.
"After authentication."
Michael looked at his siblings. "Translation: don't give it to Goodwill."
Emily made a note. Rebecca studied the painting. She'd walked past it for thirty years without once wondering what it was worth. She wondered now.
Eleanor's porcelain filled a glass-fronted cabinet. Rebecca knew it was Limoges because her mother had mentioned the word approximately four thousand times during Rebecca's childhood. She had nevertheless assumed Limoges was simply French for plates nobody was allowed to use.
The appraiser counted the place settings. "At least twenty-four."
Michael stared. "Mom planned for invasion."
Then came the silver. Two heavy wooden cases from the pantry were placed on the table. Inside lay fitted rows of cutlery and serving pieces. The appraiser examined a hallmark.
"French first-standard silver. Probably 950 fineness."
Caroline smiled. "See? Mom was right eventually."
"Different item," Jonathan said.
The appraiser explained that he would need to check weights, makers, condition and completeness before establishing a value. Caroline had already opened her mouth.
Michael pointed at her. "Don't."
"It's literally his job."
"Then let him do it."
Rebecca watched the appraisers move around the dining room. The house had never looked wealthy to her when she was growing up. It had simply looked like home. Now strangers were putting values on everything. She wasn't sure she liked it.
The upstairs bedrooms were less productive. Ordinary furniture. Clothes. Photographs. Drawers containing the archaeological layers of a family that had never completely moved out.
In Jonathan's old room, Michael found a university notebook.
Jonathan immediately took it away. "Don't."
Michael looked delighted. "You wrote poetry."
"I did not."
"You absolutely wrote poetry."
"Give me that."
Rebecca laughed. For several minutes, the inventory disappeared beneath a sibling argument conducted by people old enough to know better.
Emily waited patiently. Eventually Jonathan secured possession of the notebook.
Michael pointed at it. "Sentimental value."
Emily typed something.
Jonathan stared. "You didn't."
"I didn't."
He wasn't certain.
Eleanor's jewelry was harder. Some pieces had gone to the daughters years earlier. Others remained in her dressing table: a pearl necklace, several brooches, a bracelet and a small diamond ring.
Rebecca picked up the ring. "I haven't seen this in years."
"That was Grandma's," Caroline said.
"Why did Mom stop wearing it?" Rebecca asked.
"Dad bought her a larger one."
Michael nodded. "Dad upgraded."
Caroline said, "Mom called it too much."
That sounded like Eleanor. Rebecca returned the ring. Emily photographed the jewelry. Nobody argued about it. They moved downstairs.
The garage was full of Richard's machinery. Snow blower. Riding mower. Smaller mower. Generator. Tools. Ladders. Garden equipment. Rebecca and Michael had stood among it all only days earlier.
"How much of this did he actually use?" Michael asked.
"All of it," Rebecca said.
The appraiser looked around. "Individually, most of this isn't especially valuable in an estate of this size. Collectively, there's a meaningful amount."
Rebecca considered the yard. "Could it stay with the house?"
"Potentially. A buyer might want it."
"Anyone who buys this place will need it," Caroline said.
Rebecca imagined a future owner discovering how many leaves could fall from Richard's trees in a single autumn. "Let's leave it as an option." Emily made a note.
There were two cars in the garage. Richard's Mercedes was expensive and understated enough that he'd been able to pretend it wasn't. Beside it sat an aging Subaru, scratched along both sides, with rubber mats and enough dirt around the wheel arches to support plant life.
Caroline pointed. "Why did he still have that?"
"Dump runs," Rebecca said.
"Snow," Michael added. "Garden center. Anything involving dirt."
Jonathan frowned. "He had the Mercedes."
"Exactly why he had the Subaru."
Michael opened the rear hatch. Work gloves. Jumper cables. A folding shovel. Grass seed.
Caroline shook her head. "One car worth more than most people could afford, and another so he wouldn't get the first one dirty."
Michael closed the hatch. "That's not extravagance. That's asset preservation."
Jonathan looked at him. "You've learned one phrase from Bitcoin and intend to use it everywhere."
"Correct."
The basement took longer. Richard had accumulated things. Not hoarded. Accumulated. There was a difference, according to Richard. Hoarders kept useless things. Richard kept things that might become useful eventually. Extra bathroom tiles. Paint. Electrical wire. Old stereo equipment. Camping gear. Christmas decorations. Bicycles. Eleanor's sewing machine. Boxes marked with years.
The appraisers worked systematically. Rebecca increasingly did not. She found her high school yearbook and three of Richard's tennis trophies. Michael found an old Macintosh and wondered whether it contained Bitcoin. Jonathan pointed out that Bitcoin hadn't existed when the computer was manufactured. Michael said that was exactly what Satoshi wanted him to think.
Then the general appraiser stopped before an old rolltop desk. It stood beneath a basement window. Rebecca remembered it from Richard's first office. At some point it had migrated home, then downstairs. The wood was scratched. One corner had been repaired.
The appraiser opened the rolltop and checked the drawers. Receipts. Pens. Ancient business cards. He pulled the bottom drawer free and stopped.
"What?" Caroline asked.
"This drawer is unusually shallow."
"Compared with what?" Jonathan asked.
"The cabinet."
The appraiser reached into the opening. A panel shifted.
Rebecca moved closer. "What is that?"
Behind the false rear were five plain plastic tubes. The appraiser removed one, unscrewed the lid and looked inside. Then he turned toward Emily. "I think you'll want this on the inventory."
Gold coins. For the first time that morning, everybody fell silent. Caroline instinctively moved toward the desk.
The appraiser raised a hand. "Let's log them before anyone handles them."
Emily began photographing. The appraiser examined a coin. "One-ounce American Gold Eagle."
"How many?" Caroline asked.
"Twenty in this tube."
There were five tubes. One hundred one-ounce gold coins. Caroline did the arithmetic first. Rebecca could see it in her face. Michael did it next. Jonathan attempted to appear above the exercise and failed.
Rebecca stared at the battered desk. "Why would Dad hide a hundred ounces of gold in there?"
"Bitcoin maximalism apparently had limits," Jonathan said.
Michael laughed. "Don't tell the maximalists."
"Well into six figures?" Caroline asked the appraiser.
"Yes. We'll establish the precise estate-date value."
Michael looked at her. "You estimated instead of asking. Progress."
Caroline gave him a thin smile.
Jonathan had moved closer. "I thought he might have had gold coins."
Four heads turned.
"You knew?" Caroline asked.
"I suspected."
"Did you know they were here?"
"No."
Michael looked offended. "Then your usefulness has declined significantly."
Jonathan ignored him. The appraiser explained that the coins would be secured separately. Rebecca looked at the false compartment. A hundred ounces of gold. Six inches behind a drawer. Something changed in the room. Until then, they had been watching strangers catalogue their parents' possessions. Now they were wondering what else Richard had hidden.
Michael expressed it first. "All right. We check everything."
Emily intervened. "The appraisers check everything."
"Fine. We enthusiastically observe."
Caroline had already moved toward another cabinet.
Jonathan said, "This is absurd."
She opened it. "You can wait upstairs."
"I didn't say I was leaving."
Michael looked at Rebecca. "Professor Ashcroft discovers curiosity."
Rebecca smiled. They became considerably more attentive. Not because they were greedy, she told herself. Then she corrected herself. Not only because they were greedy. A hundred ounces of gold could alter one's attitude toward cupboards.
The basement produced nothing else. A locked toolbox contained tools. A fireproof chest contained insurance records. The freezer contained food. Michael opened it anyway.
Jonathan stared. "What exactly were you expecting?"
"Cold storage."
Rebecca laughed. "That was terrible."
"Thank you."
Upstairs, the appraisers inspected the backs of cabinets and paintings as part of their normal work. That brought them to the ugly hunting picture in Richard's study. Three men. Two dogs. Some unfortunate animal being pursued across a landscape. Eleanor had hated it. Caroline still did.
The art appraiser examined the frame. "Could somebody help me take this down?"
Michael stepped forward. "With pleasure."
Caroline looked at the picture. "If there's ten million dollars behind the ugliest thing he owned, I get credit."
Jonathan frowned. "That isn't investigative methodology."
"It's better than yours."
Rebecca and Michael lifted the frame. Jonathan helped lower it against the wall.
At first there was nothing.
Then the appraiser stopped.
"That's unusual."
A narrow rectangular seam ran through the wood paneling.
Michael crouched. "Is that a cabinet?"
The appraiser pressed one edge. Nothing. Then another.
A magnetic catch released.
The panel opened.
All four stared.
Jonathan said, "You're kidding."
Michael laughed softly. "Our father was insane."
The compartment was shallow. Not a safe. No lock. Just concealed storage built into the wall. But unlike the hidden space in the old desk downstairs, this one did not look forgotten. The appraiser ran a finger lightly along the lower edge. "This has been opened recently."
Rebecca moved closer. "How can you tell?"
"Hardly any dust inside. And look here."
The paint around the magnetic catch was slightly polished from use. Inside, the papers were stacked neatly rather than stored away. Several folders stood upright against one side. Current bank and loan statements lay on top of one another. Rebecca could see dates from the previous month. An envelope bore a postmark from early June.
"This wasn't something Dad sealed up years ago," she said.
"No," Emily replied. "It looks like active storage."
That changed the discovery completely. The gold downstairs had felt like finding something Richard had forgotten to tell them about. This felt different. Richard had been opening this panel, putting things inside, taking things out. Perhaps only days before he died.
Emily raised a hand. "Nobody touch anything yet."
She photographed the compartment exactly as they had found it, then began removing the contents one item at a time and placing them on Richard's desk. Bitcoin-backed loan statements. Property records. Insurance material. Business papers. Then a plain folder with a white label. REQUESTS
Michael looked at his siblings. "That sounds ominous."
Emily opened it far enough to establish what it contained. Four tabs. JONATHAN CAROLINE MICHAEL REBECCA
Rebecca stared. "That's healthy."
"I was going to say organized," Michael replied.
Jonathan adjusted his glasses. "Those may be private."
"They may be," Emily said. "They're also estate papers found in concealed storage, so I'll catalogue them and have Martin determine how they should be handled."
"Can we see our own?" Caroline asked.
"You may look while we're here. The originals stay with the estate."
Michael smiled. "So we can read the evidence but not destroy it."
Emily looked at him. "Please don't use the word evidence."
"Fair."
Rebecca looked once more toward the open panel. Something about the current statements bothered her more than the hidden gold had. Her father had used this place. Recently. Whatever was in the folder marked Requests, Richard had not filed it away and forgotten it. He had been keeping it close. Rebecca stood beside his desk. She did not sit in his chair. Somehow that still felt like crossing a line.
"Jonathan first?"
"I'd rather not," Jonathan said immediately.
Michael nodded. "Compelling argument for Jonathan first."
A glossy university proposal lay at the front of Jonathan's section. CENTER FOR ECONOMIC POLICY AND PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS
Rebecca recognized the name. "The institute."
Jonathan nodded. The proposal contained budgets, projected donors and a substantial founding contribution Richard had supposedly agreed to provide.
Rebecca stopped at one printed email. The university is moving forward on the understanding that family support will be part of the initial capitalization.
Richard had underlined understanding. In the margin he had written: Whose?
Rebecca looked up. "Jonathan. Did Dad agree to this?"
"No."
The answer was immediate. Prepared. She found another exchange.
Richard had written: Do not use my name to raise money I have not agreed to provide.
Below it: If necessary I will correct the record directly.
Nobody joked.
"Correct the record with the university?" Rebecca asked.
Jonathan nodded. "It was a disagreement."
"That's more than a disagreement."
"It's exactly a disagreement."
She looked toward Caroline and Michael. Neither seemed surprised. She assumed Jonathan had complained to them before. Families complained. That was what they did.
Jonathan held out his hand. "Can we leave this?"
Emily returned the pages to the folder. Michael said nothing. That was unusual enough for Rebecca to notice. She mistook it for kindness.
Caroline's section contained market printouts, bond positions, interest-rate projections and repeated requests for a loan.
Rebecca read one. Dad, I am not asking for a gift. This would be a fully documented loan at a commercial rate.
Richard's response was handwritten. Then borrow commercially.
Rebecca winced. "That's brutal."
"He was making a point," Caroline said.
Jonathan glanced at a position summary. "Long duration."
Caroline took it from him. "Yes."
"Leveraged?"
"Some."
Jonathan's eyebrows rose.
"Don't."
"I haven't said anything."
"You made a face."
Michael looked at Rebecca. "Economist face."
Rebecca turned to Caroline. "How serious was this?"
"Manageable."
"Did Dad lend you the money?"
"No."
"Why not?"
"Because he didn't want to."
Again, too quick. Rebecca allowed it to end. Her brothers did not press Caroline either. For once, all three had apparently developed discretion.
Michael opened his section himself. A financing memorandum sat on top. AURELIUS SYSTEMS. Rebecca knew the name. Michael had spoken about the company for months. Technology. Growth. A major financing through Caldwell.
The memorandum looked ordinary to her. Richard's annotations did not. Red circles. Question marks. Underlined claims.
Beside ADVANCED COMMERCIAL DISCUSSIONS, Richard had written: Contract?
Beside EXPECTED DEPLOYMENT: Expected by whom?
Michael smiled despite himself. "He hated adjectives."
The ownership pages contained more notes. Richard had circled several entities and written: Record owner ≠ beneficial owner. Verify concentration. Same counsel?
And, farther down: Michael - verify.
Rebecca turned another page. At the bottom, in Richard's handwriting: Outside counsel Monday.
The room seemed to grow quieter.
"What was Monday?" she asked.
Michael answered. "Dad wanted independent lawyers to review the ownership and disclosure issues."
"Was that serious?"
"Outside legal reviews generally are."
"Did he want to stop Aurelius?"
"No."
Michael caught himself. "Not necessarily."
Rebecca studied the ownership diagram. "What bothered him?"
"The structure."
"Meaning?"
Michael rested a hand on the desk. "Aurelius is a real operating company. The technology is real. The financing structure is more complicated."
"That's not what I asked."
Michael smiled. "You're beginning to sound like him."
She ignored that. "What did Dad think was wrong?"
"Some customer claims were too aggressive. He wanted better ownership disclosure. He had questions about who ultimately stood behind certain entities."
"Was he right?" Caroline asked.
Michael looked at her. "He was right that it needed to be checked."
Rebecca noticed the distinction.
On another page Richard had written: Do not confuse a good story with a good company.
Michael smiled faintly. "That one I've heard since I was twenty."
Rebecca put down the memorandum. As far as she could tell, it was another familiar disagreement. Richard questioning. Michael defending. Father and son. Banker and dealmaker. She had no reason to see anything more sinister in it.
Her own section was last. A school brochure lay on top.
Rebecca sighed. "Oh, God."
"The schools," Michael said.
"Yes."
Richard had assembled information about several private schools in northern New Jersey. Tuition schedules. Admissions material. Academic results.
Michael inspected one of the sheets. "Look at that tuition. Dad offered to pay for all three?"
"And any future children."
"And you refused?"
"I live in Summit."
"That's not an answer."
"It is when you see our property-tax bill."
Caroline laughed.
"The public schools are excellent," Rebecca continued. "Daniel and I want the children going to school with the people they live around."
Jonathan said, "Private education doesn't prevent social integration."
Rebecca looked at him. "You went to private schools."
"And turned out perfectly."
Michael glanced at Caroline. "Don't." She was already smiling.
Rebecca found one of her emails. Dad, thank you, but no. Daniel and I have decided. Please stop sending schools.
Richard had written beside it: Stubborn. Then, below: Possibly correct.
Rebecca stopped. Wednesday. Their argument in the kitchen. The last real conversation they'd had. Richard finally admitting something he almost never admitted. Perhaps she was right.
Caroline leaned closer. "That's practically an apology."
Rebecca smiled. "For Dad, it's notarized."
Another email was less pleasant. You don't get to make decisions for our children because you're willing to pay for them. Richard had written nothing beside that one.
Michael said quietly: "You were right."
Rebecca looked at him. "About what?"
"That."
She smiled. "Careful. You're agreeing with me twice in one month."
"Don't tell anybody."
She returned the papers.
Jonathan studied the folder. "Why call it Requests? Rebecca wasn't asking him for anything."
"He was asking me," Rebecca said.
Caroline nodded. "Not necessarily requests we made. Requests involving us."
Michael glanced toward the Aurelius memorandum. "I wanted him to stop interfering with a deal."
Jonathan had wanted Richard's financial support. Caroline had wanted a loan. Michael had wanted Richard's approval, or at least his silence. Richard had wanted Rebecca to accept his tuition offer.
Four disputes. Money in three of them. Influence in all four.
Rebecca looked toward the concealed compartment. "Why hide the folder?"
"Privacy," Jonathan said.
"Behind a painting?" Caroline asked.
Michael smiled. "High-grade privacy."
Emily was already separating the contents into groups. "There are other papers here. Bitcoin-loan statements, property records, insurance material, medical documents and additional business correspondence. Martin will need to review them."
Michael touched the Aurelius memorandum. "Can I keep this?"
"Not today."
"Why?"
"It's your father's annotated copy of material relating to a firm in which the estate owns twenty-five percent. Some of these papers may have legal, business or tax significance."
"It's my transaction."
"And the originals are estate property," Emily replied. "I'll secure them. Martin can determine what may be copied or released."
Michael withdrew his hand. "That's annoyingly reasonable."
"Occupational hazard."
The exchange ended. Nothing about it seemed important to Rebecca. By one-thirty, the siblings had had enough. The appraisers had not. Emily told them they could leave while the professionals finished their work.
Michael immediately said: "Food?"
Rebecca looked at him. "What about it?"
"I'm starving."
"Come to my house. I have sandwich stuff."
"You're cooking?"
"No."
"Excellent."
Caroline checked her telephone.
Rebecca saw the hesitation. "You're already out of the city. Summit's close."
"True."
Jonathan glanced at his watch. "I need to be back later."
Michael looked at him. "Professor, it's summer."
"I work in summer."
"That destroys several assumptions I had about academia."
Rebecca looked at Caroline. "Come."
Caroline sighed. "Fine."
Michael pointed toward Jonathan. "Unanimous."
"I haven't agreed."
Michael picked up his car keys. "You're in my car."
Jonathan stopped. Rebecca laughed. "Democracy."
Caroline rode with Rebecca. Michael and Jonathan followed in the SUV.
As they drove toward Summit, Caroline looked back at the hill. "I'd forgotten how high up the house is."
"You walked it."
"I noticed."
"You used to walk it every day."
"And ride my bicycle."
"Complaining both ways."
"Uphill both ways."
"That's not geographically possible."
"It felt possible."
They drove in silence for a moment. Then Caroline said: "One hundred ounces."
Rebecca knew what she meant. "Yes."
"Just sitting there."
"Hidden there."
"Worse."
Rebecca glanced at her. "You're bothered by it?"
"No."
"You're doing the Caroline thing."
"What thing?"
"Where your mouth says no and the rest of your face says twelve paragraphs."
Caroline smiled faintly. "I keep thinking about how little we knew."
"About the gold?"
"Everything."
Rebecca understood. They hadn't known how many people would attend Richard's funeral, how many organizations he supported or how much gold he owned. They still didn't know how much Bitcoin he had. And they hadn't known that Richard was keeping separate files on all four of them.
"You knew about Jonathan's institute?" Rebecca asked.
"Some of it."
"And Aurelius?"
"Michael talks about Aurelius constantly."
"Not like those papers."
Caroline turned toward her. "Families know more about one another than they admit."
Rebecca smiled. "That's ominous."
"I meant generally."
They drove on. Daniel's mother was at Rebecca's house with the children. She handed over command with visible relief. "They've eaten."
"Good."
"They'll tell you they haven't."
"Also good."
Within minutes, Michael and Jonathan arrived. Michael entered the kitchen carrying a bottle of wine he'd found in his car.
Rebecca looked at it. "How long has that been there?"
"Don't ask questions you don't want answered."
Jonathan said, "It was warm."
"Wine existed before refrigeration."
Caroline inspected the label. "This should not have been in your car."
Michael looked delighted. "See? Suddenly everyone's an appraiser."
Rebecca set out bread, cold cuts, cheese, tomatoes and enough condiments to supply a small restaurant. The four siblings assembled their sandwiches. For a moment it felt absurdly familiar. They had done exactly this as teenagers, when arguments usually concerned who had finished the turkey and Richard's insistence that mayonnaise was not a food group.
For several minutes they discussed the gold. Then the paintings. Then the silver.
Michael thought the hidden coins were particularly funny. "Dad spent years telling everyone gold was obsolete and kept a hundred ounces behind a drawer."
"Perhaps even he recognized Bitcoin maximalism was irrational," Jonathan said.
"Or perhaps he bought the gold before Bitcoin existed," Caroline replied.
Michael nodded. "Exactly."
"So he kept it," Jonathan said.
"Why sell it?" Michael asked.
For some reason the question quieted the table.
Then Caroline answered in Richard's voice: "Once I sell it, I don't own it."
All four laughed. Rebecca felt the familiar ache immediately afterward. For one moment Richard had been at the table. Then he wasn't.
The Requests folder returned to the conversation.
Jonathan disliked this. "I'd prefer my correspondence not become lunch entertainment."
Michael said, "Nobody's entertaining."
"You're enjoying this."
"That's different."
Rebecca looked at Jonathan. "I didn't realize the university situation was that serious."
"It was complicated."
"Did they actually expect Dad to contribute several million dollars?"
Jonathan put down his sandwich. "Some people expected substantial family support."
"Because of you?"
"Partly."
"Was Dad really going to call them?"
"He said he would."
"And then?"
Jonathan exhaled. "The university would've discovered that I allowed an expectation to develop that I shouldn't have allowed."
Rebecca studied him. "Could you lose your job?"
"Probably not."
"Probably?"
"The institute would be jeopardized. My reputation would be damaged. There might be an internal review."
"Which would be unpleasant," Michael said.
Jonathan glanced at him. "Yes."
Rebecca turned to Caroline. "And you?"
"No."
Rebecca smiled. "You don't even know the question."
"Yes, I do."
"How bad is it?"
"Manageable."
"That's what you said in Madison."
"Still true."
Jonathan said, "She doesn't want a committee."
Caroline looked sharply at him. "Neither did you."
Michael raised both hands. "I support everyone's privacy."
Rebecca laughed. "You may be the least qualified person at this table to say that."
"Unfair."
Caroline's telephone vibrated beside her plate. She silenced it without looking. That was more alarming than looking. Rebecca said nothing.
Michael leaned back. "Apparently my file is the only public one."
"Only because you never stop talking about Aurelius," Caroline said.
"I believe in the company."
Rebecca looked at him. "Dad did too, didn't he?"
"He believed there was something there."
"That's not the same."
"No."
She thought of the note in Richard's handwriting. "Why outside counsel Monday?"
"Because once Dad decided a question mattered, he pursued it until everyone else wished they'd never met him."
Michael said it affectionately.
Rebecca smiled. "Could the deal have survived the review?"
"Yes."
"You're sure?"
Michael considered his answer. "There's a lot of perfectly ordinary complexity in an early financing structure. I think the transaction can be properly documented and completed."
Rebecca remembered Richard's note. Do not confuse a good story with a good company.
"That's a very long way of saying yes."
Michael smiled. "You're all doing it now."
"What?"
"Dad impressions."
Jonathan said, "Only because you still haven't answered."
Michael laughed. "Fine. Yes. I believe the deal could survive a proper review."
Rebecca let the matter rest. To her, it was another version of a lifelong pattern. Richard checked. Michael sold. Somewhere between them, reality usually emerged exhausted.
"Mom?" Ellie stood in the kitchen doorway.
Rebecca turned. "What?"
"Can we go to the pool?"
"Not by yourselves."
"We weren't going by ourselves."
"Who?"
Ellie listed three friends.
"Later." Ellie disappeared.
Michael watched her go. "She's getting tall."
"Don't."
"What?"
"Everybody keeps saying that, and then she gets taller."
"Apparently my comments cause growth."
Rebecca smiled. Then, without quite planning to, she said: "Daniel and I are thinking about having another."
Three siblings looked at her.
Caroline smiled first. "A fourth?"
"Maybe."
Jonathan frowned. "You already have three."
"Your arithmetic degree remains valid."
Michael smiled. "Do it."
Rebecca laughed. "Thank you for the authorization."
"I'm serious."
"I know."
Caroline asked: "Did Dad know?"
The question arrived automatically. Then stopped everyone.
Rebecca looked down at her plate. "We talked about it."
Michael said quietly: "He'd love that."
Rebecca nodded. "I know."
Nobody mentioned inheritance. Nobody wondered what another grandchild might receive. For once, the subject remained exactly what it was. A child who might exist.
Eventually Michael stood. "We should go."
Jonathan looked relieved. "Finally."
"You're welcome for lunch," Rebecca said.
Jonathan stopped. "Sorry. Thank you."
Michael pointed at him. "Social skills."
Jonathan ignored him. Caroline hugged Rebecca. Michael collected Jonathan for the return drive.
At the door, he looked back. "Bitcoin class next week."
Jonathan groaned.
Rebecca smiled. "Study."
Michael tapped his temple. "Already prepared."
Caroline said: "That's exactly what Dad warned about."
Michael laughed. They left. Rebecca watched from the doorway as her three siblings gathered beside Michael's SUV. Jonathan saying something. Caroline answering. Michael smiling. They had spent their entire lives knowing one another's weaknesses. Rebecca went back inside.
That evening, Emily Ross called Martin Hale. "The inventory is going to require some specialist work."
Martin removed his glasses. "What did Richard own that none of us knew about?"
"Possible collectible art. French silver. Limoges. Jewelry."
"Fine."
"And gold."
Martin stopped. "Gold?"
"One hundred one-ounce American Eagles."
Silence. "One hundred?"
"Yes."
"Where?"
"A false compartment in an old rolltop desk."
Martin rubbed his forehead. "Of course."
"There's more."
"Naturally."
"A concealed compartment in the study."
"What was in it?"
"Documents. Family correspondence, financial records, Bitcoin-loan papers and a folder marked Requests."
"Anything involving Caldwell?"
"Yes. Aurelius Systems."
Martin sat straighter. Richard had mentioned Aurelius to him. Not everything. Enough for the name to mean something.
Emily continued. "Nothing was removed. Michael asked to take an annotated Aurelius memorandum. I told him we'd retain the originals pending your review."
"Good."
"Do you want everything sent here?"
"Yes. Scan it first and preserve the originals."
"Already arranged."
Martin smiled faintly. "That's why I hired you."
"I assumed it was my personality."
"That too."
Emily hesitated. "Anything special about Aurelius?"
Martin looked through the glass wall of his office toward Manhattan. "Not that I know of."
That was true. Richard had spent most of his professional life questioning transactions, annotating memoranda and distrusting projections. Finding his notes all over a financing proposal was about as surprising as finding grass clippings on his mower. But Richard still owned twenty-five percent of Caldwell. An annotated file concerning one of its transactions could have business or legal significance, and Martin needed to know what the estate held.
"Send everything Monday," he said.
"All right."
He ended the call. There was an estate to administer. Loans to deal with. Four beneficiaries to educate. A Bitcoin test to arrange. A house full of property to catalogue. And now several boxes of Richard's papers.
Martin put his glasses back on. Richard Ashcroft had been a man who checked things. The papers merely showed that, right up until the end, he still had.
 
Chapter Five
Last Christmas
Rebecca normally went to church in Summit. Christmas was different. Richard still went to St. Vincent's, and for years Rebecca had brought Daniel and the children to Madison for the eleven o'clock Mass so they could go with him.
By the time they came out, the town had that peculiar Christmas-Day stillness Rebecca remembered from childhood. Main Street was quiet. Parking spaces that normally required negotiation were empty. The Christmas tree on Waverly Place stood above the center of town, decorated and temporarily unnecessary in the bright midday sun.
Her youngest pointed through the car window. "Can we see the tree tonight?"
"We can stop on the way home," Rebecca said.
Richard, sitting in the front passenger seat, turned. "It looks better at night."
They passed the Hartley-Dodge Memorial on Kings Road.
Richard looked toward it. "There. That's a building."
Rebecca smiled. "You've seen it before."
"I'm reminding the children."
"Of what?"
"That public buildings used to be designed on the assumption people would still want them in a hundred years."
Daniel looked at Rebecca in the mirror. "Architecture lecture."
"Could've been money," she said.
"Still might be."
Richard ignored them.
As a child Rebecca had barely noticed Hartley-Dodge. It was simply the handsome old municipal building near the station. Waverly Place was where the Christmas tree went. The Madison Pool was where summer happened. The golf course was where half the town appeared with sleds after a decent snowfall. Madison's landmarks had never seemed like landmarks when she lived among them. They had simply been life.
Daniel turned uphill toward Richard's house. Rebecca looked at her father. She had no reason to think this Christmas would be the last.
By the time they reached the house, Teresa had nearly finished turning it into Christmas. Rebecca had seen the decorations earlier in the week, but there was something different about coming through the front door on Christmas Day itself.
Garland wound up the staircase. Wreaths hung in the windows. White lights traced the mantel. The dining-room table was set with candles and greenery. The tree in the living room nearly reached the ceiling.
Richard entered behind Rebecca carrying nothing except the church bulletin. Daniel carried two bottles of wine and a bag of presents. The children were still wearing their coats, although the youngest had already begun removing his before the door was fully closed.
He made directly for the tree.
"No," Rebecca said.
He stopped. "I didn't do anything."
"You were about to."
"How do you know?"
"Because I'm your mother."
Richard closed the door. "And because you were approaching the presents with both hands extended."
The boy looked toward the packages. They were not the presents from Santa. Those had already been demolished at six-thirty that morning in Summit, along with half the wrapping-paper supply in Union County. These were the family presents. Grandfather to grandchildren. Sibling to sibling. Parents to children. The civilized portion of Christmas.
He pointed toward one. "Is that one for me?"
Richard looked. "No. That's Uncle Jonathan's."
"Can I open it?"
"No."
"Why?"
"Because it belongs to Uncle Jonathan."
The boy considered this obstacle. "Can I open mine?"
"After everyone gets here."
"Why?"
Richard looked at Rebecca. "Do I have to explain society from the beginning?"
"He's six."
"Perfect age."
"For what?"
"Property rights."
Daniel passed them with the wine. "You've had him in the house three minutes."
Richard smiled. "I'm making good use of the time."
Teresa appeared from the kitchen wearing an apron over a dark red blouse.
Rebecca stared at her. "How long have you been here?"
"Long enough."
"Since when?"
Teresa ignored the question. She kissed Rebecca, then Daniel, then each child in turn.
The youngest immediately asked: "Can I open my present?"
Teresa looked at Richard. "What have you done?"
"Nothing."
"He says we're learning property rights."
Teresa looked at the boy. "Your grandfather needs a hobby."
Richard said: "I have several."
"Not talking."
"That's not a hobby."
"For you it is."
Rebecca smiled. This was how Teresa had spoken to Richard for as long as Rebecca could remember. Perhaps not when she first began working for the family. But certainly by the time Rebecca was old enough to notice.
Teresa had helped Eleanor through four children, decades of Christmases, illnesses, dinner parties, muddy shoes, business guests, teenage disasters and Richard himself. At some point employment had become something else. Nobody had formally marked the transition. Teresa had simply become Teresa.
Rebecca looked toward the dining room. "You did all this?"
"Most."
"It's beautiful."
Teresa smiled. "Thank you."
Richard said: "I told her the same thing."
Teresa looked at him. "You said it looked like Christmas had exploded."
"That was admiration."
"No. That was what you said."
Rebecca laughed.
Richard shrugged. "It exploded tastefully."
That satisfied Teresa enough to send her back toward the kitchen.
Rebecca followed. The kitchen smelled of turkey, onions, butter and something involving cinnamon.
She stopped in the doorway. "Good God."
Teresa turned. "What?"
"How many people are you feeding?"
"Your family."
"There are eleven of us."
"Exactly."
"This is food for thirty."
"Then there will be leftovers."
"You always say that."
"And there always are."
Rebecca reached for an apron.
Teresa pointed toward a bowl. "Fruit salad."
"That's all I get to do?"
"You have your own house to cook in."
"I already did breakfast."
"Then you're tired. Salad."
Rebecca laughed and began slicing pears. At home in Summit, Rebecca ran Christmas Eve. She made lists. Bought gifts. Wrapped gifts. Remembered which child needed what. Planned meals. Checked the church time. Made sure Daniel did not disappear into the hospital for six hours because somebody telephoned about something that could reasonably wait until December twenty-sixth.
Christmas Day in Madison belonged to Teresa. Here, Rebecca was thirty-five years old and being instructed how thinly to slice pears. It felt wonderful.
"You're staying for lunch?" Rebecca asked.
Teresa shook her head. "My daughter is collecting me at one."
"You're cooking all this and leaving?"
"My family eats late."
"Come back afterward."
"No."
"Why?"
Teresa gave her a look. "Because I have my own family."
Rebecca smiled. "Fair."
"I make yours. Then I go to mine."
Richard called from the hallway: "That's a terrible business model."
Teresa raised her voice. "Nobody asked you."
 
The doorbell rang.
Richard called: "That should be Michael."
A moment later Michael appeared in the kitchen carrying two shopping bags, followed by Laura.
"I bring tribute."
Teresa looked into the bags. "What is it?"
"Gifts."
"I thought maybe food."
Michael surveyed the kitchen. "You appear to have anticipated that possibility."
"Good answer."
Laura hugged Rebecca. "Merry Christmas."
"Merry Christmas."
Michael kissed Teresa on the cheek and tried to steal a slice of pear. Teresa slapped his hand without looking.
"Still Christmas," Michael said.
"Still my kitchen."
He retreated. Richard came in behind him.
Michael looked his father over. "You look disgustingly healthy."
Richard raised an eyebrow. "Was there another possibility?"
"At your age, every Christmas is a statistical achievement."
Richard nodded. "You're forty."
"Yes."
"Halfway there."
Michael paused. "That's a horrible thought."
Rebecca laughed.
Michael pointed toward Richard.
"See? I compliment his health and somehow I leave feeling older."
Richard looked pleased. "Efficiency."
Laura removed her coat. Rebecca noticed the small silver pill case Laura placed briefly on the kitchen counter beside her handbag before slipping it back inside. She had seen it before. Laura had lived for years with a heart-rhythm problem that was stable, manageable and sufficiently serious that her doctors had once made pregnancy sound more medical than maternal. She and Michael had eventually decided not to have children.
The family rarely discussed it. Laura certainly didn't.
Michael glanced toward her. "You took your heart tablet?"
"This morning."
"Good."
Laura looked at Rebecca. "He asks me every day."
Michael shrugged. "Eventually I'm right to ask."
Laura kissed his cheek. "Eventually."
The moment disappeared into Christmas.
 
Jonathan arrived fifteen minutes later with his wife and four bottles of wine. He had driven from Yonkers and immediately began explaining why the traffic had been worse than expected.
Richard looked at the bottles. "Are these for today or my cellar?"
Jonathan stopped. "What?"
"Two different categories."
"They're Christmas presents."
"That doesn't answer the question."
Jonathan handed him the carrier. "Drink two. Keep two."
Richard examined the labels. "Good."
Michael looked at Rebecca. "Estate planning in real time."
Jonathan took off his coat. "I told you I should've taken the train."
Richard looked at him. "I told you that."
"It's Christmas Day."
"Trains run on Christmas Day."
"I have a car."
"So did everyone else on the highway, apparently."
Jonathan sighed. "Merry Christmas, Dad."
Richard hugged him. "Merry Christmas."
Jonathan looked into the living room and stopped. The tree dominated it.
"Good Lord."
Richard nodded toward the kitchen. "Teresa."
"I know."
"Then why did you invoke the Almighty?"
Jonathan smiled. "I was expressing admiration."
"You sounded theological."
"I'm capable of both."
Richard looked at Rebecca. "This is what an expensive education produces."
Jonathan had attended good schools, earned a doctorate and now taught economics at Manhattan University. Richard had never stopped being proud of him. He had also never stopped finding Jonathan's profession amusing. Richard's view, expressed frequently, was that universities had charged enormous sums to teach his eldest son opinions Richard could contradict for free. Jonathan maintained that this was not how education worked. Richard considered that merely another academic theory.
 
Caroline arrived last. Alone. Her divorce had at least simplified Christmas logistics. She entered in a camel-colored coat carrying a bottle of champagne and a long narrow gift bag.
Teresa came into the hall to greet her. Caroline handed her the bottle. "Could you put this in the refrigerator for lunch?"
Teresa looked at the label. "This is too much."
"That's why it's Christmas."
Richard emerged from the living room.
Caroline kissed him. "Merry Christmas."
"Merry Christmas."
She looked toward the tree. "Teresa, this is spectacular."
"Thank you."
Richard nodded. "She outdid herself."
Teresa looked briefly surprised by the unqualified compliment.
Richard caught it. "What?"
"Nothing."
"I compliment people."
"Sometimes."
Caroline slipped off her coat.
Michael appeared behind them. "All four children present." He looked toward the door. "Lock it."
Richard nodded. "I was waiting until everyone was inside."
 
Christmas lunch had never begun when Richard said it would. It began when Teresa decided enough people had stopped interfering. At twelve fifty-five she removed her apron.
Rebecca stared. "You're leaving now?"
"My daughter is outside."
"But everything..."
"Everything is ready."
She pointed around the kitchen. "Turkey rests ten minutes. Richard carves. Vegetables are warm. Gravy is there. Do not ruin it."
Richard said: "Confidence noted."
Teresa kissed the children. Then Rebecca. Then the others.
Michael opened the front door for her. "Have fun."
Teresa looked at him. "I intend to. You behave."
"No."
"I know."
She left. Richard watched through the glass until her daughter's car pulled away. Then he turned toward the kitchen.
"All right. Apparently civilization is unsupervised."
Lunch began eleven minutes later. There were exactly eleven people around the table. Richard at one end. Jonathan at the other. Three couples. Caroline. Three children.
Rebecca's children were distributed among adults in the hope that no two could collaborate effectively. This failed immediately. The youngest dropped his fork. Richard retrieved it. Two minutes later it hit the floor again. Richard picked it up. The third time, he placed it beside his own plate.
The boy stared. "Hey."
Richard continued eating. "You've demonstrated insufficient custody."
Michael burst out laughing.
The child looked from one adult to another. "What does that mean?"
Richard handed the fork back. "It means hold on to things that belong to you."
Rebecca looked at him. "Still teaching property rights?"
"Long curriculum."
Grandfatherhood suited Richard. He had been a good father, although not always an easy one. When Jonathan and Caroline were young, he had still been building the business. Manhattan before breakfast. Clients. Travel. Late evenings.
Rebecca had known a somewhat different father. Older. More established. Still busy, but less desperate to prove something.
His grandchildren received another version entirely. Richard with time. Richard willing to spend twenty minutes discussing a science project. Richard sitting on the floor. Richard at soccer games in weather that would have kept him inside for almost any other reason. Richard taking the children to the Madison Pool in July and somehow behaving as though sitting beside a municipal swimming pool were an important appointment. Richard pulling old sleds from the garage after a snowfall and insisting the hill at the Madison Golf Club was better than anything near Summit because, according to him, he had comparative data.
Every December he took them downtown to see the tree on Waverly Place as though none of them had seen a decorated tree before. Perhaps that was the real luxury Richard had accumulated. Not money. Time.
 
Presents followed lunch. Rebecca's youngest finally obtained the package that had been tormenting him all afternoon.
Jonathan received the present the boy had almost opened earlier. "Thank you for preserving it."
"Mom stopped me."
Jonathan looked at Richard. "Not Granddad?"
"He gave me a lecture."
Richard said: "Education."
The boy said: "Property."
Michael applauded. "He's learning."
Rebecca shook her head.
By late afternoon the meal had dissolved into coffee and expensive chocolates Caroline had brought from Manhattan. Nobody claimed to be hungry. Everyone continued eating chocolate.
Richard bit into one, frowned and looked at the box. "These are supposed to be special?"
Caroline stared. "They're from La Maison du Chocolat."
"That doesn't answer the question."
"It absolutely answers the question."
Richard ate the rest. "Tastes like chocolate."
Michael said: "Scathing review."
Caroline looked offended. "You have no palate."
"Not much anymore."
Rebecca looked at him. "Still?"
Richard shrugged. "Since Covid."
Years earlier, an otherwise unremarkable case had left his sense of taste noticeably dulled. It had improved. Never completely.
Richard pointed toward the box. "Your expensive chocolate and supermarket chocolate have moved considerably closer together."
Caroline looked horrified. "That's tragic."
"I've survived."
"Can you taste the turkey?"
"Enough."
Rebecca smiled. "Maybe Teresa has been wasting her time."
"Don't tell her."
Nobody attached any significance to the conversation. There was none to attach.
 
The dangerous portion of Ashcroft Christmas began when people had eaten too much and had nowhere urgent to be. An ordinary observation remained on the table long enough for somebody to turn it into economics. Caroline did it. Richard had left some mail on a side cabinet.
She picked up a pension statement. "You still get these on paper?"
Richard looked over. "I like paper."
"You do everything else online."
"Not everything."
"You own Bitcoin."
"Yes."
"Online."
Richard looked at her. "Bitcoin isn't online."
Jonathan closed his eyes.
Michael leaned toward Rebecca. "We may be here until New Year's."
Caroline ignored him. "What do you do with the pension?"
Richard sipped his coffee. "Spend some."
"And the rest?"
He did not answer quickly enough.
Caroline stared. "No."
Michael looked between them. "No what?"
Caroline pointed. "He's still buying it."
Jonathan knew immediately. "Oh, for God's sake."
Rebecca laughed. Richard remained unbothered.
"Every month?" Caroline asked.
"More or less."
"You're seventy-seven years old."
Richard nodded. "That's what the government says."
"You still buy Bitcoin with your pension?"
Richard corrected her gently. "I don't think of it as buying Bitcoin."
Jonathan sighed. "Here we go."
"I convert dollars into Bitcoin."
Caroline laughed. "That's buying."
"If I convert dollars into euros, did I buy euros?"
"Yes."
"No. I converted."
Jonathan removed his glasses. "The economic distinction is nonexistent."
"Then you should have no objection to my terminology."
"I have objections to nearly all your terminology."
Richard smiled. "So I've noticed."
Rebecca asked: "Every month?"
"Automatically."
Michael explained because he had heard the system described before. "Pension lands. Some goes to the exchange. Bitcoin gets bought..."
Richard looked at him.
Michael corrected himself. "Converted."
"Better."
"Then withdrawn."
Jonathan said: "Because leaving it at a regulated exchange would apparently be intolerable."
Richard looked toward him. "If somebody else controls it, Jonathan, what you own is a claim."
"Yes, Dad. We've all received the lecture."
"Then I'm making progress."
Jonathan put his glasses back on. "What exactly is the objective?"
"Ownership."
"The financial objective."
"Ownership."
"That isn't an objective. It's a condition."
Richard smiled. "You're an economist. You get paid to make simple things difficult."
Michael leaned toward Rebecca. "Round one."
Jonathan continued. "You're nearly eighty."
"Seventy-seven."
"You have no conceivable reason to increase long-duration exposure to a highly volatile asset."
"I'm not increasing anything dramatically."
"You continue allocating capital."
"I receive dollars I don't need."
"So?"
"I prefer Bitcoin."
"That's an allocation preference."
"Excellent. We agree."
Jonathan stared. Rebecca smiled. Richard was enjoying himself. Jonathan knew it. That only encouraged Richard.
Caroline came from another direction. "My question isn't why you keep converting."
Richard nodded. "Thank you."
"It's why you never sell."
Richard looked at her. "To sell something, I would have to prefer whatever I got for it."
"You'd get dollars."
"Exactly."
"Dollars buy things."
"So does Bitcoin."
"Not conveniently."
"Then borrow dollars."
Jonathan looked genuinely pained. "Which introduces leverage."
"Only if I borrow too much."
"That's an astonishingly casual treatment of liquidation risk."
Richard shrugged. "Then don't borrow too much."
Jonathan sat back. "Economics by bumper sticker."
Richard pointed at him. "That's because your profession requires six hundred pages to explain common sense."
Jonathan looked toward Rebecca. "Do you see what I've dealt with my entire life?"
Richard corrected him. "Forty-eight years."
"Thank you."
Michael said: "Round two to Dad."
Jonathan ignored him.
Caroline was smiling now. "So when do you sell?"
Richard considered. "When I want something more than I want the Bitcoin."
Michael nodded. "That's actually reasonable."
Jonathan looked at him. "Don't encourage him."
Richard said: "Thank you, Michael."
"Don't get used to it."
Caroline leaned back. "Fine. Then here's the question."
Richard waited. "What are you still saving for?"
Richard looked at her. "Why do you assume I'm saving for myself?"
The table quieted. Only briefly.
Michael groaned theatrically. "The dynasty."
Richard smiled. "I didn't say dynasty."
"You think dynasty."
"I think beyond next Thursday."
Michael looked at Rebecca. "House of Ashcroft."
Jonathan said: "Based almost entirely on an extremely concentrated speculative asset."
Richard said: "Based on scarcity."
Jonathan groaned again.
Michael held up a hand. "Round three abandoned due to exhaustion."
Caroline took another chocolate. "I actually have a serious suggestion."
Richard looked wary. "I've never succeeded in preventing those."
"You should give some of it away now."
Rebecca glanced at her.
Richard asked: "To whom?"
Caroline smiled. "Us."
Michael laughed. "Subtle."
"What?"
"Nothing. I admire the efficiency."
Caroline looked back at Richard. "I'm serious."
"So am I."
"You have four adult children."
"I had noticed."
"You have more money than you'll ever spend."
"Do I?"
"Dad."
"You don't know how much I have."
"Exactly."
Richard smiled. "Your argument improves."
Caroline pressed on. "I'm not saying give everything away. I'm saying why wait?"
Jonathan unexpectedly nodded. "There actually is a legitimate economic argument for lifetime transfers."
Michael stared. "Et tu?"
Jonathan ignored him. "Capital transferred earlier can have greater utility than capital inherited much later."
Richard looked interested. "That's not Neo-Keynesian economics."
"It's arithmetic."
"Better."
Jonathan continued. "A dollar inherited at sixty-five has considerably less ability to change someone's trajectory than a dollar received at forty."
Michael nodded gravely. "Utility."
"Yes."
"I was afraid you'd say stewardship."
"Not yet."
Richard smiled. "What would this earlier capital be used for?"
Jonathan hesitated. Barely.
Michael caught it. "An institute, perhaps?"
Jonathan looked at him. "Yes. A serious institute would be one example."
Richard said: "One costing how much?"
Jonathan smiled. "We're speaking hypothetically."
"That's what people say before asking me for money."
Rebecca sensed something underneath the exchange. Not enough to understand it. Not then.
Caroline said: "Forget Jonathan's institute. I'm talking about normal life."
Richard looked at her. "Define normal."
"Mortgages. Families. Careers. Everything costs more when you're our age."
"You're forty-four."
"Exactly."
"Horrible."
"Dad."
Richard smiled.
Caroline continued: "Money is more useful when people need it."
"And you need it?"
The question was light. Almost casual. Caroline paused for a fraction of a second. Then smiled. "Everybody needs money."
Richard held her gaze slightly longer than necessary. Then looked away. Rebecca noticed the pause. At Christmas, it meant nothing.
Michael leaned back. "I'll take Bitcoin if Caroline is too proud."
Richard laughed. "You'd spend it."
"I would absolutely not."
"You once bought a watch worth more than Eleanor and I spent furnishing our first apartment."
Michael looked offended. "That apartment contained almost nothing."
"Exactly."
"Adjusted for inflation..."
Richard pointed toward Jonathan. "Don't involve your brother."
Jonathan raised both hands. "I had no intention."
Michael addressed Richard again. "Fine. Give it to me with a five-year lockup."
"No."
"Ten."
"No."
"Twenty."
"You'll be sixty."
Michael frowned. "There's no reason to become personal."
Rebecca laughed.
Caroline pointed toward him. "That's my whole argument."
Richard looked at her. "What is?"
"Why should everybody be old before any family money moves?"
Something changed slightly in Richard's expression. Not anger. Attention. "What family money?"
Caroline heard it immediately. "Oh, come on."
"No. I'm interested."
"You know what I mean."
"I do."
"Then don't turn it into semantics."
"It isn't semantics."
Jonathan intervened. "She's not claiming ownership."
Richard looked around the table. "Good."
Rebecca felt uncomfortable. The conversation remained playful. Nobody was fighting. But the vocabulary had changed almost without anyone noticing. Give us… When it moves… Family money...
Richard's possessions had quietly become something everyone discussed as though the only unanswered question were timing.
Rebecca reached for the chocolate box. "Anyone want another?"
Michael held out his hand. "Always."
Jonathan took a chocolate. "There is still a stewardship issue."
Michael stopped chewing. "There it is."
Jonathan looked annoyed. "What?"
"You said stewardship."
"Because it's the correct word."
"It means you're about to explain why money Dad owns should eventually be managed by people who aren't Dad."
Jonathan looked toward Richard. "Eventually, yes."
Richard laughed.
Jonathan continued: "Large family fortunes don't preserve themselves. They require structures."
"Structures," Richard repeated.
"Trusts. Governance. Possibly foundations."
"Committees."
"If necessary."
"Definitely not."
Jonathan smiled. "This is why family fortunes disappear."
Richard shook his head. "No. Family fortunes disappear because people who didn't make the money become convinced they're qualified to manage it."
Michael lifted his glass. "To Dad."
Caroline laughed. Jonathan did not.
Richard added: "Then they hire committees."
Rebecca said: "I thought committees were Jonathan's natural habitat."
Michael answered: "Only if chaired by credentialed experts."
Jonathan looked around. "I'm surrounded by idiots."
Richard corrected him. "Potential beneficiaries."
Even Jonathan laughed.
Michael waited until the laughter subsided. "Okay. Hypothetically."
Richard looked suspicious. "Those are always expensive."
"Suppose you live to a hundred and two."
Caroline groaned. "God help us."
Richard nodded seriously. "Reasonable assumption."
Jonathan stared. "You cannot call reaching one hundred and two reasonable."
"Family precedent."
They had heard this before. Richard's parents had both lived well into their nineties. Some distant Ashcroft relative had reached one hundred and two. The precise relationship changed depending on who told the story.
The point did not. Ashcrofts tended to last. And, worse from the children's point of view, remain functional while doing it.
Michael counted. "Twenty-five more years."
Richard nodded. "Approximately."
"You'd have Jonathan in his seventies."
Jonathan said: "Thank you."
"Caroline nearly seventy."
"Stop."
"I'd be sixty-five."
Rebecca smiled. "And I'd still be the young one."
Richard looked pleased. "Excellent. You can all retire together."
Caroline shook her head. "This is exactly what I mean."
They laughed.
But she was only half joking. "If you live to a hundred and two, we'll inherit when we're already old."
Michael looked offended. "Speak for yourself."
Jonathan said: "She's making the same timing argument I made."
Michael waved him off. "Never explain Caroline. It encourages her."
Caroline ignored him. "What good is money then?"
Richard looked at her. "Why does it necessarily have to do you good?"
That quieted them.
Caroline said: "Because we're your children."
"Yes."
"And presumably we're eventually inheriting."
Richard smiled. "Presumably."
Michael pointed. "That sounded threatening."
Richard sipped his wine.
Rebecca asked: "What else are you going to do with it?"
Richard's eyes moved toward the family room. The children were making enough noise to qualify as structural stress testing. Then he looked back. "There are always people after you."
Nobody quite understood.
Jonathan said: "That doesn't answer anything."
Richard smiled. "I know."
Then: "You people are remarkably interested in disposing of money nobody has offered you."
That ended the discussion. For almost a minute. Which, in the Ashcroft family, qualified as victory.
 
Laura glanced at her watch.
Michael noticed. "Medication?"
"I know."
She reached into her handbag for the small pill case Rebecca had seen earlier. No one paid particular attention. Richard was asking Daniel something about hospital schedules. Jonathan was opening another bottle of wine. Caroline was reading the chocolate box to determine which one contained hazelnut. Laura swallowed the tablet with water and put the case away. A small act. Ordinary enough to vanish immediately into the afternoon.
Richard eventually stood. "Sweater."
Michael looked at him. "Cold?"
"No."
"Then why?"
"Because I've reached the age when people apparently require explanations for putting on sweaters."
He went upstairs. Daniel and Jonathan's wife drifted toward the family room with the children. Laura followed a minute later. For the first time that afternoon, the four Ashcroft siblings were alone.
Michael poured the last of the open wine into his glass. Then stopped. He looked toward the stairs.
Rebecca said: "No."
"I haven't said anything."
"You have a tone."
Caroline nodded. "He does."
Michael looked wounded. "I was going to say what a beautiful Christmas this has been."
Jonathan said: "No, you weren't."
Michael smiled. Then: "I hope he's annoying all of us for another twenty-five years."
The sentence surprised Rebecca. There was no joke in it.
Caroline looked toward the stairs. "So do I."
Jonathan nodded. "Obviously."
Rebecca felt the tension leave her shoulders. Because that was the truth. Whatever they had just said about money, nobody wanted Richard gone. Nobody wanted an inheritance instead of a father.
Caroline said: "I'd rather he gave us something now and lived another thirty years."
Michael lifted his glass. "Problem solved."
Jonathan said: "Inter vivos transfer."
Michael looked at him. "Or, in English, Dad gives us money while continuing to breathe."
Caroline laughed. Rebecca did not. Not because the idea was horrible. Because it was reasonable. Reasonable enough that she suddenly understood why Richard had bristled. They had turned his continued ownership into an inefficiency.
Rebecca said: "You know it's still his."
Caroline looked at her. "Nobody said otherwise."
"It sounds like we have."
Jonathan began: "Rebecca..."
"No. Listen to us."
They did. For approximately three seconds.
Then Michael said: "She's right."
Rebecca looked at him.
He shrugged. "It's Dad's money."
Caroline sighed. "No one disputes that."
Michael raised his glass. "If he wants to leave all of it to St. Vincent's, the Madison Library and a home for retired squirrels, that's his business."
Jonathan said: "The squirrels would be extraordinarily well capitalized."
Michael nodded. "Generational squirrel wealth."
Rebecca laughed. The tension broke.
 
Richard returned wearing an old navy sweater.
Michael looked over. "Nice sweater."
Richard stopped. "What's wrong with it?"
"Nothing."
"You said that suspiciously."
"Compliments aren't suspicious."
"Yours are."
Richard sat. "Did I miss anything?"
All four answered at once. "No."
Richard looked at them. "Interesting."
Rebecca felt twelve. "What?"
"Nothing."
He poured himself more coffee. "Who wants to argue about something else?"
Jonathan immediately said: "I could explain why the national debt..."
Michael groaned.
Richard smiled. "Perfect."
 
By six, darkness had settled over Madison. The families began gathering coats, gifts and children. Caroline decided to stay the night rather than return to Manhattan after champagne and wine.
Richard pointed upstairs. "Your old room remains available."
"The mattress is older than I am."
"Then you already understand each other."
Michael and Laura left first. At the door Richard hugged Laura. Then Michael.
Michael held him slightly longer than usual. "Merry Christmas, Dad."
"Merry Christmas."
Jonathan and his wife followed. Jonathan carried two bottles of wine back out.
Richard stared. "Those are the ones you said were for the cellar."
Jonathan stopped. "Right."
He handed them back.
Richard shook his head. "Stewardship."
Michael would have appreciated that.
 
Rebecca's children were last. The youngest already wore pajamas beneath his coat. Daniel carried presents toward the car. Rebecca helped Ellie zip her jacket.
Richard crouched beside the youngest. "First decent snow, golf course."
The boy brightened. "Sledding?"
"Sledding."
Rebecca said: "You said that last year and there wasn't enough snow."
Richard looked at her. "I don't control weather."
"Finally something."
Richard ignored her. "And next summer, pool."
The child nodded solemnly. "Can we get ice cream?"
"After swimming."
"Before."
"After."
"Why?"
Richard sighed. "Do I have to explain society from the beginning again?"
The boy laughed.
Rebecca stood in the doorway with him after Daniel took the children outside. "We're stopping at the tree."
"Waverly Place?"
"Yes."
"Good."
"You want to come?"
Richard looked toward the living room. Caroline had already taken off her shoes and was looking for the television remote. "No. I've done Christmas."
Rebecca smiled. "Successful?"
"Nobody was arrested."
"Low standard."
"We're Ashcrofts."
She hugged him.
He kissed her forehead. "Merry Christmas."
"Merry Christmas, Dad."
Rebecca walked toward the car. Halfway down the driveway she turned. Richard was still standing in the doorway beneath the porch light. Seventy-seven. Healthy. Annoyingly healthy. Caroline called something from inside. Richard turned his head to answer. Then looked back and raised one hand. Rebecca waved.
She had no reason to attach importance to the moment. Richard had plans for next summer. Plans for the next snowfall. Bitcoin he was still buying. Wine he intended to keep. A lawn that would need mowing in spring. A family that irritated him and a future he plainly expected to occupy.
Rebecca got into the car. On the way back to Summit they stopped at Waverly Place. The children looked at the Christmas tree. Daniel held Rebecca's hand. And Richard Ashcroft went on living. At least, in all their minds, for many years yet.
 
Chapter Six
The First Little Crack
Detective Sergeant Thomas Keane was on his way back from the coffee machine when somebody said his name.
"Tom."
Keane turned. Detective Mark Nolan of the Madison Police Department was coming down the hallway carrying a file folder under one arm. Keane knew Nolan well enough to stop but not well enough to remember whether the man's oldest daughter was at Rutgers or Villanova. They had crossed paths on cases before. Morris County was large enough to have plenty of police departments and small enough that detectives eventually learned one another.
"What's up?"
"Can I ask you something?"
"You just did."
Nolan ignored that. "You ever work a sudden cardiac where something just felt wrong?"
Keane looked down at the coffee in his hand. "That's a fairly broad category."
"I know."
"How wrong?"
"Not murder wrong."
"Good distinction."
"Just wrong."
Keane waited. That was something he'd learned years earlier working in New York. People usually kept talking if you didn't rescue them from silence.
Nolan did. "Older guy. Seventy-eight. Found at home two weeks ago. Widower. No forced entry. Nothing disturbed. No obvious trauma. Family says he'd had some heart trouble recently."
Keane took a sip. "And?"
"And I don't know."
"Strong presentation so far."
Nolan smiled. "Guy was active. Tennis. Hiking. Did his own yard. Family kept saying he'd had this cardiac episode, so everybody sort of landed on heart attack."
"Who landed?"
"Family. EMTs initially. Primary doctor said it wasn't impossible at his age."
"That's not the same as saying it was his heart."
"I know."
Keane leaned against the wall. "What bothers you?"
"The scene, maybe. Position he was in. Some saliva around the mouth. Looked like he'd possibly been sick. Nothing dramatic. Nothing that screams anything. I just kept expecting something that made the heart explanation feel more obvious."
Keane shrugged. "Sudden deaths don't always give you a tidy answer."
"I know that too."
"Then what're you asking me?"
Nolan hesitated. "Would you chase it?"
"Chase what?"
"The heart history."
Keane frowned. "What'd the cardiologist say?"
"I don't know."
"Was there a cardiologist?"
"Family said he'd been checked."
"And?"
"I haven't seen the records."
Keane took another sip. "Then you don't have heart trouble."
Nolan waited.
Keane added: "You got a family story about heart trouble."
That landed. Nolan looked down at the folder. "That's exactly what's bothering me."
"Get the records."
"Yeah."
"Actual records. Not what a son remembers somebody saying in an emergency room."
Nolan nodded.
"Make sure the Medical Examiner gets them too. If there's a gap between the family story and what the doctors actually found, let the ME decide whether it matters."
"That's all?"
Keane looked at him. "What'd you want, Columbo?"
"No."
"Good. He's unavailable."
Nolan smiled and started away.
Keane called after him. "Who's the guy?"
Nolan turned. "Ashcroft."
Keane waited.
"Richard Ashcroft. Madison."
The name meant nothing to him. "All right."
Nolan continued down the hall.
Keane went back to his office. By the time he sat down, he was thinking about something else.
By three that afternoon, Nolan was reading Richard Ashcroft's medical records. They were considerably less dramatic than the Ashcroft family's version.
Richard had turned seventy-eight in April. The May visit began: Seventy-eight-year-old male. Chest pressure following large evening meal. No previous significant cardiac history. Evaluated because his age and symptoms warranted it. Testing. Observation. Follow-up.
The sort of report Nolan had read dozens of times without understanding half the abbreviations. He understood the conclusions. No acute cardiac event. No significant obstructive coronary disease identified. Symptoms considered gastrointestinal in origin.
Nolan read the last line twice. Then went back to his original unattended-death report. Recent cardiac complaint according to family.
There it was. Nothing false about it. Ashcroft had complained of something involving his chest. He had gone to the hospital. The family knew about it. By the time Nolan arrived at the house after Richard's death, however, chest complaint had become heart scare. Then heart scare had become heart trouble. Then heart trouble had quietly become the explanation for why a seventy-eight-year-old man had suddenly died. Nobody had needed to invent anything. They had simply shortened the story until it meant something different.
Nolan leaned back. He thought of Keane. You got a family story about heart trouble. Annoying man. Keane had a particular gift for being annoying in ways that became more annoying when he turned out to be right.
Nolan picked up the telephone.
 
At almost the same time, Rebecca was sitting at the kitchen island in Summit while Daniel read the same report.
Martin's office had sent her scans of the personal medical papers recovered from Richard's study after determining there was no reason to retain them from the family. Daniel enlarged one page on her tablet. Then another. Rebecca waited. He continued reading.
She waited longer. "Well?"
"I'm reading."
"You've been reading for three minutes."
"It's a medical report."
"I know."
"Then let me read it."
Rebecca sat back. Daniel had come home between a morning operation in Morristown and an afternoon hospital obligation with the expectation of eating something. Instead, Rebecca had handed him her dead father's medical records and asked for a consultation. He had not complained. Much.
She pointed toward the screen. "That's the report they found behind the ugly painting."
"I remember."
"The hunting painting."
"I know which painting."
"You've always hated that thing."
"I don't hate it. I don't understand why someone paid money for it."
"Dad probably liked that everyone hated it."
"That I believe."
Daniel kept reading. Rebecca watched his face. Nothing. One of the great frustrations of being married to a surgeon was that Daniel's face rarely announced a medical conclusion before he was prepared to state it.
Jonathan's face announced every opinion several seconds before his mouth did. Daniel seemed to regard uncertainty as private property.
Finally he put down the tablet. "Your father was right."
Rebecca leaned forward. "About?"
"The May episode."
"It wasn't his heart?"
"It doesn't appear to have been."
"Definitely?"
Daniel gave her a look. "Why does everybody want medicine to supply the word definitely?"
"Because it's reassuring."
"It's also frequently inaccurate."
Rebecca sighed. "Fine. Almost definitely?"
"No."
"Daniel."
He smiled. "The evaluation was reassuring. That's what I can tell you."
He turned the tablet toward her and pointed. "He had chest discomfort after eating. Given his age, they quite properly investigated a possible cardiac cause. Nothing here indicates he had a heart attack."
Rebecca looked at the report. "And this?"
"No significant obstruction."
"So indigestion."
"That's what they concluded."
Rebecca sat back. "Dad told us."
"Apparently."
"We didn't believe him."
"You believed him."
"Not completely."
Daniel stood and started making coffee.
Rebecca watched. "We all kept telling him to slow down."
"I remember."
"Michael especially."
Daniel looked over his shoulder. "So did you."
"I know."
"You told me he shouldn't be doing the whole yard himself."
"I know what I said."
"And hiking alone."
"Are you testifying for the defense?"
Daniel smiled. "I'm pointing out that nobody behaved strangely."
"I didn't say anyone did."
"You said Michael especially."
Rebecca frowned. "I didn't mean anything by it."
"Good."
He brought two coffees to the island and sat. Rebecca blew across hers. It was far too hot for coffee on a summer afternoon, but Daniel regarded seasons as irrelevant to caffeine.
"So if his heart was fine in May..."
"No."
Rebecca looked at him. "What?"
"Don't do that."
"Do what?"
"Turn one fact into a different fact."
She stared.
Daniel pointed toward the report. "This says his May episode was not a heart attack. It does not say Richard had a perfect heart."
"I didn't say perfect."
"It doesn't say he couldn't have developed an arrhythmia afterward. Doesn't say he couldn't have had some other acute cardiac event. Doesn't say he couldn't have died suddenly from another natural cause."
"But he was healthy."
"He was seventy-eight."
"You sound like everybody else."
"Age isn't a disease. It changes probabilities."
"So he could still have died from his heart."
"Yes."
"After a reassuring workup."
"Yes."
"Then this proves nothing."
Daniel thought about that. "It proves something."
"What?"
"That the story everyone's been repeating about your father having recent heart trouble isn't accurate."
Rebecca looked back at the report. "That's all?"
"That's not nothing."
"It feels like nothing."
"It's a fact."
Rebecca looked up. Daniel hadn't meant anything by the word. He couldn't know. Still, she heard Richard. Follow the facts.
She blew on the coffee again. "Why would my dad hide the report?"
"I have no idea."
"Behind a painting."
"Yes."
"With the Aurelius papers, Jonathan's institute, Caroline's loan stuff and everything about our kids' schools."
Daniel looked at her. "I still barely know what Aurelius is."
"Michael's technology deal."
"Right."
"Dad had written all over it."
"Was he hiding this report specifically, or keeping sensitive papers somewhere he considered private?"
Rebecca thought about that. "I don't know."
"Exactly."
She gave him a look. "You enjoy saying that."
"It's one of the few consistently accurate answers available in medicine."
Rebecca picked up the tablet again. Richard had marked one line. Symptoms considered gastrointestinal in origin.
Beside it, in Richard's handwriting: TOLD YOU.
Rebecca smiled. "He was so pleased with himself."
Daniel looked. "That's your father."
"He made all of us feel ridiculous for worrying."
"Maybe you were ridiculous."
Rebecca looked at him. "You're supposed to be on my side."
"I am."
"Not convincingly."
Daniel smiled.
 
Nolan called the Morris County Medical Examiner's Office shortly before four. He gave the case number and waited while the woman on the other end found the file.
"Ashcroft."
"Richard."
"Seventy-eight."
"That's him."
"What do you need?"
"I finally got the May records."
"And?"
"The cardiac episode everybody kept talking about wasn't cardiac."
A pause. "Okay."
Nolan waited. Nothing followed. "That's it?"
"What were you expecting?"
"I don't know."
"Detective."
"Right."
She continued: "People with reassuring cardiac evaluations die suddenly."
"I know."
"A reassuring workup several weeks earlier doesn't exclude a natural cardiac death later."
"I know."
"You keep saying that."
"Because everybody keeps telling me things I know."
That earned a small laugh.
Nolan opened Richard's records on his screen. "The problem is the recent heart issue was one reason everybody was comfortable with the initial explanation."
"Everybody?"
"Family. Responders. Me, probably."
"Probably?"
Nolan sighed. "Fine. Me."
The Medical Examiner said nothing.
Nolan continued: "He was active. Tennis. Hiking. Yard work. No significant cardiac history. May workup says gastrointestinal. Then a few weeks later he's dead and we're all saying heart."
"You can't diagnose backward from lifestyle."
"I know."
"Healthy people die."
"I know."
"Detective."
"Sorry."
Another pause. Then: "What exactly are you asking me to do?"
Nolan looked at the original scene report. "I want to know whether we've done enough."
"We haven't finished."
That stopped him. "What do you mean?"
"The case isn't closed. Final pathology is pending."
"Toxicology?"
"Routine toxicology is still in process."
Nolan sat straighter. "Can you broaden it?"
"Why?"
There it was. The question Nolan had been avoiding because he did not have a particularly impressive answer. No burglary. No wound. No defensive injuries. No obvious motive. No witness. No threatening note. No suspicious transaction he'd identified. No grieving relative behaving badly enough to earn a television special. Nothing.
He said: "Because I don't actually know why he died."
The Medical Examiner was quiet.
Nolan continued: "I thought I did."
"You thought cardiac."
"Yeah."
"And now?"
"Now I know the thing everybody was calling recent heart trouble wasn't heart trouble."
"That's not evidence of poisoning."
"I didn't say it was."
"It's not necessarily evidence of anything."
"I know."
"Stop saying that."
Nolan smiled. "Sorry."
She sighed. "I can request expanded toxicology on the retained specimens."
"Would you?"
"Yes."
"Any reason not to?"
"Cost. Time. Most likely it tells us nothing useful."
"Fine."
"It may identify medications at ordinary therapeutic levels that have nothing to do with the death."
"Fine."
"It may still be entirely natural."
"That's what I'm hoping."
That caused a pause. Then: "All right."
"Thank you."
"Don't thank me yet."
"What happens now?"
"You wait."
Nolan looked at the stack of work already on his desk. "I've been doing that professionally for twenty years."
They hung up.
 
Rebecca did not call her siblings. There was nothing to tell them. That was the conclusion she reached after Daniel went back to the hospital. Richard's May episode had been gastrointestinal. They already knew that. Or Richard had known it, at least, and spent the final weeks of his life telling everyone else.
The fact that the hospital agreed with him did not transform anything. It did not explain his death. It did not make his death suspicious. It did not point toward anybody.
Rebecca put her phone away. Ten minutes later she took it out again. She looked at the report. She could hear Michael at Christmas. At your age, every Christmas is a statistical achievement.
Jonathan telling Richard to stop taking unnecessary physical risks. Caroline complaining about the yard work. Rebecca herself telling him not to hike alone. All four of them treating seventy-eight as though it were simultaneously young for Richard and objectively old for everyone else.
Richard dismissing them. He had been right. At least about May. That was the part that bothered her. Not anything sinister. The story. How quickly it had hardened. Dad had chest pain. Dad went to the hospital. Dad had heart trouble. Dad was seventy-eight. Dad died. Therefore Dad's heart killed him. Neat. Comforting, in a way. The kind of story Richard would have disliked immediately.
Rebecca caught herself. "No."
She said it aloud. The empty kitchen declined to respond. She was doing exactly what Daniel had warned against.
Richard had died.
The May episode had been gastrointestinal. Two facts. Nothing yet connected them.
 
Late that afternoon Mark Nolan went back through the original scene report. Slowly this time. Not because he expected a revelation. He didn't. The house had been secure. Nothing appeared stolen. Ashcroft had been found inside his own home. No evidence of violence. A wealthy older widower had died suddenly. It happened.
Nolan reached the medical-history section. Stopped. Recent cardiac complaint according to family. He put one finger beneath the words. According to family. Not according to cardiology. Not according to the hospital. According to family.
He thought about the way stories formed. One person said Ashcroft had gone to the hospital for chest discomfort. Another remembered it as a heart scare. Someone else said he'd been told to take it easy. By the time police arrived, the phrase had hardened into medical history. Nobody had lied. Nobody needed to. People were very good at taking uncertain things and sanding off the edges until they fit.
Nolan picked up his phone. For a second he considered calling Keane. Then put it down. There was nothing to give him yet.
Thomas Keane worked Major Crimes for the Morris County Prosecutor's Office. If the Medical Examiner found something suggesting Richard Ashcroft's death was suspicious or unnatural, Keane's unit would become formally involved and Nolan would continue with them as the Madison detective assigned to the case. But they weren't there. Not yet. For now it was still Nolan's death investigation.
Maybe the expanded toxicology would find nothing. He hoped it found nothing. Then Richard Ashcroft would remain what Nolan had believed him to be that morning: a seventy-eight-year-old man who died unexpectedly.
Nolan closed the report. For the first time, however, he was no longer completely comfortable assuming that was the entire story. It wasn't much. Barely even suspicion. Just a crack. The first little one.
 
 
Chapter Seven
Bitcoin School
At seven minutes past seven on Tuesday evening, Rebecca had learned three things about Google Meet. The first was that the mute button was apparently more powerful than years of university education. The second was that Michael could turn technical incompetence into a form of entertainment. And the third was that her father had somehow managed, from beyond the grave, to arrange a family meeting at which nobody could leave the room.
Jonathan's face appeared on Rebecca's laptop. His mouth was moving. No sound came out. Michael occupied another square. He was leaning back in what looked like his study in Fairfield, watching Jonathan with obvious satisfaction.
Caroline appeared from her apartment on the Upper East Side, perfectly framed, perfectly lit and apparently capable of using technology without making an event of it.
Rebecca sat at the kitchen table in Summit with headphones on and a glass of water beside her. Daniel had taken the children upstairs with instructions that Mommy was in a meeting. The youngest had immediately asked whether Mommy had a job now. Rebecca had decided not to answer.
Jonathan continued speaking silently.
Michael finally said: "This is the best lecture you've ever given."
Jonathan stopped. He frowned. Then began pressing things.
Rebecca said: "You're muted."
Jonathan pointed toward himself.
"Yes, you."
He pressed something. A violent electronic echo filled everyone's speakers.
Michael recoiled. "Good God."
Caroline removed one earbud.
Jonathan's voice arrived twice. "I'M NOT - I'm not - NOT MUTED - muted."
Rebecca lowered the volume. "Now there are two of you."
Michael said: "One was already difficult."
Jonathan stared angrily into the camera. A second square appeared at the bottom of the screen. Also Jonathan.
Caroline said: "You've joined twice."
"I have not." His voice echoed again. "Have not."
Michael covered his face. "Jonathan, you're literally looking at yourself."
Jonathan turned toward something off-screen. Then one of his squares vanished. The echo stopped. "There."
Michael applauded.
Jonathan glared at him."I use videoconferencing professionally."
"Clearly."
"I had the tablet connected."
"Why?"
"For notes."
"Paper would've saved us five minutes."
Jonathan said: "This from a man who still prints airline boarding passes."
Michael looked offended. "Backup."
Rebecca smiled. "Children."
Caroline said: "We're missing Sarah."
"No," a new voice said. A fifth square appeared. "I've been here for four minutes."
They all stopped. Sarah Chen smiled at them.
Michael said: "That's unfortunate."
"Not really. I've had worse client calls."
Jonathan adjusted his camera. "I apologize."
Sarah nodded. "You're not the first professor defeated by audio settings."
Michael laughed.
Jonathan said: "Can we begin?"
Sarah's smile widened. "That depends. Can everyone hear me?"
Four voices answered yes.
"Can everyone see me?"
Again yes.
"Good. Richard would have considered that our first successful distributed consensus."
Michael stared. "You're funny."
"Occasionally."
"I wasn't prepared for that."
"You may find several things about this process don't match your assumptions."
Rebecca liked her immediately.
Sarah appeared to be in her early forties. Dark hair pulled back. Plain blue shirt. No visible Bitcoin logos. No orange background. No framed laser-eyed portraits.
Rebecca wasn't sure what she had expected from a professional Bitcoin security consultant, but it had probably involved more black clothing.
Behind Sarah was an ordinary office wall and a bookcase. She looked less like someone protecting an enormous fortune than someone who might tell you your pension paperwork was incomplete. That reassured Rebecca.
Sarah said: "Martin has already explained the basic arrangement?"
Jonathan answered: "Three-of-five multisignature custody. Richard's key becomes functionally unavailable at death. Martin holds one signing authority, you hold another, the recovery key becomes available after twelve months, and Key Five becomes usable if all four of us satisfy Richard's competency requirement."
Sarah nodded. "Very good."
Michael looked at Jonathan. "Teacher's pet."
Jonathan ignored him.
Sarah continued: "I want to make one point before we do anything else. I am not here to convince any of you that Bitcoin is good."
Jonathan leaned forward. "Excellent."
Michael said: "You've lost him already."
Sarah smiled. "I don't care whether you believe Bitcoin will replace the dollar, coexist with the dollar, collapse to zero or eventually become the reserve asset of Mars."
Michael nodded. "Reasonable range."
"What Richard asked me to determine is whether each of you understands what you would be receiving and whether you can participate intelligently in its custody."
Caroline said: "So this is operational."
"Mostly."
Jonathan said: "There is a monetary-theory component."
"There is."
"Then it isn't merely operational."
"No."
Sarah waited. Jonathan waited too. Rebecca knew that look. He had found a debate. Sarah apparently knew the look as well.
Jonathan began: "My concern is that a competence test can easily become an ideological test if the underlying curriculum assumes..."
Sarah interrupted gently. "None of those questions are on the test."
Jonathan stopped. Michael smiled.
Sarah continued: "You will not be asked whether Bitcoin is money."
Jonathan said: "Good."
"You will be asked what people mean when they call it money."
Jonathan frowned. Michael laughed.
Sarah continued: "You will not be asked whether central banks are good or bad."
Jonathan relaxed slightly.
"You will be asked how Bitcoin's issuance differs from fiat monetary issuance."
Jonathan nodded. "Reasonable."
"You will not be asked whether twenty-one million is morally superior to an elastic money supply."
"Also reasonable."
"You will be asked why people keep saying twenty-one million."
Michael said: "Because the supply is capped at twenty-one million."
Sarah looked at him. "Good."
Sarah shared her screen. A simple page appeared. No dramatic graphics. No orange gradient.
Just a heading: ASHCROFT FAMILY - BITCOIN COMPETENCY
Below it were seven subjects.
1. Ownership and custody
2. Keys, seeds and passphrases
3. Multisignature arrangements
4. Transaction verification
5. Common loss and fraud scenarios
6. Borrowing and collateral risk
7. Inheritance and recovery
Jonathan said: "Where's monetary economics?"
"Supplemental section."
Michael said: "That's where they put Jonathan."
Sarah ignored him. "The final test will include written questions and a practical component. You are not expected to configure a system from scratch. You are expected to understand what you're being asked to approve before you approve it."
Caroline said: "Isn't that what professional custody is for?"
Sarah looked at her. "Explain."
"If the amount is substantial, why would we personally manage security? You retain a qualified custodian, separate responsibilities, insure where possible and have professionals operate the infrastructure."
"That's a legitimate model."
Caroline nodded. "Exactly."
Sarah continued: "But if your professional custodian calls tomorrow and tells you they need you to sign a transaction moving all your Bitcoin to a new wallet because of an emergency migration, what do you do?"
Caroline paused. "Verify the request."
"How?"
"Call them."
"Using what number?"
"The firm's."
"From where?"
Caroline frowned. "The website."
"What if the website is compromised?"
Caroline stopped.
Michael smiled. "School has started."
Sarah continued: "What if the email and website are both legitimate but the destination address on your signing device isn't the address your custodian intended?"
Caroline said: "Then I don't sign."
"Good."
"That seems obvious."
Sarah nodded. "Most expensive mistakes do afterward."
Michael leaned back. "I like her."
Jonathan said: "You like anyone who makes Caroline uncomfortable."
"Also true."
Rebecca looked at the list again. "What happens if you die?"
Sarah looked toward her square.
Michael said: "Rebecca."
"What?"
"We've known her eight minutes."
"I'm asking about the system."
Sarah smiled. "It's a good question."
Rebecca continued: "You have one of the keys. What if something happens to you?"
"The key is not Sarah."
"I know that."
"Do you?"
Rebecca hesitated.
Sarah said: "My company controls the signing process associated with Key Three. There are documented continuity procedures. If I die tonight, your father's Bitcoin does not lose a key because Sarah Chen no longer exists."
Rebecca nodded. "So somebody else can step into your role."
"Under specific controls, yes."
"What if your company goes bankrupt?"
"We have a continuity arrangement for that too."
"What if Martin dies?"
"His firm's signing authority has succession procedures."
"What if both happen?"
Michael looked at Rebecca. "Planning a difficult week?"
She ignored him.
Sarah said: "That's one reason Richard used five keys rather than three."
Rebecca nodded. "And if somebody steals one?"
"They still have one."
"Not three."
"Exactly."
"What if someone gets Martin's and yours?"
"Still only two."
"What if they get one of ours later too?"
Sarah smiled. "Now you're asking the right question."
Michael said: "I thought I was asking the right questions."
"You haven't asked one yet."
Rebecca laughed.
Michael pointed toward Sarah's square. "I feel targeted."
Sarah said: "You should feel educated."
Sarah brought up a diagram. Five circles. Three needed. Nothing more complicated than that. "Your father's system is designed around the assumption that things fail."
Jonathan said: "People fail."
"People. Devices. Companies. Memory. Procedures. Relationships."
Caroline said: "Markets."
Sarah nodded. "Markets too, although custody does not care what the price is."
Michael said: "People care."
"Very much."
Sarah clicked to the next slide. NO SINGLE POINT OF FAILURE
"This phrase gets abused, but it's useful here. Richard did not want one object, one person or one mistake to determine whether his Bitcoin survived."
Rebecca said: "Which is why he didn't just write his seed phrase in the will."
Sarah smiled. "Excellent."
Michael frowned. "That's on the test, isn't it?"
"Possibly."
"Rebecca already has one point."
Jonathan said: "That isn't how tests work."
Michael looked at him. "You've spent your life in universities. Let me have this."
Sarah continued: "A will eventually becomes accessible through legal processes. Even before that, lawyers, staff, courts, executors and family members may see it. Putting a complete recovery secret directly into estate documents is generally a bad idea."
Rebecca asked: "So the instructions tell people where to look without giving them everything."
"Exactly."
Jonathan said: "This seems more like operational security than Bitcoin."
Sarah nodded. "Most Bitcoin disasters are operational security."
Michael said: "Price disasters are more entertaining."
Sarah looked at him. "Price doesn't make your coins disappear."
"Margin calls can."
Caroline glanced toward him.
Sarah noticed. "Good. We'll get there."
The first interruption came from Rebecca's youngest. His face appeared beside hers. "Mom?"
Rebecca jumped. "What are you doing down here?"
"I need water."
"There's water upstairs."
"No there isn't."
"There is a bathroom."
"I don't like that water."
Michael leaned toward his camera. "Hello."
The boy saw him. "Uncle Michael!"
Michael waved.
"How's Bitcoin class?"
The boy looked at Rebecca. "Is this school?"
Sarah said: "Apparently."
He leaned closer to the laptop. "Who's that?"
"Sarah."
"Is she your teacher?"
Michael answered: "Yes."
Jonathan said: "Not mine."
Sarah said: "Especially yours."
Caroline laughed.
Rebecca's son looked confused. "Are you in trouble?"
Michael said: "Jonathan is."
Jonathan removed his glasses.
Rebecca stood. "Go upstairs. I'll bring you water."
"I can get it."
"You just said you couldn't."
"I can now."
He filled a glass at the sink, waved at everyone and disappeared.
Sarah waited.
Rebecca sat again. "Sorry."
"Don't be."
Michael said: "Your six-year-old already understands self-custody."
Rebecca looked at him. "What?"
"He obtained the water himself."
Jonathan said: "Please don't teach him analogies."
Sarah moved on. "Private keys."
Jonathan immediately said: "The coins aren't actually inside a wallet."
Sarah looked pleased. "Correct."
Michael said: "I knew that."
"You didn't say it."
Jonathan smiled.
Sarah continued: "The Bitcoin exists as entries in the distributed ledger. What you control is the ability to authorize movement."
Rebecca said: "So when people say my Bitcoin is on my hardware wallet, that's not literally true."
"Correct."
"The wallet holds the key."
"More accurately, it helps you securely use keys."
Michael said: "That distinction feels designed to fail normal people."
Sarah nodded. "It often does."
Rebecca said: "Then why does everyone call it a wallet?"
"Because 'portable cryptographic signing appliance' didn't test well."
Michael laughed. "Definitely like her."
They moved to seed phrases. Sarah explained only enough to establish the concept. A set of words could recreate the wallet's underlying secret material.
Rebecca interrupted. "So if I have those words, I don't need the device?"
"In many wallet arrangements, yes."
"Then the words are more important than the device."
"Much."
Caroline said: "Which means storing them physically is a security problem."
"Potentially."
Jonathan said: "Bank vault."
Michael said: "Then the bank has them."
Jonathan replied: "Safe-deposit box."
"Still bank."
Sarah raised a hand. "There is no universally correct answer. Security is about tradeoffs."
Michael said: "That sounds insufficiently ideological."
"Sorry to disappoint you."
Rebecca asked: "What happens if I memorize them?"
Michael smiled. "Dad would love this."
Sarah said: "Human memory is not a backup strategy I would recommend as the only recovery method."
Rebecca nodded. "What if I write them down and someone photographs them?"
"Then you should assume the secret may be compromised."
"What if they're encrypted on my computer?"
Sarah paused. "That answer depends on what you mean by encrypted, who encrypted it, where the key lives, what backups exist, whether malware is present..."
Rebecca held up a hand. "So probably not my laptop."
"Good instinct."
Michael said: "Rebecca's winning."
Jonathan looked irritated. "There's no competition."
Michael said: "Then why do I want to win?"
Caroline answered: "Pathology."
Passphrases came next. Jonathan understood the concept immediately. Michael claimed to. Caroline asked whether a passphrase was simply an extra password.
Sarah said: "Close enough for today, but not exactly."
Michael said: "That means it's absolutely on the test."
"Possibly."
Rebecca asked: "What if I remember the seed words but forget the passphrase?"
Sarah said: "You may have something useless."
Rebecca stared. "That's horrible."
"Yes."
"Why would anyone use one?"
"Because it can add an important layer of security if handled correctly."
"And an important layer of disaster if handled incorrectly."
Sarah smiled. "Richard asked questions like you."
Michael said: "Great. Now she's the favorite."
Rebecca smiled. "First time."
Jonathan finally found his opening. "May I ask something broader?"
Michael groaned.
Sarah said: "Go ahead."
"If Bitcoin custody places this degree of responsibility on individual holders, doesn't that undermine the argument for Bitcoin as a mass monetary system?"
Sarah leaned back. "No."
Jonathan seemed surprised by the speed of the answer.
Sarah continued: "Because I didn't make that argument."
Michael laughed.
Jonathan said: "But surely..."
"Some people will self-custody. Some will use collaborative custody. Some will use institutions. Some will hold Bitcoin through financial products and never touch a private key."
"Which reintroduces trusted intermediaries."
"Yes."
Jonathan paused.
Sarah said: "Bitcoin gives people the option not to require one. It doesn't force everyone to exercise the option."
Jonathan considered that.
Michael said: "Professor?"
Jonathan ignored him.
Sarah continued: "You may conclude that most people should use regulated custodians. That's acceptable."
Jonathan nodded. "As long as I understand the tradeoff."
"Exactly."
Caroline said: "Then I'm allowed to prefer institutional custody."
"Absolutely."
"Good."
"But if the institution fails, freezes withdrawals, rehypothecates assets or turns out not to hold what it claims, you don't get to say nobody told you there was a difference between custody and an IOU."
Caroline smiled slightly. "Fair."
Michael said: "She's coming around."
Caroline looked at him. "I'm not coming anywhere."
Transaction verification was the point at which Michael became confident. "Easy."
Sarah looked at him. "What do you verify?"
"Address. Amount. Fee."
"Where?"
"On the signing device."
"Against what?"
Michael paused. "The intended transaction."
"How do you establish that?"
"The destination address."
"From where?"
He smiled. "You're going to keep doing this, aren't you?"
"Until you stop assuming."
Jonathan looked delighted.
Michael pointed toward him. "Don't enjoy this."
Sarah said: "If someone sends you an address in an email, and you paste it into wallet software, and the wallet software displays the same address, have you verified it?"
Michael said: "Not independently."
"Good."
"Because the email or computer might be compromised."
"Good."
Rebecca asked: "So you need another trusted source."
"Preferably."
"Phone call?"
"Potentially. But then verify who you're calling."
Michael laughed. "This ends with us meeting in a field and exchanging addresses carved into stone."
Sarah smiled. "Your father occasionally leaned in that direction."
Rebecca believed it.
They moved to scams. Fake support calls. Phishing. Impersonation. Urgent messages. Investment schemes. Remote-access software.
Rebecca said: "Anyone who calls me about Bitcoin is a criminal."
Sarah smiled. "That's slightly too broad."
Michael said: "But statistically useful."
Sarah nodded. "I wouldn't object to treating unsolicited help as hostile until verified."
Jonathan said: "That applies to financial services generally."
"Correct."
Caroline said: "What about somebody pretending to be one of us?"
"Very relevant in a family structure."
Rebecca immediately asked: "What if someone calls and sounds exactly like Michael?"
Michael smiled. "Charming?"
"No. Annoying."
Sarah said: "Voice is no longer enough."
Jonathan said: "AI cloning."
"Exactly."
Michael said: "So we need family passwords."
Sarah said: "Possibly."
Caroline said: "That sounds ridiculous."
Rebecca looked at her. "If somebody called you saying I'd been in an accident and needed you to approve a transaction?"
Caroline's expression changed. "I'd call you."
"What if they said my phone was destroyed?"
"I'd call Daniel."
"What if they had Daniel too?"
Michael said: "This family is becoming very accident-prone."
Sarah ignored him.
Caroline thought. Then nodded. "Fine. Authentication protocol."
Michael laughed. "You couldn't say family password."
"No."
When Sarah reached borrowing against Bitcoin, Caroline became much more attentive.
Michael noticed. "So did Dad put this section in specifically to annoy Caroline?"
Caroline looked at him. "Why me?"
"Because Jonathan doesn't borrow against things. He writes articles about them."
Jonathan said: "I have a mortgage."
Michael stared. "Professor, we're discussing leverage."
Sarah intervened. "Richard used Bitcoin-backed loans himself, so the section applies equally to him."
Caroline nodded. "Thank you."
Sarah brought up a simple example. No elaborate numbers. "If you pledge Bitcoin as collateral, what happens when the Bitcoin price falls?"
Caroline answered first. "Loan-to-value rises."
"Good."
"And at some threshold you need to add collateral or repay part of the loan."
"Good."
Michael said: "Or get liquidated."
Sarah nodded. "What makes liquidation particularly dangerous?"
Jonathan said: "You may be forced to sell at precisely the wrong time."
"Exactly."
Caroline added: "And if the market moves quickly enough, you may have little time to respond."
Sarah nodded.
Rebecca said: "So Dad wasn't saying borrowing was bad."
"No."
"He was saying you need enough margin that a bad move doesn't force you out."
"Precisely."
Caroline said: "Which is basic collateral management."
Sarah looked at her. "Yes."
Caroline sat back, satisfied.
Sarah added: "Yet people who understand basic collateral management still blow themselves up."
Michael laughed. Caroline gave him a look.
Sarah continued: "Knowledge and behavior are different tests."
That silenced them for a moment. Rebecca liked the sentence. She wrote it down.
An hour had passed before anyone noticed.
Sarah stopped sharing her screen. "That's enough for today."
Michael looked surprised. "We're done?"
"For orientation."
"I was just getting good."
Jonathan said: "You haven't demonstrated that."
Michael ignored him.
Caroline asked: "When can we take the test?"
Sarah smiled. "You haven't received the study material yet."
"I know."
"You haven't studied it."
"I know."
"And you're asking when you can be tested."
"Yes."
Michael pointed at her square. "There's the real Caroline."
Sarah said: "I'll send each of you a secure link tonight. There are reading materials, short videos and practice exercises."
Michael groaned. "Dad managed to give us homework after dying."
Jonathan said: "That may be his greatest achievement."
Rebecca laughed.
Sarah continued: "You may study together if you want."
Four faces appeared to react differently.
Michael said: "Excellent."
Jonathan said: "No."
Caroline said: "I don't care."
Rebecca said: "We probably should."
Jonathan looked at her. "Why?"
"Because Dad wanted all four of us to understand it."
"That doesn't require group work."
Michael said: "Jonathan wasn't invited to many study groups."
"I was."
"Did you attend?"
"Not relevant."
Sarah smiled. "Richard did specifically say he hoped you'd help one another."
Michael looked at Jonathan. "You hear that?"
"I heard."
"Your place Saturday?"
"No."
"Rebecca's?"
Rebecca said: "Why does everything happen at my house?"
Caroline answered: "Because you have children and therefore food."
"That's not how children work."
Michael said: "It frequently is."
Sarah held up one finger. "Before we finish, I want each of you to answer one question."
Michael sat straighter. "Graded?"
"No."
"Then less interesting."
Sarah ignored him. "Suppose I tell you tomorrow that Richard's Bitcoin has doubled in value."
Michael smiled. "Excellent."
"And Key Five can be released immediately if you sign one document I email you tonight."
Caroline said: "We don't sign it."
Sarah looked at her. "Why?"
"Because that's not the process Martin described."
"Good."
Jonathan said: "And because your unilateral request would conflict with the governance structure."
"Good."
Michael said: "And because you just told us unsolicited urgent Bitcoin instructions are suspicious."
"Good."
Sarah looked at Rebecca.
Rebecca thought. "Also because whether the price doubled shouldn't matter."
The others looked at her.
Sarah smiled. "Why?"
Rebecca said: "Dad set this up before he knew what the price would be when he died."
"Yes."
"If we're suddenly willing to break the rules because the number got bigger, then we don't understand why the rules exist."
Sarah nodded. "Exactly."
Michael looked at Rebecca. "Definitely teacher's pet."
Rebecca smiled. "I've accepted it."
Sarah said: "Richard would have liked that answer."
The words affected Rebecca more than she expected. She looked down. "Thanks."
Sarah seemed to understand and moved on without lingering. "Your materials will arrive tonight. Don't rush. The first official test counts."
Jonathan asked: "How soon could we realistically take it?"
"For someone who studies seriously? A week or two."
Caroline said: "One week."
Michael said: "Two days."
Sarah smiled. "There's no prize for speed."
Michael said: "For all we know, there could be a thousand Bitcoin."
Caroline immediately said: "We don't know that."
"Fine. Approximately an unknown number of Bitcoin."
Jonathan said: "You realize you just demonstrated the entire problem."
Michael looked at him. "What problem?"
"You are treating competence as an obstacle between you and the asset."
Michael smiled. "That's because competence is currently an obstacle between me and the asset."
Sarah said: "Richard would probably have written that down."
Michael laughed. "Good night, Sarah."
"Good night, Michael."
One by one they signed off. Sarah signed off. Jonathan followed, then Caroline. Michael stayed.
Rebecca looked at him. "What?"
He leaned closer to the camera. "You like her."
"Yes."
"So do I."
"That's because she insults you."
"I respond well to challenge."
Rebecca smiled. "Dad would disagree."
Michael's smile softened. "Probably."
For a moment neither said anything. Then Michael looked away from the camera. "It's weird."
"What?"
"Learning all this because he's gone."
Rebecca nodded. "I know."
"He tried to explain half of it when he was alive."
"Did you listen?"
"Of course."
She waited. Michael smiled. "Some."
Rebecca laughed.
Michael continued: "I always figured there'd be time."
The sentence landed harder than either expected.
Rebecca looked down. "So did I."
Michael gave her a small wave. "Night, Beck."
"Night."
His square disappeared. Rebecca was alone on the screen.
Daniel came downstairs ten minutes later. "Still employed?"
Rebecca closed the laptop. "School's out."
"How'd you do?"
"There wasn't a test."
"So what did you learn?"
She considered the question. "That Bitcoin isn't in the wallet."
Daniel opened the refrigerator. "Where is it?"
"That's apparently the wrong question."
He looked over the door. "You've been in class one evening and you're already insufferable."
Rebecca smiled. She began gathering her notes. Private keys. Seeds. Passphrases. Multisig. Verification. Recovery. Things Richard had probably understood so completely that he'd forgotten how strange they sounded to anyone else.
Daniel took out a container. "Want anything?"
"No."
He looked at her notes. "Is this really necessary?"
Rebecca thought about her father's video. Before you receive a substantial amount of Bitcoin, you will understand what you are receiving.
"Yes."
Daniel nodded. "Then study."
She looked at him. "That's it?"
"What do you want me to say?"
"Something supportive."
"Study, darling."
"Better."
He smiled and went back to the refrigerator.
Later, after the children were asleep, Rebecca opened Sarah's secure link. There was more material than she had hoped. Much more. She scrolled.
Module One: Ownership Versus Custody
Module Two: Keys and Recovery
Module Three: Multisig
Module Four: Transaction Verification
Module Five: Inheritance
And on. Rebecca sighed. Her phone buzzed. A family group chat.
Michael. Has anyone finished yet?
Caroline answered: Finished what?
The course.
Jonathan: You received it four minutes ago.
Michael: So no.
Caroline: Go to bed.
Michael: Dad would be disappointed in this attitude.
Jonathan: Dad is the reason we're doing this.
Michael: Exactly. Honor his memory. Chapter 1 by midnight.
Rebecca typed: Teacher's pet.
Three dots appeared. Then Michael: Blocked.
Rebecca laughed aloud.
Daniel called from upstairs: "What?"
"Nothing."
She closed the chat. Then reopened the first lesson. She did not know as much about Bitcoin as any of the other three. She knew that. What she did have, increasingly, was the sense that Richard's test was less about knowing answers than knowing which questions had to be asked.
What happens if someone dies? What happens if someone lies? What happens if something fails? What am I actually signing? How do I know? How do I verify? Rebecca looked at the final question. For some reason the word verify felt familiar.
She thought of Richard in Martin Hale's conference room. Check. Verify. Follow the facts.
She had assumed he was talking about investments. Perhaps he had been. Perhaps, with Richard, everything eventually became the same lesson. Rebecca began reading.
Elsewhere, without any of them knowing it, a laboratory was taking a closer look at what had been inside their father's body when he died.
 
Chapter Eight
Toxicology
Mark Nolan was eating a sandwich at his desk when the Medical Examiner called. He looked at the number and put the sandwich down. Not because he expected anything. The Ashcroft file had moved backward on his desk during the previous week. Cases did that when nothing happened. They did not disappear. They simply sank beneath newer things.
A domestic dispute. A teenager reported missing who eventually turned up at his girlfriend's house. A stolen landscaping trailer. A man insisting his neighbor's security camera constituted a federal crime. Life continued producing paperwork faster than Nolan could dispose of it.
Richard Ashcroft had become a file waiting for one final medical answer. Nolan expected the answer to be boring. Natural death. File closed.
He answered. "Nolan."
"Detective, this is Dr. Patel."
He sat straighter. "Hi."
"You asked us to expand the testing on Richard Ashcroft."
"Right."
"I have the results."
Something in her voice made him stop looking at the sandwich. "And?"
"We found Tavrenol."
Nolan reached for a pen. He wrote the word. "Tavrenol."
"Yes."
"What's that?"
"A prescription cardiovascular medication."
"Was Ashcroft taking it?"
"No."
"You checked?"
"It doesn't appear in his prescription history. It isn't listed by his primary physician. It wasn't prescribed during the May hospitalization. It wasn't among the medications documented at the residence."
Nolan stopped writing. "Could he have taken somebody else's pill?"
"That doesn't adequately explain what we found."
"What does?"
Dr. Patel was silent for a moment. Then: "The toxicology and autopsy findings are consistent with a fatal toxic effect from Tavrenol."
Nolan leaned back. "You're saying it killed him."
"I'm saying the toxic effect accounts for the physiological collapse that caused his death."
"And he had no medical reason to be taking it."
"None we've identified."
"Accident?"
"Not consistent with the findings."
That was the sentence. Nolan put down his pen. "All right."
Dr. Patel continued: "I'm amending the death certificate."
"Cause?"
"Acute toxic effect of Tavrenol."
"Manner?"
"Homicide."
Nolan stared at the word he had written. Two weeks earlier he had stopped Thomas Keane near a coffee machine because something about Richard Ashcroft's death felt wrong. Not murder wrong. He had specifically said that. Just wrong. Now Nolan looked toward the original report on his desk. RECENT CARDIAC COMPLAINT ACCORDING TO FAMILY
"You're confident enough for homicide."
"Yes."
"Meaning somebody administered it."
"Meaning the death resulted from the action of another person. I'm not telling you who, how, or under what precise circumstances. That's your side of the building."
"Wonderful."
"I thought you'd be pleased."
"I was hoping you were going to tell me the old man died naturally."
"So was I."
Nolan looked at the remains of his sandwich. He no longer wanted it.
 
Thomas Keane was in a meeting when Nolan's message appeared on his phone. Remember Ashcroft?
For a second Keane didn't. Then: Madison. Seventy-eight. Tennis. Yard work. Family story about heart trouble.
He typed: Family story?
Nolan answered almost immediately. Tox came back. Tavrenol. ME ruling homicide.
Keane stared at the message. Then got up.
His lieutenant looked across the conference table. "Problem?"
"Maybe."
Keane stepped into the corridor and called Nolan. "What came back?"
Nolan told him.
"Prescribed to Ashcroft?"
"No."
"Found in the house?"
"No."
"Enough to matter?"
"Enough that Patel's calling it the cause."
"Manner homicide."
"Yeah."
Keane rubbed one hand across his jaw. "You notified your lieutenant?"
"Ten minutes ago."
"Good."
"He's notifying your office formally."
Keane looked through the glass door at the meeting he'd abandoned. "Terrific."
"You sound thrilled."
"I was having a very nice morning."
"You don't have nice mornings."
"Exactly. I knew something was wrong."
Nolan almost laughed. Then: "We'd like Major Crimes in."
"Yeah."
"And my lieutenant wants me to stay on it from Madison."
"Good."
That was how it should work. Madison had the original scene, the local witnesses, the house and the family's first statements. The Morris County Prosecutor's Office had Major Crimes. If Richard Ashcroft had been murdered, the two agencies would work it together.
Keane said: "Send me everything you got."
"Already moving."
"Family know?"
"No."
"Keep it that way till we decide how we're doing it."
"What're you thinking?"
"Separate interviews."
"All four kids?"
"Start there."
"Housekeeper?"
"Her too."
"Spouses?"
"Where relevant."
Nolan paused. "Drug name?"
"Hold it."
"Why?"
"Because right now Patel knows Tavrenol. You know Tavrenol. I know Tavrenol. Whoever put it in Richard Ashcroft may know Tavrenol."
"Right."
"And when we tell the family, we tell them homicide before we ask substantive questions."
Nolan sounded mildly surprised. "You're getting soft."
"No. I'm not tricking four grieving people into talking about their father's murder without telling them their father's been murdered."
"Fair."
"Friday first. Last contact. Access. Who saw him. Where everybody was."
"Money?"
"Eventually."
"Bitcoin?"
Keane frowned. "What about Bitcoin?"
"You haven't heard?"
"No."
"Apparently there's a lot."
"How much?"
"Nobody knows."
Keane shrugged. "Then right now it's gossip."
Twenty minutes later his lieutenant called. "Ashcroft's yours for Major Crimes."
Keane sighed. "I was afraid of that."
"Madison's keeping Nolan assigned."
"Good."
"Play nice."
"No."
His lieutenant hung up. Keane went back into the meeting long enough to collect his notebook.
 
Three weeks earlier, Rebecca had seen Richard alive for the last time late Friday afternoon. The visit had been so ordinary that she had barely thought of it afterward. She had made lemon cake that morning. Mostly for the children. Richard liked lemon because it remained one of the flavors strong enough to fight its way through the diminished sense of taste Covid had left him.
Rebecca had made too much. So shortly after four she drove from Summit to Madison with half the cake wrapped in foil. She found Richard in the backyard. Of course. Old shorts. Polo shirt. Gardening gloves. A wheelbarrow beside him.
Rebecca stopped on the patio. "You have a gardener."
Richard straightened. "I know."
"What is he for?"
"Things I don't want to do."
"You are seventy-eight."
"Recently."
"You have a gardener."
"You said that."
"And yet you're moving mulch."
Richard looked at the wheelbarrow. "Apparently."
Rebecca held up the cake. "I brought food."
"Excellent. I've been working."
"That isn't how food works."
"It frequently is."
They went inside. Richard washed his hands.
Rebecca put the cake on the counter. "One piece."
Richard found a knife. "Your jurisdiction is unclear."
"I'm serious."
He cut a narrow slice. "That qualifies as one."
"That's barely a slice."
"You told me one piece, not minimum dimensions."
He took a bite. Chewed. Then frowned.
"What?"
"More lemon next time."
Rebecca stared. "There is enough lemon in that cake to strip paint."
Richard took another bite. "I can barely taste anything these days."
"Then why do I bother cooking for you?"
"Texture."
"Wonderful."
He smiled. Completely ordinary. Alive. That would matter later. At the time it did not.
Richard poured himself water.
Rebecca looked toward the study. "Still fighting with Michael?"
Richard glanced at her. "Why?"
"You've mentioned Aurelius enough that even I know the name."
"That may be Michael's greatest achievement."
"What's wrong with it?"
"Maybe nothing."
"Reassuring."
"Maybe several things."
"Less reassuring."
Richard drank. Rebecca waited.
Eventually he said: "The company may be real."
"That's generally useful."
"The question isn't whether the company exists."
"What is it?"
"Whether the story everybody's selling matches the company that exists."
Rebecca nodded as though that clarified something. It didn't.
Richard smiled. "Exactly."
"Exactly what?"
"That's the correct amount of enthusiasm."
Rebecca wrapped the remaining cake and put it into the refrigerator.
As she closed the door, Richard said: "Michael and I are going to have another go at Aurelius."
Rebecca looked over her shoulder. "I know. He's staying with us tonight."
Richard stopped very slightly. "Is he?"
"That's what he said."
Richard said nothing.
"He called this morning. Said he'd come down tonight and see you tomorrow."
Richard picked up his glass. "Did he?"
"Yes."
A pause. Then: "Good."
"Good what?"
"Nothing."
Rebecca looked at him. "You two are ridiculous."
"Frequently."
"Try being nice to each other."
Richard smiled. "That seems ambitious."
Nothing ominous. Nothing prophetic. Just Richard. They spoke another ten minutes. The children. Daniel. The possibility, still only a possibility, of a fourth baby. Richard did not offer an opinion.
Rebecca noticed. "You're not going to say anything?"
"About what?"
"Another child."
"I've learned."
She laughed. "No, you haven't."
"I've begun learning."
"Better."
He smiled. Then: "I'd like another."
Rebecca looked at him. "Grandchild?"
"Obviously."
"You have enough."
Richard shrugged. "That's not how grandchildren work."
She kissed him before leaving. He smelled faintly of soap, grass and outside.
At the door he said: "Thanks for the cake."
"One piece."
"Your authority ends at the property line."
"Dad."
He closed the door before she could answer. Rebecca drove home annoyed with him. Affectionately annoyed. The most ordinary emotion in the world.
 
A little more than three weeks after Richard's death, Rebecca was working through Sarah Chen's Bitcoin study material when her phone rang.
TRANSACTION VERIFICATION remained open on her laptop. She had read the same paragraph twice.
Unknown local number. She almost ignored it. "Hello?"
"Mrs. Mercer?"
"Yes."
"Detective Mark Nolan, Madison Police."
Rebecca sat straighter. "Hello."
"I need to speak with you concerning your father's death."
Something inside her tightened. "We already spoke."
"I know."
"What's happened?"
"There's been a development in the Medical Examiner's findings."
Rebecca looked toward the laptop. "What kind of development?"
"I'd rather explain that in person."
That sentence never preceded anything good. "Is this about his May hospital report?"
A pause. "I've seen those records."
"Then what happened?"
"We're asking you to come to the Morris County Prosecutor's Office in Morristown this afternoon."
"The Prosecutor's Office?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"Because the Medical Examiner's findings have changed the investigation."
Rebecca stood. "What does that mean?"
"Can you come at one-thirty?"
She looked at the clock. Eleven fifteen. "Yes."
"Come by yourself, please."
That stopped her. "Why?"
"We're speaking to family members individually."
"My brothers and sister?"
"We'll be contacting them too."
"What's happened to my father?"
Nolan paused. "I'll explain at one-thirty."
They hung up. Rebecca's first instinct was Michael. It nearly always was. She opened his contact. Then stopped. Separately. Nolan hadn't forbidden her from calling anyone. He couldn't. Still, she called Daniel instead.
He answered quietly. "I'm between cases."
"The police called about my father."
Silence. "What happened?"
"They want me at the Morris County Prosecutor's Office."
"Here in Morristown?"
"One-thirty."
"Why?"
"Medical Examiner findings."
"What findings?"
"They won't tell me."
Daniel's voice changed. "Rebecca."
"I know."
"Did they actually say Prosecutor's Office?"
"Yes."
"Not Madison Police?"
"Nolan called, but the meeting's in Morristown."
"Anybody else?"
"My siblings. Separately."
Daniel was quiet.
Rebecca said: "You're frightening me."
"I'm not trying to."
"You're succeeding."
"I'm five minutes away. Call me the second you're finished."
"You don't need to..."
"Rebecca."
"Fine."
"And don't guess."
She closed her eyes. "Very useful advice from the man who married into this family."
"I've learned."
 
At one twenty-five Rebecca sat in the waiting area of the Morris County Prosecutor's Office. Government carpeting. Security doors. Plastic chairs. Muted voices. People carrying files. Disappointingly ordinary.
What she wanted was her siblings. Michael would make a joke. Caroline would demand answers. Jonathan would ask whether the procedure was legally necessary. Rebecca could react to them instead of herself. Instead she was alone.
A door opened. A man in his early fifties appeared. "Rebecca Mercer?"
She stood.
"I'm Detective Sergeant Thomas Keane."
His accent was New York. Brooklyn, she thought. Not strong enough to become a performance. Strong enough that she noticed. They shook hands.
"Detective Nolan?"
"Inside."
"What's going on?"
"I'll explain."
"Now would be good."
Keane looked at her. Not cold. Not warm. Simply attentive. "This way."
Rebecca disliked him immediately.
Nolan sat at a small table. Keane took the chair opposite Rebecca. Nolan sat slightly to the side.
Keane rested his hands on the table. "Before I ask you anything, I'm gonna tell you why you're here."
Rebecca nodded.
"The Medical Examiner completed additional toxicology."
She waited.
"They found a prescription medication in your father's system."
"What medication?"
"We're not releasing the name yet."
"Why?"
"Because we're investigating where it came from."
"Was my father taking it?"
"No."
"Could he have taken someone else's accidentally?"
Keane shook his head. "The Medical Examiner doesn't believe the finding is consistent with an accident."
Rebecca stared. "What does that mean?"
"It means there was enough of the medication in his system, and the other findings fit well enough, that the Medical Examiner concluded it caused his death."
The room seemed to contract. "What?"
"The medication wasn't prescribed to your father. There's no medical reason we've found for him to have taken it."
"What about his heart?"
"The Medical Examiner no longer believes your father died of a natural cardiac event."
Rebecca heard Richard. It was indigestion. She had brought him cake. He had been moving mulch. Arguing about portion size. Alive. Perfectly, annoyingly alive.
"Then how did it get into him?"
Keane said: "That's what we're trying to find out."
Rebecca understood. Not completely. Enough. "No."
Keane waited.
"No."
Her eyes moved to Nolan. "You told us it looked natural."
Nolan nodded. "At the time, that was the working assumption."
"But now?"
Keane answered. "The Medical Examiner has classified your father's death as a homicide."
Rebecca stared at him. The word belonged to television. Newark. New York. People in photographs outside courthouses. Not Richard. Not Madison. "Homicide."
"Yes."
"You mean somebody killed my father."
Keane did not soften it. "Yes."
A thought arrived before anything else. "Dad didn't know."
Keane leaned slightly forward. "What?"
Rebecca shook her head. "Nothing."
But it was everything. Richard on Martin's screen. Joking about living to one hundred and two. The Five Keys. The one-year recovery. Bitcoin School. Sarah's test. Monday.
He had expected Monday. He had expected next year. He had built an inheritance system for some distant future because he believed there would be a distant future. None of it had been a warning.
Richard had not expected someone to kill him. That was what broke Rebecca. She covered her face and cried.
Keane waited. He did not touch her. Did not tell her to calm down. Did not say everything would be all right. He pushed a box of tissues toward her. That somehow made her dislike him slightly less.
After several minutes Rebecca wiped her eyes. "My brothers and sister know?"
"We're speaking to everybody independently."
"Today?"
"Some today. Some when we can get them here."
"Why independently?"
"Because I want everybody's memory before everybody starts comparing memories."
That made sense. Rebecca hated that it did.
She looked at him. "You think one of us did it."
"I don't know who did it."
"That's not what I asked."
"Anybody with access to your father matters right now."
"That includes us."
"Yeah."
"Daniel?"
"That includes people around the family too."
Rebecca gave a bitter laugh. "My husband is a cardiac surgeon."
"I know."
"So naturally you're interested."
"I didn't say that."
"You didn't have to."
Keane watched her. He had the irritating habit of not defending himself. He simply waited until people supplied more words.
"Ask your questions."
Keane started with Friday. "What'd you do that day?"
Rebecca described it. Children. Home. Shopping. Ordinary things. Then: "I saw my father."
Keane's pen stopped. "When?"
"Late afternoon."
Nolan looked up too. "You didn't mention that in the original statement."
"I don't think anyone asked me for a minute-by-minute account."
"What time?"
"A little after four."
"Why?"
"I brought him cake."
Keane looked at her. "Cake."
"Lemon."
"Did he ask for it?"
"No."
"You made it?"
"Yes."
"Did he eat any while you were there?"
Rebecca stopped. "One small piece."
Keane wrote.
She stared. "Oh, come on."
He looked up. "What?"
"You've just told me my father was poisoned and now you're writing down lemon cake."
"I write down most things."
"The medication wasn't in the cake."
"I haven't said it was."
"You think I brought my father poisoned cake?"
"No."
"Do you?"
"Mrs. Mercer, I don't know where Tav..."
He stopped himself.
Rebecca caught it. "What?"
"Nothing."
"You almost said something."
Keane met her eyes. "The medication name isn't being released."
"You almost told me."
"Almost doesn't count."
She stared at him. Annoying man. Nolan looked down, perhaps to hide something.
Keane continued. "How long were you there?"
"Twenty minutes. Half an hour."
"Anybody else?"
"No."
"Teresa?"
"She doesn't work Fridays."
"Your father drink anything?"
"Water."
"Did you pour it?"
"No."
"Touch the glass?"
"I don't know."
Keane wrote. "What'd you talk about?"
"Kids. Daniel. Yard work."
"Anything else?"
"Aurelius."
Keane looked up. "What's Aurelius?"
"Michael's deal."
"Explain."
"I can't. Technology company. Financing through my father's old firm."
"What'd your father say?"
"That he and Michael were still arguing about it."
"Specifics?"
"He said the company might be real but the story might not match the company."
Keane wrote. "Did he say he was seeing Michael?"
"Yes."
"When?"
"He didn't say."
Keane waited.
Rebecca continued: "He said they were going to have another go at Aurelius."
"Friday?"
"I assumed Saturday."
"Why?"
"Because Michael was staying with us Friday night. He called that morning and said he was coming down from Fairfield and seeing my father Saturday."
"Did you tell your father?"
"Yes."
"What'd he say?"
Rebecca searched the memory. Cake. Water. Kitchen. Nothing important. "He said something like, 'Is he?'"
"Is he what?"
"Staying with us."
"And when you said Michael was seeing him Saturday?"
"Maybe he said good."
"Maybe?"
"I wasn't taking notes."
"Did your father ever tell you he expected Michael Friday?"
"No."
"Tell you Saturday?"
"No."
Keane wrote.
Rebecca said: "They talked business constantly."
"Okay."
"You make everything sound suspicious."
"That's mostly you hearing the questions."
There was the Brooklyn again. Rebecca disliked him a little more.
Keane changed direction. "When did you last see your father before Friday?"
"Wednesday."
"Any disagreement?"
Rebecca hesitated.
He noticed. "Yeah?"
"Yes."
"About?"
"My children."
"What about them?"
"My father wanted to pay for private schools."
"You didn't."
"No."
"Why?"
"Because Summit has excellent public schools."
"Only reason?"
Rebecca sighed. "No."
Keane waited.
"My father sometimes thought paying for something gave him a vote."
"In what?"
"Everything."
"The schools."
"Especially."
"What'd he want?"
"He thought private schools would be more insulated from whatever political or educational fashions came down from government."
Keane waited.
Rebecca rolled her eyes. "His phrase was that public systems were vulnerable to top-down brainwashing."
Nolan looked down.
Keane's expression didn't move. "What'd you say?"
"That the Summit public schools were not a government reeducation camp."
"Fairly strong disagreement."
"It was Richard."
"Meaning?"
"Strong disagreement was recreation."
"What was the worst thing you said?"
Rebecca looked at him.
He had found it without knowing it existed.
"I told him he didn't get to control everybody forever."
Keane wrote. "What'd he say?"
Rebecca swallowed. "He said he wasn't aware he was immortal."
"And you?"
"I said sometimes he acted like he was."
The sentence sat between them. Rebecca hated it. "It was an argument."
"I understand."
"He was my father."
"I understand."
"No, you don't."
Keane looked at her. "Probably not."
That answer disarmed her more effectively than sympathy would have.
"Friday evening," Keane said. "Where were you after Madison?"
"Home."
"All evening?"
"Yes."
"Anybody with you?"
"My children."
"Daniel?"
"Later."
"What time?"
"Seven-thirty. Eight. Something like that."
"Did you leave again?"
"No."
"Visitors?"
"Michael."
"What time?"
"Nine-thirty or ten."
"Coming from?"
"Fairfield."
"Did he tell you he'd come directly?"
Rebecca paused. "I assumed."
"Did you ask?"
"No."
"Why stay with you instead of Richard?"
"He does sometimes. The kids love him. Daniel likes him. He's my brother."
"And he planned to see Richard Saturday."
"That's what he said."
"Did Michael leave your house during the night?"
"No."
Keane waited.
Rebecca saw it. "Fine. I don't know whether he left while I was asleep. He was there when I went to bed and there in the morning."
"That's what I needed."
"Michael didn't kill my father."
Keane said nothing.
"He loved him."
"I didn't say he didn't."
"You don't understand them."
"Then help me."
Rebecca hated him again.
Keane asked one last set of questions. "When was the last time before Friday you saw your other siblings in person?"
"Michael?"
"You saw Michael Friday. Jonathan?"
Rebecca thought. "My father's birthday."
"When?"
"April."
"Caroline?"
"Same."
"All four there?"
"Yes."
"Any time since?"
"Not that I remember."
"You communicate?"
"Group chat. Calls. Michael and I more than the others."
"Jonathan and Caroline see each other?"
"They're both around New York. You'd have to ask them."
Keane nodded. "Friday afternoon, did your father seem frightened?"
"No."
"Angry?"
"No."
"Worried?"
"About Aurelius maybe."
"Personally worried."
"No."
That answer came immediately. Richard had not been afraid. Rebecca knew that. Somehow that mattered enormously.
Keane closed his notebook. "That's enough for today."
Rebecca stood. At the door she turned. "You really think I might have done this."
Keane looked at her. "I think your father was murdered and I just met you."
It was an awful answer. It was also, Rebecca realized, an honest one. She left. Daniel was waiting for her call five minutes away in Morristown. Rebecca sat in her car before making it. For several seconds she simply held the phone. Her father had been murdered. And somewhere behind a closed door, an annoying man from Brooklyn had begun writing down everything his children said.
 
Chapter Nine
Four Stories
By six o'clock the following afternoon, Thomas Keane had learned that Richard Ashcroft's children remembered their father very differently. He had also learned that they all loved him. The two facts were not contradictory. Most useful facts weren't.
Jonathan arrived from New York first. Voluntarily. Not happily. He wanted to know why the Morris County Prosecutor's Office could not simply speak to him by telephone. Mark Nolan told him there had been a significant development in his father's death. Jonathan came.
He entered carrying a leather briefcase and an expression suggesting the State of New Jersey had failed to schedule itself efficiently around him.
Keane introduced himself. Jonathan looked at him. "New York?"
"Brooklyn."
"I thought so."
"What gave it away?"
Jonathan considered. "Most of the sentence."
Keane almost smiled. Then they sat. Keane told him. The humor disappeared. "Your father's death has been classified as a homicide."
Jonathan stared. "How certain is the causation?"
Nolan looked toward Keane.
Keane had expected something like that. "Certain enough for the Medical Examiner to amend the cause and manner."
"That's not what I asked."
"What'd you ask?"
"Whether the substance necessarily caused his death."
"The Medical Examiner says it did."
"And homicide is the manner."
"Yes."
"Which is a medical classification."
"Yes."
"Not a legal determination of murder."
"Correct."
Jonathan nodded. The argument had reached its end. Then his face changed. "My father was killed."
"Yes."
Jonathan removed his glasses. Looked down. The tears came without movement.
Keane waited.
After a while Jonathan wiped his eyes. "Ask."
Friday. Jonathan had been at Manhattan University during the day. Back in Yonkers by evening. His wife was home for part of it. He worked. Read. Made calls.
Keane said: "Your father?"
"I called him."
"What time?"
"I don't remember exactly."
"What about?"
"The institute."
"Anything else?"
"No."
"How were things between you?"
"Fine."
Nolan looked at him.
Jonathan corrected himself. "Not fine. We were disagreeing."
"Money?"
"An institutional commitment."
"Which involved money."
"Eventually."
Keane wrote.
Jonathan watched him. "You make that sound sinister."
"I haven't said anything."
"You write judgmentally."
That one nearly got a smile. "What was the disagreement?"
Jonathan explained enough. A proposed institute. Donors. An expectation that Richard might provide substantial founding support. Richard objecting to his name being used in a way that implied a commitment he had not made.
"Was he going to contact the university?"
"Possibly."
"When?"
"Monday."
"What would've happened?"
Jonathan's mouth tightened. "Embarrassment."
"Only embarrassment?"
"Potentially an internal review. Damage to the institute."
"Your position?"
"I am a tenured professor."
Keane wrote that too.
Jonathan said: "You enjoy the pen."
"Occupational hazard."
"When'd you last see your siblings before Richard died?"
Jonathan answered quickly. "All of them? My father's birthday."
"April."
"Yes."
"Rebecca?"
"April."
"Caroline?"
"Same."
"Michael?"
Jonathan hesitated slightly. "Probably the birthday."
"Nothing in person after that?"
"I may have crossed paths with Michael. I don't remember."
"Caroline?"
"We talk."
"In person?"
"Not recently."
"How recently?"
"Spring."
Keane nodded. Nothing more. No accusation. Nothing for Jonathan to react against. His answer sat on the page. April.
Eventually Keane asked about Rebecca.
Jonathan's expression changed. "What about her?"
"She and your father argued."
"Everybody argued with my father."
"She told him he couldn't control everybody forever."
Jonathan looked annoyed. "You're turning a family argument into motive."
"I'm asking what it meant."
"It meant Richard sometimes used money as influence."
"Explain."
"He'd offer to pay for something. Then believe that gave his opinion additional weight."
"Rebecca resented that."
"Yes."
"Strongly?"
"She has children. Parents are territorial."
"Money tight?"
Jonathan looked surprised. "No."
"One income."
"Daniel's a surgeon."
"Three children."
"They're comfortable." Jonathan sighed. "Yes, children are expensive. No, Rebecca wasn't waiting for our father to die so she could pay school tuition."
Keane said nothing.
Jonathan leaned forward. "She refused his money."
"For private schools."
"Exactly."
"Doesn't mean she wouldn't want other money."
Jonathan stared. "You're very good at this."
"At what?"
"Making ordinary things sound dirty."
Keane made another note.
Jonathan could not see what.
 
Caroline came from Manhattan. She could have declined. She didn't. She arrived early and spent most of the waiting time answering emails.
Then Keane told her Richard had been killed. She went perfectly still. Not pale. Not hysterical. Still.
"What medication?"
"We're not releasing that."
"Why?"
"Investigative reasons."
"Was it prescribed to somebody else?"
Keane watched her. "We're establishing its source."
"So you don't know."
"I didn't say that."
Caroline's eyes sharpened. "You know whose prescription it is."
"I didn't say that either."
"You don't have to."
Keane made a mental note. Fast. Caroline created conclusions almost as quickly as he supplied facts.
"Tell me about Friday."
"I worked."
"Where?"
"Manhattan."
"Until?"
"Seven or so."
"Then?"
"Home."
"Straight home?"
"Yes."
"Anybody visit?"
"No."
"See anybody socially?"
"No."
"Any siblings?"
"No."
"When'd you last see them in person?"
Caroline thought. "Rebecca? My father's birthday."
"April."
"Yes."
"Jonathan?"
"Same."
"Michael?"
A fractional pause. "Also the birthday, I think."
"Not since?"
"We speak. I don't keep a diary of my siblings."
Keane nodded. Another page. Another April.
"Did you need money from your father?"
Caroline looked at him for several seconds. "Yes."
"How much?"
"A lot."
"Specific."
She told him. Nolan looked up before he could stop himself.
Caroline saw it. "Thank you. At least someone reacted normally."
Keane didn't. "Why?"
"Investment liquidity."
"Problem?"
"Temporary."
"How temporary?"
"Depends on rates."
"Your father agree to lend it?"
"No."
"Were you angry?"
"Yes."
"How angry?"
"Normal daughter angry."
"I heard something similar yesterday."
"Congratulations. We're related."
Keane waited.
Caroline sighed. "I was furious."
"Because he wouldn't give you money."
"Lend."
"Because he wouldn't lend you money."
"Correct."
"Why wouldn't he?"
"He believed I should deleverage."
"Was he right?"
Caroline's eyes narrowed. "That's not a police question."
"Still a question."
"I disagreed with him."
"Still do?"
"Rates haven't asked my permission."
Keane wrote. "Rebecca need money?"
Caroline frowned. "Everyone needs money."
"Did she?"
"Three children. Mortgage. One income."
"So yes."
"I didn't say that."
"Daniel earns well."
"Very well."
"Did Richard offer to help?"
"Constantly."
"Rebecca accept?"
"Not usually."
"Why?"
"She hated strings."
"What strings?"
"Opinions."
Keane wrote.
Caroline watched. Then: "If you're trying to turn Rebecca into some resentful daughter desperate for inheritance, you're wrong."
"Why?"
"Because Rebecca was the one most willing to tell our father no."
Keane looked up. A defense. Also information. People did that constantly.
 
Michael came the following morning. He drove from Fairfield.
When Keane thanked him for making the trip, Michael said: "You told me there was a significant development in my father's death. I can manage Interstate 287."
"Fair enough."
Then Keane told him what the development was.
Michael stared. "No."
Keane waited.
"No."
"The Medical Examiner is confident."
"Could my father have taken something accidentally?"
"No medical explanation supports that."
Michael looked at Nolan. Nolan gave the slightest shake of his head. Michael covered his face. For almost a minute nobody spoke.
When he looked up, his eyes were wet. "What medication?"
"We're not releasing it."
"Why?"
"We're investigating the source."
Michael stared at Keane.
Then nodded slowly. "Okay."
Something shifted. Not his grief. His manner. Michael had spent decades in rooms where bad news arrived inside documents. He knew how to move from emotion to problem.
"Ask."
"Friday."
"I worked."
"Where?"
"Fairfield."
"Office?"
"Mostly home."
"When'd you leave?"
"Eight. Maybe a little before."
"Destination?"
"Rebecca's."
"Why?"
"I was seeing my father Saturday morning."
"About?"
"Aurelius."
"What is it?"
Michael explained. Real technology company. Financing through Caldwell Capital. Richard still owned twenty-five percent of Caldwell.
"Did your father approve of the deal?"
Michael smiled slightly. "Not enthusiastically."
"Meaning?"
"He had diligence questions."
"Serious?"
"To my father, all diligence questions were serious."
"Ownership?"
Michael looked at him. "Among other things."
"Was he blocking the transaction?"
"Slowing it."
"Did that matter to you?"
"Yes."
"Financially?"
"Professionally."
"Only professionally?"
Michael paused. "Primarily."
Keane wrote the word.
Michael saw him do it. "That's not a murder motive."
"I haven't called it one."
"You didn't need to."
"People keep telling me what I'm thinking."
"You got one of those faces."
Keane almost smiled. "What'd your father say the last time you saw him?"
"That he wanted the ownership work tightened up."
"When?"
"Tuesday."
"Where?"
"Caldwell."
"Argument?"
"Discussion."
Keane looked at him.
Michael smiled. "Fine. Argument."
"Angry?"
"Yes."
"Your father?"
"Also yes."
"Did he threaten you?"
"No."
"The deal?"
"He said if his concerns weren't resolved he'd involve outside lawyers."
"When?"
"Monday, I think."
"That matter?"
"Obviously."
Keane wrote.
"What time did you reach Summit on Friday?"
"Nine-thirty. Ten."
"Direct from Fairfield?"
"Yes."
"Stops?"
"Maybe coffee. I don't remember."
"Navigation?"
"No."
"You know the route."
"I've been driving to my sister's for years."
"Phone on?"
Michael hesitated. "Not much."
Keane looked up. "What's that mean?"
"I'd been taking calls all day. I turned it off for the drive."
"Why?"
Michael looked at him. "Because occasionally I'd like people not to reach me."
"When'd you turn it back on?"
"Rebecca's. Probably."
"Any particular reason?"
"No."
"Did you go to Madison?"
"No."
"See Richard Friday?"
"No."
The answer was simple. Direct.
"When'd you last see Jonathan before your father died?"
Michael looked upward. "My father's birthday?"
"April."
"Yes."
"Caroline?"
"Same birthday."
"Rebecca?"
"Probably the birthday too before Friday."
"Any of them together after April?"
"No."
"Speak to them?"
"Sure."
"Group chat?"
"Calls. Chat. Whatever."
Keane nodded. Three older siblings. Three broadly similar answers. Richard's April birthday. It wasn't proof of anything. Adult siblings often went months without seeing one another. Still, it was something that could be checked. Keane liked things that could be checked.
"Rebecca and Richard get along?"
Michael smiled. "Usually."
"Usually."
"They're both stubborn."
"They argued Wednesday."
"Schools."
"You knew."
"Everybody knew."
"Serious?"
"Rebecca gets angry."
Keane wrote.
Michael saw it. "Oh, c'mon."
"What?"
"Don't write Rebecca gets angry like she walks around poisoning people."
"I wrote three words."
"Exactly."
"What would you prefer?"
Michael considered. "Rebecca gets angry and then gets over it."
Keane added something.
Michael laughed. "That's worse, isn't it?"
"Depends."
"Look. She hated our father trying to make decisions with money. She didn't hate him."
"Three children."
"Yes."
"Expensive house."
"Welcome to Summit."
"Mortgage."
"I assume."
"One income."
"Daniel's a surgeon."
Keane let the silence sit.
Michael understood. "No."
"No what?"
"You're not seriously looking at Beck because she has children."
"I'm looking at everybody."
"Then look harder somewhere else."
"Where?"
Michael shook his head. "I'm not doing your job for you."
That sounded loyal. It was. Michael loved Rebecca.
 
Teresa Alvarez came in that afternoon. Nolan had already told her the Medical Examiner now considered Richard's death a homicide. She had cried before arriving. She did not cry in the room.
She looked angry. "Who?"
Keane said: "We don't know."
"You must have an idea."
"Several."
"Children?"
Keane waited.
Teresa's eyes narrowed. "You think the children."
"I think anybody with access matters."
She folded her hands. "Rebecca did not kill her father."
Keane almost smiled. "Everybody keeps telling me that."
"Then maybe listen."
Nolan looked down.
Keane said: "Where were you Friday?"
"My granddaughter graduated."
"High school?"
"Yes."
She told them where.
"All day?"
"Morning ceremony. Lunch. My daughter's house. Then dinner because apparently lunch after graduation isn't enough food."
Nolan smiled. "Who was there?"
Teresa looked at him. "How much paper do you have?"
The alibi was absurdly solid. Family photographs. Graduation program. Restaurant receipt. Relatives. A granddaughter who had posted half the day online.
Teresa had not been in Richard's kitchen Friday afternoon or early evening. Close enough to certain for Keane. He disliked the word certain.
"What time'd you get back toward Madison?"
"Eight-thirty. Maybe quarter to nine."
"Go to Richard's?"
"No."
"Speak with him that day?"
"In the morning."
"About?"
"The recycling."
Keane looked at her. "Recycling."
"He asked whether I put it out Thursday."
"Had you?"
"Of course."
"Anything else?"
Teresa's expression softened. "My granddaughter."
"What about her?"
"He wanted to give her money for college."
Nolan looked up. "How much?"
"I didn't ask."
"What'd you tell him?"
"That she had not even decided exactly where she was going."
"And?"
"He said college would cost money wherever she went."
"Did you accept?"
"I told him he could ask her mother."
Keane smiled faintly. "Sounds like Richard."
"You didn't know him."
"No."
"Then don't say that."
Keane nodded. Fair enough.
"Did Richard say he expected anybody Friday?"
"No."
"Drive near his house that evening?"
"Yes."
"What time?"
"About eight-thirty. Maybe a little later. I don’t remember exactly."
"Were you alone?"
"No. My other daughter was with me. She lives out of state and had come in for the graduation."
"Your granddaughter’s aunt?"
"Yes."
"She left your daughter’s house with you?"
"Yes."
"And stayed with you until you got home?"
"She was staying at my house for the weekend."
Keane wrote something down.
"You didn’t stop at Richard’s house?"
"No."
"Not even for a minute?"
Teresa’s expression hardened slightly. "Detective, if I had stopped, I would have gone inside. I would have found him."
Keane let that sit for a moment. "What did you see when you passed?"
"A dark SUV in the driveway. I wasn’t paying close attention."
"And your daughter saw it too?"
"I don’t know. Ask her."
"I will."
Teresa nodded. "You should."
Keane wrote. Dark SUV in suburban New Jersey. That reduced the suspect pool to approximately half the state.
Teresa watched him. "Important?"
"I don't know."
She nodded. "Good."
"Good?"
"Richard liked people who said that."
Keane looked at Nolan.
Nolan smiled. "Annoying man," he said.
Keane turned. "What?"
"Nothing."
When Teresa left, Nolan closed the door. "Dark SUV."
"New Jersey's got a few."
"Could be Michael."
"Could be a neighbor."
"Connecticut plate would've been nice."
"She didn't see one."
"No."
Keane looked at the interviews. Rebecca. Jonathan. Caroline. Michael. Four children. Four stories. The Friday timelines mattered more than personalities.
Jonathan: Manhattan University during the day, Yonkers in the evening.
Caroline: Manhattan work, then Upper East Side apartment.
Rebecca: Summit, Madison at four, back Summit, Michael arriving late.
Michael: Fairfield until around eight, then Summit.
Teresa: graduation, family all day, back near Madison around eight-thirty.
Keane said: "Start verifying."
Nolan pulled out a chair. "Everybody?"
"Everybody."
"Phones?"
"Preserve carrier records."
"Financial?"
"Where there's a basis."
"Building access?"
"Caroline's building definitely. Visitor log, lobby cameras, entry records, deliveries. Preserve several days surrounding the death."
"Several days?"
"I don't want Friday disappearing because somebody overwrites footage Tuesday."
"Michael?"
"Phone records. Caldwell records. Anything that confirms Fairfield departure time."
"Jonathan?"
"University systems. Home. Calls."
"Rebecca?"
"Phone. Daniel. Whatever ordinary records exist."
"Teresa?"
"No need beyond confirming the graduation."
Nolan nodded. "What about spouses?"
"Where they verify something."
"Subpoenas?"
"Preservation first. Then we'll get what we lawfully need."
That mattered. Records could disappear even when nobody intended to destroy them. Security video overwrote itself. Systems purged logs. Phones changed. Keane wanted the facts to stop moving.
Nolan picked up Rebecca's interview. "She looks bad."
Keane looked at him. "Does she?"
"Last family member who admits seeing Richard alive."
"Yes."
"Alone with him."
"Yes."
"Food."
"Yeah."
"Argument Wednesday."
"Yeah."
"Lives fifteen minutes away."
"Yeah."
"Surgeon husband."
"Yeah."
"Money."
Keane frowned. "What money?"
"Inheritance."
"That's everybody."
"Three kids. House. Future."
"That's not motive. That's life."
Nolan shrugged. "Still."
Keane looked at Rebecca's statement. It was an ugly collection of ordinary facts. Ugly because almost any family could be made to look bad if you arranged ordinary facts correctly.
Nolan said: "You leaning toward her?"
"No."
"Looks like it."
"I'm leaning toward nobody."
"That's uncomfortable."
"It's supposed to be."
Keane tapped Rebecca's page. "Also something bothers me."
"What?"
"If she planned to murder her father, she's remarkably bad at planning."
Nolan looked at him. "Meaning?"
"She admits the argument. Admits seeing him. Admits bringing food. Has no fancy alibi."
"Could be confidence."
"Could be honesty."
"Could be stupid."
"Could be."
Nolan stood in front of the whiteboard. "We’re spending a lot of time on the children."
Keane looked up from the file. "Yeah."
"What about everybody else?"
"Everybody else exists."
"That’s reassuring."
Keane ignored him. "Neighbors. Friends. Former business associates. Tennis people. Anyone Richard had trouble with. We check them."
"But?"
"But right now there’s nothing suggesting a stranger came into that house."
Nolan looked toward the photographs from Madison.
"No forced entry."
"No."
"Nothing stolen."
"Nothing we know of."
"And whoever was there appears to have sat down with him."
Keane nodded. "Richard was in his own study. He had a drink. Nothing about the scene says he thought he was in danger."
"So somebody he knew."
"Most likely."
"That still leaves half of northern New Jersey. You heard about the funeral."
"It does."
Nolan smiled. "Glad we narrowed it down."
Keane leaned back. "But his children had access. They knew his habits. They knew the house."
"And Rebecca?"
"She had access too. So we check her the same way."
Nolan looked at the board. "Then if the family goes nowhere?"
"We follow wherever the facts go."
"Outside the family?"
"If that’s where they go."
Nolan nodded.
Keane closed the file. "We’re not investigating them because they’re his children. We’re investigating them because, so far, the evidence puts them closest."
"And if that changes?"
"Then we change with it."
 
Rebecca was home when Michael called the next morning. She had slept badly. Daniel had already left for Morristown Medical Center. The children were arguing upstairs about something whose importance appeared inversely proportional to its volume.
Her phone rang. Michael. She answered. "Hey."
"You know." His voice was rough.
"Yes."
"They told me homicide."
Rebecca closed her eyes. "Me too."
"Jesus, Beck."
"I know."
"They wouldn't tell me the medication."
"Me neither."
"Did they treat you like a suspect?"
Rebecca laughed once. "They asked about the lemon cake."
"What lemon cake?"
"I took Dad cake Friday."
A small pause. "You saw him Friday?"
"Yes."
"I didn't know that."
"Why would you?"
"Right."
Rebecca stared toward the backyard. "Dad mentioned you."
"What?"
"Aurelius."
"Oh."
"He said you two were going to have another go at it."
"We were."
"I told him you were staying with us and seeing him Saturday."
"That was the plan."
Rebecca said nothing.
Michael continued: "They asked me about Aurelius too."
"Was Dad really that worried?"
"He thought the diligence needed work."
"Was he right?"
Michael sighed. "About some of it."
Rebecca almost smiled. "That's not a Michael answer."
"Maybe Bitcoin School is improving me."
The joke helped. Of course it did. Michael always knew where to place one.
"They asked me when we all last saw each other."
"Me too."
"I couldn't remember Jonathan or Caroline since Dad's birthday."
"Same."
"That's pathetic."
"We're adults."
"We're siblings."
"Also adults."
Rebecca smiled. Then: "They're interested in Daniel."
"Because he's a doctor?"
"Cardiac surgeon."
"That's ridiculous."
"They're interested in me too."
"No."
"Michael."
"Beck, c'mon."
"I had an argument with Dad. I was there Friday. I brought food."
"That's not motive."
"Keane can make anything sound like motive."
"Keane."
"You haven't met annoying until you've met this man."
Michael laughed faintly. "They asked about your finances."
Rebecca tightened her grip on the phone. "What did you say?"
"That Daniel makes plenty of money and that Dad offered you money you refused."
"Thanks."
"I'm not letting them turn you into some greedy daughter because you live in Summit."
"They don't need your permission."
"They should."
Michael's indignation comforted her. It shouldn't have mattered. It did.
"Love you, Beck."
"Love you too."
They hung up.
Rebecca returned to her laptop. TRANSACTION VERIFICATION
She stared at the heading. The whole family was now being verified.
 
In Morristown, Keane was still at his desk when Nolan appeared in the doorway. "You going home?"
"Eventually."
"What're you looking at?"
"Stories."
"Whose?"
"Everybody's."
"Any bad ones?"
"Not yet."
Nolan started away.
Keane called: "Mark."
Nolan turned.
"When those records start coming in, verify the Friday alibis first."
"Obviously."
"Don't assume geography clears motive. It only clears geography."
Nolan nodded. He had also spoken to Teresa’s daughter, who had come in from out of state for her niece’s graduation. She confirmed that she and Teresa had left together, remained together for the drive home and had not stopped at Richard’s house.
Keane looked again at the four names. REBECCA JONATHAN CAROLINE MICHAEL
All four had loved Richard. All four stood to inherit. Three had recently wanted something substantial from him. One had recently refused something substantial. Three claimed the last time they had seen the others together was Richard's birthday in April. Perhaps that was true. Perhaps it wasn't.
At the moment Keane had no reason to prefer either answer. So he did what Richard Ashcroft would have approved of. He left the question open. And waited for something he could verify.
 
Chapter Ten
The Last Argument
Thomas Keane arrived at Rebecca's house at nine forty-two the following morning. She knew the time because she had been watching for him. Not deliberately, she told herself. She had merely looked through the front window several times while clearing breakfast dishes, putting laundry into the machine and pretending she was capable of doing ordinary things after learning that her father had been murdered.
At nine forty-two, a dark county vehicle stopped at the curb. Keane got out alone. That surprised her. She had expected Nolan too. Or uniforms. Something more official.
Instead there was simply Thomas Keane walking up the path toward her front door, looking less like a homicide investigator than a man arriving to discuss a zoning dispute.
Rebecca opened the door before he rang. "You're early."
Keane checked his watch. "Eighteen minutes."
"That's early."
"You want me to sit in the car?"
"No."
"Good."
She stepped aside. "Come in."
Keane paused briefly in the entry hall. Rebecca noticed him noticing things. That irritated her immediately. The house was not ostentatious. At least she had never thought of it that way. It was a large Summit colonial on a tree-lined street within walking distance of schools and parks. Four bedrooms. Finished basement. Renovated kitchen. A backyard large enough for children.
Rebecca and Daniel had bought it together six years earlier, when Daniel's income finally began resembling the years of training required to earn it. Neither of them had been able to manage the entire down payment alone. Richard had helped. So had Daniel's parents. Both contributions had been structured as family loans rather than gifts because Rebecca insisted on it. Daniel had agreed. Richard had complained. They had eventually paid both families back in full.
Richard's principal objection had been that charging his daughter interest was ridiculous. Rebecca's answer had been that accepting hundreds of thousands of dollars without terms was even more ridiculous. They had compromised by making the interest rate sufficiently low for Richard to complain and sufficiently real for Rebecca to sleep at night.
Keane looked toward the staircase. Framed school photographs. A family photograph from the Shore. Soccer shoes beside the wall. A backpack somebody had left precisely where Rebecca had told them not to leave it. Normal life. Expensive normal life.
"Kids around?" he asked.
"Summer."
Keane nodded toward the empty hallway. "Camp?"
"The youngest has day camp this morning. Ellie is at a friend's. The other one is somewhere in the neighborhood with strict instructions to remain within shouting distance of somebody responsible."
"That work?"
"No."
Keane almost smiled. "Your husband?"
"Hospital."
He nodded.
Rebecca stared at him. "Are you going to ask whether I'm alone?"
"I assumed you were."
"Why?"
"You opened the door."
"That proves very little."
"Fair."
She led him into the kitchen. He looked around once before sitting. Large island. Double oven. French doors. Family calendar. Children's drawings on the refrigerator. A bowl of peaches. The kind of room magazines described as the heart of the home.
Rebecca suddenly saw it through his eyes. Square footage. Property taxes. Mortgage. Maintenance. Three children. Maybe four. She disliked him for seeing arithmetic where she saw home.
"Coffee?"
"Yeah. Black, please."
That surprised her too. She made one for herself. Keane waited until she sat opposite him before opening a yellow legal pad.
Rebecca looked at it. "Yellow today."
"I'm versatile."
"You had one yesterday."
"I own several."
She almost smiled. Almost.
Keane said: "How're you doing?"
Rebecca stared. "You came here to ask that?"
"No."
"Then badly."
He nodded. No sympathy performance. No lowered voice. No promise that things would improve. Just acknowledgment. Rebecca appreciated that despite herself.
Then he said: "I wanna go back over the last few days of your father's life."
"We did that yesterday."
"We started."
"And today?"
"More detail."
"About me."
"About your relationship with him."
"So me."
"Yeah."
At least he didn't pretend otherwise.
Keane looked around the kitchen again. "How long you been here?"
"Six years."
"You own it?"
Rebecca laughed. "The bank and we have an arrangement."
"Mortgage."
"Yes."
"Large?"
Her expression changed. "Compared with what?"
"Income."
"Daniel earns very well."
"I know."
"Then why ask?"
"Because very well and unlimited aren't the same thing."
Rebecca stared at him. "Did Caroline tell you that?"
"Tell me what?"
"That children cost money."
"Several people have mentioned your household expenses."
Rebecca sat back. "Children aren't expenses."
Keane looked at her. "They cost money."
"That's different."
"How?"
Rebecca glanced at the photographs on the refrigerator. "They're why we work. Why we bought this house. Why we live where we live. Why Daniel gets up at five-thirty in the morning and goes to the hospital. They're not three liabilities on a balance sheet."
Keane listened.
Rebecca continued: "People talk about children as though they're expensive pets people foolishly acquired."
"I didn't."
"No. But you're doing the arithmetic."
"That's my job."
"My children are not a motive."
"I haven't said they are."
"You don't need to."
Keane picked up his coffee. "Mrs. Mercer, wanting money isn't unusual."
"I don't want my father's money badly enough to kill him."
"That's a considerably different sentence."
There. Again. The irritating distinction.
Rebecca looked at him. "You really are looking at me."
"I'm looking at everybody."
"You came to my house."
"You live twenty minutes from Morristown."
"My brother lives in Connecticut."
"Exactly."
That almost made sense. She hated that too.
Keane glanced toward a framed photograph of the children. "Private school?"
"No."
He looked at her. "Public."
"All three?"
"Yes."
"Your father wanted different."
Rebecca went still. There it was. "You found the file."
"Yeah."
"You read my emails."
"They're part of estate material relevant to the investigation."
"That's a very legal sentence."
"I've spent time around lawyers."
She drank coffee. Keane waited. Eventually she said: "What do you want to know?"
"Why you said no."
"You already know."
"I know what the emails say."
"Summit schools are excellent."
"That's one reason."
"Yes."
"Other?"
Rebecca looked toward the refrigerator. A drawing of a horse. A multiplication sheet. Ellie wearing a soccer uniform. Her youngest missing two front teeth.
"My father thought money gave him a vote."
Keane wrote.
Rebecca watched his pen. "That sounds worse when you write it."
"I haven't read it back."
"You don't have to."
"Explain."
She sighed. "If my father paid for something, he sometimes thought his opinion deserved more weight."
"Sometimes?"
"Often."
"That bother you?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"Because they're my children."
"And his grandchildren."
"Yes."
"Did he feel responsible for them?"
Rebecca thought. "Yes."
"Financially?"
"Not exactly."
Keane looked up.
"He felt responsible for people he loved. Sometimes that meant money. Sometimes advice. Usually advice whether you asked for it or not."
"But he didn't fund everybody."
"No."
"Jonathan."
"No."
"Caroline."
"No."
"So responsibility didn't mean writing checks."
"Definitely not."
"What did it mean?"
Rebecca smiled faintly. "Being entitled to tell you what you were doing wrong."
Keane almost smiled too. Then: "You resented that."
"I resented him confusing responsibility with authority."
Keane wrote again.
Rebecca leaned forward. "Do you know what you're doing?"
"Yeah."
"You're turning parenting into motive."
"I'm listening."
"No. You're collecting nouns."
Keane looked at her.
"Money. Control. Children. Argument."
"That's four."
"See?"
He almost smiled. "Tell me about Wednesday."
Rebecca's hands tightened around the mug. "What part?"
"The argument."
"You have the emails."
"I want the conversation."
"Why?"
"Because it was the last serious disagreement you had with your father before he was killed."
He said killed. Not died. Rebecca noticed. She stood and carried the half-full mug to the sink. The backyard was bright. Plastic soccer goal near the fence. Someone's shirt hanging over a patio chair. Richard had sat out there in April watching the children kick a ball. He had complained that the goal was crooked. Rebecca had told him goals worked even when they were crooked. Richard had said that explained modern education.
She turned. "It wasn't only Wednesday."
"What d'you mean?"
"We'd argued about the schools for months."
"Why Wednesday?"
"He brought it up again."
"Where?"
"His house."
"What time?"
"Late afternoon."
"Anybody else there?"
"No."
"Teresa?"
"Gone."
"Daniel?"
"Working."
"Kids?"
"With Daniel's mother."
Keane wrote.
Rebecca sat again. "It sounds terrible."
"What?"
"Every time you ask who else was there, the answer is nobody."
"That's because you know what happened afterward."
"That's supposed to make me feel better?"
"No."
Again. Not reassuring. Accurate.
 
The memory came back with irritating clarity. Richard had been sitting in his study. Rebecca stood in the doorway holding three private-school brochures he had mailed to her house despite repeated requests that he stop.
She dropped them onto his desk. "Stop."
Richard looked down. "Good afternoon to you too."
"I mean it."
"So do I."
"We decided."
"You decided quickly."
"We've been deciding for ten years."
"Ellie's eleven."
"Exactly."
Richard leaned back. "These are excellent schools."
"So are Summit's."
"I know."
"Then why are we still having this conversation?"
Richard picked up one brochure. "Because I can afford to give them something."
"Dad, they already have something."
"Options."
"They have options."
"More."
"No."
Richard looked at her. That look. Not anger. Not even challenge. Simply patience. As though Rebecca were a company presentation and Richard had found a number he did not believe.
"Why no?"
"I've told you."
"Tell me again."
"Because they're happy."
"They'd be happy there."
"Their friends are here."
"They'd make friends."
"We pay obscene property taxes for some of the best public schools in the country."
Richard smiled. "At last. A financial argument."
Rebecca ignored him. "And I want them to grow up here."
"They do live here."
"I mean all of it. School. Sports. Friends. Walking through town. Seeing the same kids at the pool and soccer and the library. Being part of the place they actually live."
Richard nodded. "A legitimate argument."
"Thank you."
"Not necessarily decisive."
Rebecca closed her eyes. "Of course."
Richard placed the brochure on the desk. "My concern isn't Summit."
"Then what is?"
"Systems."
"What systems?"
"Public systems."
Rebecca stared.
Richard continued: "Schools ultimately answer upward."
"Every school answers to somebody."
"Yes. But a centralized public system is more susceptible to whatever educational or political fashion works its way down from government."
Rebecca laughed. "Here we go."
"I'm serious."
"I know. That's the frightening part."
"You call it curriculum. I occasionally call it top-down brainwashing."
"Dad."
"Too strong?"
"Only by several miles."
Richard smiled.
Rebecca continued: "My children aren't being brainwashed because they go to Summit public schools."
"I didn't say they were."
"You literally used the word."
"I said systems are susceptible."
"And private schools aren't?"
"Less uniformly."
"Private schools are run by people too."
"Unfortunately."
Rebecca laughed despite herself.
Richard continued: "I'm saying I'd rather give them the option."
"And I'm saying Daniel and I have chosen."
"You could at least visit."
"No."
"One visit."
"No."
"This one..."
Rebecca reached across the desk and took the brochure out of his hand. "No."
Richard looked surprised.
"Don't."
"Rebecca."
"Every time I say no, you wait three weeks and ask differently."
"Persistence is not a crime."
"Not yet."
Richard smiled.
Rebecca did not. "I am serious."
"So am I."
"You are not their parent."
"I'm aware."
"Then stop applying for the position."
That landed. Richard put down the other brochures. "I offered to pay."
"I know."
"For all three."
"I know."
"And any others."
Rebecca stared. There it was. Richard knew she and Daniel were considering another child. He was already budgeting for a person who did not exist.
"Do you hear yourself?"
"What?"
"You think because you're willing to spend the money, the discussion remains open."
"No."
"Yes."
"I think because I can provide something valuable, I'm entitled to explain why I believe it's valuable."
"You've explained it."
"Then why are we arguing?"
"Because you won't accept the answer."
Richard's face changed slightly.
Rebecca pushed. "With you it's always about money."
"That's plainly untrue."
"Is it?"
"Rebecca."
"You solve everything with money."
"I spent forty years making it. I occasionally find it useful."
"That doesn't mean you get to control everybody forever."
Silence. Rebecca remembered that silence precisely. Not because Richard looked hurt. Because he looked surprised. Then: "I wasn't aware I was immortal."
She should have stopped. She didn't. "Sometimes you act like you are."
Richard stared. Rebecca regretted the sentence immediately. Not enough to apologize. Not then.
Richard stacked the brochures. "Anything else?"
"Depends."
"On?"
"Whether you're mailing me more schools next month."
A small smile. "No."
"Promise?"
"I said no."
"Apparently we agree the word has meaning."
Richard looked up. "That was unnecessarily good."
Rebecca almost laughed. She refused to give him the satisfaction. "Thank you."
Then Richard said: "Keep them in Summit."
Rebecca blinked. "What?"
"The children."
"I know who you mean."
"Keep them where they are."
"You mean that?"
"Yes."
She stared.
Richard shrugged. "You're their mother."
The simplicity irritated her even more. "You could've said that six months ago."
"I could have."
"Why didn't you?"
"I hadn't decided you were right."
Rebecca laughed. "You still needed to decide?"
"No."
He looked at the brochures. "Apparently I needed to decide I was wrong."
That was as close as Richard Ashcroft came to surrender. Rebecca knew it. The anger went out of her. She sat in the chair opposite him. "You're impossible."
"Not apparently."
They talked another twenty minutes. Nothing important. Or nothing that had seemed important. When Rebecca left, Richard kissed her cheek and asked whether her youngest still wanted the telescope he'd mentioned for his birthday.
Rebecca said yes.
Richard said he knew a good one.
"Don't spend too much."
"Define too much."
That was Wednesday. Two days later she brought him lemon cake.
 
Keane had not interrupted. When Rebecca finished, he asked: "How angry were you when you left Wednesday?"
She stared. "That is what you got from that?"
"I asked a question."
"We made up."
"Completely?"
"Yes."
"Your father agreed with you."
"Yes."
"Reluctantly."
"That's how my father agreed with everybody."
"Did you tell anybody about the argument?"
"Daniel."
"Anybody else?"
"Probably Michael."
"Why Michael?"
"We talk."
"More than the others."
"Yes."
Keane wrote.
Rebecca saw the connection. "Michael told you I was angry."
"He said you get angry."
"That bastard."
Keane looked up. "Interesting reaction."
"He was defending me."
"I know."
Rebecca stopped. "How do you know?"
"He told me."
She sat back. Of course. Michael had told her the same thing. I'm not letting them turn you into some greedy daughter.
"What exactly did he say?"
"I don't discuss other interviews in detail."
"Convenient."
"Intentional."
Rebecca crossed her arms. "Michael knows I'd never hurt my father."
"He said that."
She relaxed despite herself. Keane noticed. Of course he did. Everything became something Keane noticed.
"Friday," he said.
"Again?"
"Again."
Rebecca described the visit. Cake. Richard outside. Water. Aurelius. Michael.
Keane stopped her. "Best you can - exact words."
"I don't know exact words."
"Best you can."
Rebecca thought. "My father said something like, 'Michael and I are going to have another go at Aurelius.'"
"When?"
"He didn't say."
"What did you say?"
"'I know. He's staying with us tonight.'"
"Then?"
"Dad said, 'Is he?'"
Keane looked up. "How?"
"What?"
"How'd he say it?"
"Like a question."
"Surprised?"
"Maybe."
"Annoyed?"
"No."
"Concerned?"
"I didn't think so."
"What came next?"
"I said Michael told me he was seeing Dad Saturday morning."
"And Richard?"
"I think he said, 'Did he?'"
"You think."
"Yes."
"Then?"
"I don't remember."
Keane waited. Rebecca closed her eyes. Kitchen. Water glass. Cake. Richard turning. Maybe he'd said Fine. Maybe Good. Maybe nothing.
"I don't know."
Keane nodded. "That's okay."
Rebecca looked at him. "That sounds like I'm taking a test."
"You've had enough of those."
She stared. "How do you know about Sarah?"
"Martin explained the estate structure."
"Are you investigating Bitcoin too?"
"I'm investigating your father's assets."
"Same thing."
"Not necessarily."
Rebecca smiled faintly. "You really don't know much about Bitcoin?"
"I know enough to know I don't."
That caught her. "That might put you ahead of Jonathan."
Keane smiled. And, to Rebecca's surprise, did not write it down.
He returned to Richard and Michael. "Did your father expect Michael Friday night?"
"I don't know."
"But the conversation makes it possible."
"I suppose."
"You didn't interpret it that way."
"No."
"Why?"
"Because Michael told me Saturday."
"Could Richard have understood Friday?"
"Yes."
"Could Michael have told each of you something different?"
Rebecca stared. "He could have."
"Did he?"
"I don't know."
Keane nodded.
Rebecca immediately felt disloyal. "Michael doesn't lie like that."
"Like what?"
"About pointless things."
"Would this've been pointless?"
"I don't know."
Keane waited. Rebecca's annoyance returned. "You're doing it."
"What?"
"Letting me answer questions you haven't asked."
"It saves time."
She laughed despite herself. "You're impossible."
"I've been told."
"By Nolan?"
"Among others."
Rebecca could believe it.
"Did your father seem frightened Friday?"
"You already asked."
"I'm asking again."
"No."
"Like he expected trouble?"
"No."
"Angry about Aurelius?"
"Concerned."
"Difference?"
"My father enjoyed concerns."
Keane waited.
Rebecca smiled reluctantly. "He did."
"How?"
"He liked finding something wrong."
"That's unusual."
"It was professional sport."
"Was Michael different?"
Rebecca thought. "Michael took my father's criticism personally sometimes."
"Why?"
"Because Michael wanted Dad to respect him."
"Did he?"
"Of course."
"Professionally."
Rebecca paused. "That was more complicated."
"How?"
"My father thought Michael was talented."
"But."
Rebecca wished she had stopped sooner. "But he thought Michael didn't check things enough."
"Meaning?"
"He'd get excited."
"Deals."
"Yes."
"Richard didn't?"
"My father got excited after he'd proved everybody else wrong."
Keane almost smiled. "Healthier."
"It made him unbearable."
"Did he say this to Michael?"
"Constantly."
"Could that create resentment?"
Rebecca stared. "You can make absolutely anything sound like motive."
"Yeah."
"You admit it."
"Anything can be motive."
He closed the notebook slightly. "Evidence is harder."
Rebecca stopped. That was the first thing Keane had said all morning that she genuinely liked. Not because it helped her. Because it was true. She hated that too.
Eventually Keane closed the pad.
"Done?"
"With this part."
"There are parts?"
"Usually."
Rebecca stood. So did he. In the front hall, he paused beside the school photographs.
"Your father's offer."
"What about it?"
"How much would've private school cost?"
Rebecca laughed. "I deliberately never calculated."
"Roughly."
"Three children? Fifty, sixty thousand dollars each eventually? More? I don't know."
"So potentially a hundred and fifty thousand a year."
"If you want to make it sound obscene."
"It sounds expensive without me."
Rebecca looked at the photographs. "And I said no."
"Yeah."
"So how does that fit your theory that I wanted his money?"
"I don't have a theory yet."
"You're building one."
"I'm building several."
"What's mine?"
Keane didn't answer.
Rebecca stepped closer. "My father was prepared to spend hundreds of thousands of dollars on my children and I refused it."
"Yes."
"Doesn't that matter?"
"Of course."
"How?"
Keane considered. "It tells me you didn't want that money under those conditions."
Rebecca stared. "That is unbelievably irritating."
"I've been told."
She opened the door. Keane stepped onto the porch. Then stopped. "Mrs. Mercer."
Rebecca waited. "Your father changed his mind Wednesday."
"Yes."
"You saw him Friday. You got along."
"Yes."
"That matters."
Rebecca was surprised. "You've spent two hours trying to make the argument sound like motive."
"No."
"You've certainly tried hard."
"I've spent two hours finding out whether it was motive."
"And?"
Keane looked at her. "It looks weaker than it did yesterday."
Rebecca said nothing. It was the first concession he'd given her. Not reassurance. Assessment. She realized she trusted it more because he had made her work for it.
Then he added: "But I don't cross people off because I like the answer."
There he was again. Rebecca almost smiled. "Did you learn that in Brooklyn?"
"Nah. Brooklyn taught me never to park in front of a hydrant."
"Useful."
"Very."
He started down the path.
Rebecca called after him. "Detective."
He turned. "My father would've liked you."
Keane raised an eyebrow. "Should I be worried?"
"Yes."
He smiled properly this time. Then walked toward his car. Rebecca watched him go. She still found him deeply annoying. But no longer entirely disliked him. That was unfortunate.
 
Keane made his first follow-up call from the driver's seat.
Jonathan answered after five rings. "I have ten minutes."
Keane checked his watch. "I'll try to use eight."
"What do you need?"
"Rebecca and your father."
"What about them?"
"Private schools."
Jonathan sighed. "Still?"
"Recent."
"Trivial."
"Rebecca didn't think so."
"No."
"Why?"
"Control."
"Not money."
"Money was the mechanism."
Keane wrote.
Jonathan continued: "Dad would offer to fund something and then behave as though that purchased standing in the decision."
"Rebecca resent him?"
"She resented that."
"How strongly?"
Jonathan paused. "You're trying to make her angry."
"I don't have to."
"That's not what I mean."
Keane waited.
Jonathan sighed. "Rebecca could get furious with our father."
"Furious."
"For ten minutes."
Keane wrote.
Jonathan heard the silence. "Don't do that."
"Do what?"
"Take the adjective and discard the duration."
"So she got over it."
"Yes."
"Michael said the same thing."
Jonathan stopped. Only for a second. "Because it's true."
 
Caroline answered immediately. "I'm going into a meeting."
"Then I'll be brief."
"Everybody says that before being long."
"Your father and Rebecca."
"What now?"
"Private schools."
Caroline exhaled. "She hated the whole thing."
"Richard?"
"No. The offer."
"Why?"
"Because Dad could turn generosity into governance."
Keane liked the phrase. "Governance."
"I'm in finance."
"You mean control."
"I mean influence."
"Rebecca called it control."
A pause. "Then Rebecca was less polite."
"Angry?"
"Of course."
"How angry?"
"Normal Rebecca angry."
"What's that?"
"She'd lecture him. He'd lecture back. Twenty minutes later she'd be taking food out of his refrigerator."
Keane wrote.
Caroline asked: "Are you still seriously looking at her?"
"I'm seriously looking at everybody."
"Then look better."
"Why?"
"Rebecca had less financial reason to want Dad dead than any of us."
Keane stopped writing. "Why'd you say that?"
"Because it's true."
"Explain."
"She didn't ask him for anything."
"Children cost..."
Caroline interrupted. "Don't say children cost money. Rebecca will kill you."
Keane paused. "Unfortunate wording."
Caroline laughed despite herself. "You know what I mean. She'll give you a speech about civilization."
"Already got it."
"Of course."
Keane smiled.
Caroline continued: "Rebecca didn't need our father to finance a project or a position."
"Unlike?"
Caroline hesitated. Then: "Such as apartments and institutes and businesses."
Keane heard it.
Caroline seemed to hear herself too. "I'm making a general point."
Keane looked at his notes. Apartments. Institutes. Businesses. Three older siblings. Three needs. Rebecca, apparently, none.
"Thanks."
"That's it?"
"For now."
He ended before she could ask anything else.
 
Michael answered from Fairfield. Traffic noise behind him.
"You driving?"
"Walking."
"Where?"
"Parking garage."
"Can you talk?"
"Apparently I am."
Keane said: "Rebecca."
Michael stopped walking. "What about her?"
"The argument."
"Oh, c'mon."
"Tell me."
"I already did."
"Again."
Michael exhaled. "She and my father fought about schools."
"How bad?"
"Not bad."
"You said she gets angry."
"I knew you'd use that."
"What should I use?"
Michael's voice sharpened. "The rest of the sentence."
"Which was?"
"She gets angry and gets over it."
"Jonathan said that too."
Tiny silence. Then Michael laughed. "Congratulations. Siblings agree on something."
"Caroline described it similarly."
Another pause. "You're calling everybody about Beck?"
"Yeah."
"Why?"
"Because she was the last family member we know saw your father alive."
Michael said nothing.
"And there was a recent dispute."
"Which was resolved."
Keane stopped. "Rebecca told you?"
"Of course."
"When?"
"Wednesday or Thursday."
"Phone?"
"Yes."
"She told you Richard agreed to keep the kids in Summit schools?"
"Yes."
"You didn't mention that yesterday."
"You didn't ask."
Keane looked through the windshield toward Rebecca's house. Everyone remembered details when they became useful.
"Michael."
"Yeah?"
"Your father said something to Rebecca Friday about seeing you."
"What?"
"Said you and he were going to have another go at Aurelius."
Michael was silent. "Okay."
"Rebecca told him you were staying at her house Friday night and seeing him Saturday."
"Correct."
"Richard sounded surprised."
A pause. "He was surprised by lots of things."
"Plans to see him Friday?"
"No."
"Only Saturday."
"Yes."
"You're sure."
Michael laughed once. "I generally know what day I intend to meet my father."
"Good."
Keane let the answer sit.
Michael said: "Anything else?"
"One thing."
"What?"
"When you told me Rebecca gets angry, were you defending her?"
Michael's voice softened. "Obviously."
Keane looked down at his notes. Richard's principle, repeated in the estate material Martin had explained. Verify.
Keane said: "I don't like obviously."
Michael laughed. "You would've gotten along with Dad."
"So I've heard."
 
Keane remained parked for another minute. Then drove away. He had learned nothing that amounted to evidence against Rebecca. That mattered.
She and Richard had argued. The argument had been resolved. She saw him Friday. They were affectionate. Richard was healthy. She brought cake. He drank water. He spoke about another grandchild. Mentioned Michael. Expected to discuss Aurelius.
Three siblings had described Rebecca almost identically. Angry. Then over it. Resentful of Richard's financial influence. Protective of her children. None accused her. All defended her.
Keane had worked enough family cases to know families developed shorthand for one another. The smart one. The irresponsible one. The difficult one. The baby. Rebecca was apparently the stubborn one. That wasn't evidence either.
He turned at the next intersection. Something did bother him. Not Rebecca exactly. The shape of things. Richard's children kept offering him facts that could make one another look worse, then immediately explaining why those facts did not mean what they appeared to mean.
Perhaps that was loyalty. Probably it was. Families were complicated. Keane didn't need to decide yet.
He had learned something useful from Richard Ashcroft without ever meeting him. You didn't decide first and investigate second. Keane made a mental note to ask Martin again for the exact wording Richard had used. Check. Verify. Follow the facts.
Annoying dead man. Keane suspected he would've liked him too.
 
Chapter Eleven
The Surgeon
Thomas Keane learned what kind of surgeon Daniel Mercer was before he met him. He had expected something broad. Instead the hospital website gave him: ADULT CARDIOTHORACIC SURGERY, Coronary artery bypass. Valve repair and replacement. Aortic surgery.
Keane looked at the screen. Heart surgeon. Of course. He leaned back.
Nolan, standing in the doorway, saw the page. "What?"
"Mercer."
"Rebecca's husband."
"Cardiac surgeon."
Nolan stepped closer. "Seriously?"
"Apparently."
"That helps."
Keane looked at him. "With what?"
Nolan shrugged. "Cardiovascular drug kills father-in-law. Son-in-law operates on hearts."
"That's not evidence."
"I didn't say evidence."
"You thought it loud."
Nolan ignored that. "Where?"
"Atlantic Health. Affiliated with Overlook around Summit. Major cardiac surgery in Morristown."
Nolan smiled. "Convenient."
"For us."
Keane closed the page. "I'm gonna call him."
Daniel Mercer answered between operations. Keane could hear hospital sounds behind him. Announcements. Movement. Voices.
"Dr. Mercer?"
"Yes."
"Detective Sergeant Thomas Keane, Morris County Prosecutor's Office."
A pause. "I know who you are."
Rebecca had told him. Keane expected that. "I'd like to talk to you about Richard Ashcroft."
"I assumed."
"Are you available today?"
"What time?"
"Whenever you can reasonably get away."
Another pause. Daniel said: "I have a valve case this afternoon."
"Before?"
"Maybe."
"After?"
"Depends how cooperative the human body is."
"Usually?"
"It doesn't check my calendar."
Keane almost smiled. "Four-thirty?"
"Make it five."
"Here?"
"No here at the hospital. I'll come downstairs. There's a family conference room near the surgical unit."
"Fine."
Daniel hesitated. "Am I being interviewed as a witness or a suspect?"
Keane said: "I'm interviewing everyone who might have information relevant to your father-in-law's death."
"That's not what I asked."
"No."
Silence. "Am I required to speak with you?"
"No."
"Am I under arrest?"
"No."
"Do I need a lawyer?"
Keane chose his words carefully. "I can't advise you whether to get one. You're free to consult counsel or have counsel present if you choose."
Daniel said nothing.
"This is voluntary," Keane added.
"Then I'll talk to you."
"Five?"
"Five."
They ended the call.
Nolan looked at Keane. "He asked fast."
"He's a surgeon."
"Meaning?"
"People sign consent forms around him all day."
At four fifty-eight, Daniel entered the conference room wearing dark blue scrubs beneath a jacket he had apparently put on because somebody decided homicide detectives deserved collars. He looked tired. Not frightened.
Keane stood. "Dr. Mercer."
"Detective."
They shook hands.
Daniel nodded toward Nolan. "I remember you."
"From Richard's house."
"Yes."
They sat.
Daniel looked from one to the other. "How long is this going to take?"
"Depends."
"That's what I tell families."
"Then we'll understand each other."
"I doubt it."
Keane liked him slightly more for that. "Let's start with what you do."
Daniel stared. "You looked me up."
"I did."
"So why ask?"
"I like hearing people describe themselves."
Daniel leaned back. "Cardiothoracic surgeon. Adult cardiac surgery, primarily."
"What kind?"
"Bypass surgery. Valve repair and replacement. Aortic surgery. Other cardiac procedures."
"So heart surgery."
"That's what my children call it."
"Profitable?"
Daniel's expression changed. "Is that relevant?"
"Household finances are relevant."
"I earn a very good living."
"How good?"
Daniel smiled without humor. "Good enough that Rebecca's inheritance has never been part of our retirement plan."
Keane wrote.
Daniel watched.
"That sounded rehearsed."
"It wasn't."
"You've discussed inheritance since Richard died."
"Of course."
"How much Rebecca might receive?"
"Of course."
Keane looked up.
Daniel shrugged. "People are allowed to wonder what an inheritance might be without murdering anyone."
"Yes."
"Good." Daniel continued before Keane could ask. "Rebecca and I bought our house together. Both our families helped with the down payment."
"Richard?"
"And my parents."
"Gift?"
"Loans."
"Repaid?"
"Completely."
"When?"
"Years ago."
"Why loans?"
"Because Rebecca insisted."
"Richard?"
"Thought charging his daughter interest was ridiculous."
Keane almost smiled. "Sounds familiar."
"You never met him."
"So everybody keeps reminding me."
Daniel folded his arms. "Richard originally wanted us in Madison."
"Why?"
"Closer to him. He liked Madison. He thought the children should grow up there."
"But you chose Summit."
"We chose Summit."
"Against his advice."
"One of many survivable family crises."
Keane turned a page. "Your wife told you about the school argument."
"Yes."
"What'd you think?"
"That Richard needed to stop."
"Why?"
"Because they're our children."
"Did you resent him?"
"Sometimes."
"Money?"
"Not the money."
Daniel leaned back. "Richard could use money like a crowbar."
Keane wrote.
Daniel saw it. "Oh, for God's sake."
"What?"
"You people love metaphors."
"You supplied it."
Daniel rubbed his face. "He was extremely generous. That's true. But sometimes generosity became his way of keeping a discussion open after everybody else thought the discussion was finished."
"The schools."
"Schools. The house before that. Other things."
"He wanted private education."
"Yes."
"Why?"
"Partly because he believed public institutions were more vulnerable to whatever political or educational fashion came down from above."
"Brainwashing."
Daniel gave him a look. "Rebecca told you."
"She used his word."
"Richard enjoyed provocative words."
"Did you agree with him?"
"Not enough to send the children somewhere we didn't want them to go."
"Rebecca feel strongly?"
"Very."
"Angry?"
"Yes."
"Angry enough to tell him he couldn't control everybody forever."
Daniel looked at him. "She told you."
"Yeah."
"And the immortality line."
"Yeah."
Daniel sat back. "So you've decided that's motive."
"I haven't decided anything."
"Rebecca told me you do that."
"Do what?"
"Say you haven't decided while arranging the facts in the most unpleasant order possible."
Keane almost smiled. "She's observant."
"So was Richard."
Keane made no note. "Friday."
Daniel's expression tightened. "What about it?"
"Your schedule."
"I operated."
"All day?"
"Most of it."
"What cases?"
Daniel hesitated. "Patient confidentiality."
"We'll verify through appropriate channels without asking you to identify patients unnecessarily."
Daniel looked at him. That answer seemed to satisfy him. "I was here early. First operation around seven. Another later in the morning. Work afterward. I left late afternoon, came back for an issue, and finally headed home around seven-thirty."
"Morristown to Summit."
"Yes."
"Which route?"
Daniel frowned. "It varies."
"Route 24?"
"Sometimes."
"124?"
"Sometimes."
"Through Madison."
"If I take 124."
"Friday?"
"I don't remember."
Keane wrote.
Daniel stared. "If you're asking whether I could physically drive through the town where my father-in-law lived, the answer is obviously yes."
"I don't like obviously."
"Rebecca warned me."
"Good."
Daniel continued: "My car records may show the route. My phone may too. Check."
Keane looked up. "Planning to."
"Excellent."
"What time'd you get home?"
"Seven-thirty. Maybe a little later."
"Rebecca there?"
"Yes."
"Children?"
"Yes."
"Michael?"
"Later."
"What time?"
"Nine-thirty. Maybe closer to ten."
"See him arrive?"
"Yes."
"Car?"
"Yes."
"What'd he drive?"
"Dark SUV."
"Make?"
"I don't care about cars enough."
"Connecticut plate?"
"Michael lives in Connecticut."
"Did you see the plate?"
"No."
"How'd he seem?"
"Normal."
"Drinking?"
"No."
"Agitated?"
"No."
"Tired?"
"Maybe."
"Mention Richard?"
"Yes."
"What'd he say?"
"That he was seeing him in the morning."
"Aurelius?"
"I assumed."
"Did he say he'd seen Richard Friday?"
"No."
"Did you ask where he'd been?"
"No."
Keane wrote.
Daniel stared at him. "You think Michael saw Richard Friday."
"I didn't say that."
"You keep asking questions that only matter if you think he might have."
"I'm establishing his movements."
"He came from Fairfield."
"According to Michael."
Daniel stopped. That was the first time anyone had phrased it that way to him. "He told us Fairfield."
"Yeah."
"Rebecca believes him."
"I know."
Daniel's eyes narrowed. "Do you?"
Keane didn't answer. Instead he closed the notebook.
Daniel noticed. "Done?"
"No."
Keane opened a folder. "There's something I haven't told Rebecca."
Daniel went still. "What?"
"The medication found in Richard's system."
Daniel's face changed immediately. Not fear. Attention. Doctor.
Keane said: "Tavrenol."
Daniel was silent for perhaps two seconds. Then: "Yes."
Keane waited.
"I know it."
Nolan shifted slightly. "How?"
Daniel almost laughed. "I'm a cardiac surgeon."
"What is it?"
"A prescription cardiovascular medication."
Keane said nothing.
Daniel continued: "It wasn't something Richard took."
"We know."
"Not on his medication list."
"No."
"Not in the May records."
"No."
Daniel looked down at the table. "Then where the hell did it come from?"
"That's what we're investigating."
Daniel's eyes returned to Keane. "How much?"
"We're not discussing concentration."
Daniel nodded immediately. Professional reflex. "Fine."
"Could it be dangerous?"
"You already know."
"I want your answer."
Daniel paused. "Yes. In the wrong circumstances."
"Someone not prescribed it."
"Potentially."
"Could Richard take it accidentally?"
"How?"
"I don't know."
"Neither do I."
"Would you prescribe Tavrenol?"
Daniel thought. "Possibly in an appropriate cardiac patient. Cardiothoracic surgeons do prescribe medications. We don't just operate and disappear."
"What kinds?"
"Perioperative and postoperative medications. Cardiac drugs where appropriate. Pain control. Anticoagulation. Whatever is clinically required within the scope of the patient's care."
"So you could prescribe Tavrenol."
"If there were a legitimate indication."
"Have you?"
"I don't know from memory. I'd have to check."
"Could you order it at this hospital?"
Daniel's expression hardened. "There it is."
"What?"
"The question."
"Answer it."
"I can order medications for patients I'm treating when they're clinically appropriate. That doesn't mean I wander through the pharmacy filling my pockets."
"I didn't say you did."
"You asked whether I had access."
"Do you?"
"Not the way you're implying."
"Explain."
Daniel leaned forward. "Hospital medications are controlled through electronic orders, pharmacy systems and dispensing records. If I prescribe or order something for a patient, there's a record."
"Could you physically obtain Tavrenol?"
"Under legitimate clinical circumstances, through the normal system."
"Could you take some home?"
"No."
"Could you obtain it without a record?"
Daniel stared at him. "You're asking whether I supplied the drug that killed Richard."
"Yes."
"No."
Hard. Immediate. "Ever bring Tavrenol home?"
"No."
"Prescribe it for yourself?"
"No."
"Rebecca?"
"No."
"Richard?"
"No."
"Anybody in your household?"
"No."
Keane watched him. Daniel's anger had arrived. Anger made people less polished.
"Prescription medication at home?"
"Normal household medication."
"Meaning?"
"Whatever has actually been prescribed to us. Children's medicines. Ordinary things."
"Tavrenol?"
"No."
"Hospital samples?"
"No."
"Medication from work?"
"No."
"Could Rebecca obtain Tavrenol through you without your knowledge?"
Daniel stared. "No."
"Why so certain?"
"Because I'm not carrying cardiac drugs home from the hospital."
"So if Rebecca wanted Tavrenol, she couldn't simply take it from you."
Daniel froze. There it was. Not Michael. Not Jonathan. Not Caroline. Rebecca.
He leaned back slowly. "You think she did this."
"I didn't say that."
"Don't."
Keane waited.
"Don't do that thing with language."
"What thing?"
"The one where you're technically correct while making sure everybody knows exactly what you mean."
Nolan shifted.
Keane said: "Your wife was alone with Richard Friday afternoon."
"She brought him cake."
"Yes."
"She loved him."
"I know."
"No. You don't."
"Fair."
"Families argue."
"Yes."
"Richard offered her a fortune in private-school tuition and she refused."
"Yes."
"We repaid every dollar our parents lent us for this house."
Keane nodded. "Yes."
"She doesn't need his money."
"Nobody could use a very large inheritance?"
Daniel stood. Nolan sat straighter. Keane remained still.
Daniel put both hands on the table. "If you think I killed my father-in-law, arrest me."
"Lemme finish."
"I'm not under arrest."
"No."
"Then don't order me around."
Keane nodded. "Fair."
Daniel remained standing. "If you think Rebecca killed him, find evidence."
"That's what we're doing."
"Then stop frightening my wife with arithmetic about mortgages and school tuition."
Keane said nothing.
Daniel's voice lowered. "She lost her father."
"I know."
"No. You know there's a dead man in a file."
Keane looked at him. Daniel realized immediately that he'd gone too far. He didn't retract it. He sat.
"Sorry."
"You don't have to be."
"I wasn't apologizing to you."
"Good."
Keane opened the notebook again.
Daniel sighed. "Of course."
"One more thing."
"What?"
"Your Friday route home."
Daniel stared. "We just covered it."
"You left Morristown somewhere around seven-thirty. Depending on the route, you could've gone through Madison."
"Yes."
"Did you?"
"I told you I don't remember."
"Your father-in-law was still alive when you last knew?"
"As far as I knew."
"Did you stop at his house?"
"No."
"Call him?"
"No."
"See him?"
"No."
"Okay."
Daniel looked at him. "That's it?"
"For the route."
"You make driving home sound criminal."
"That's because somebody killed a man between your hospital and your house."
Daniel stared.
Keane added: "That doesn't mean you did."
"Comforting."
"Wasn't intended to be."
Keane closed the pad. "I'll want your professional records checked for any connection to Tavrenol."
"Then check them."
"Medication orders. Prescription history where relevant. Pharmacy access. Anything showing whether you handled Tavrenol around the time Richard died."
Daniel looked toward Nolan. "Can you do that?"
"With proper legal process," Nolan said.
Daniel turned back. "Then use proper legal process."
Keane nodded. "Reasonable."
Daniel seemed surprised. "You're not asking me to sign something?"
"Not today."
"Why?"
"Because you said no."
Daniel watched him.
"If we need records, we'll get them correctly."
Something about that lowered Daniel's anger. Slightly. "Am I a suspect?"
Keane thought before answering. "You're somebody who knew Richard. You're married to a beneficiary. You're a cardiac surgeon familiar with the medication that killed him. Your movements Friday need verifying."
Daniel smiled bitterly. "That's yes written by a lawyer."
"It isn't a yes."
"Is Rebecca a suspect?"
Keane said nothing.
Daniel understood. "Right."
He stood again. Calmly this time. "I think we're finished."
"For today."
At the door Daniel stopped. "Detective."
"Yeah?"
"Should my wife have a lawyer?"
Keane looked at him. "I can't advise either of you whether to retain counsel."
"That's very careful."
"Needs to be."
"If we get one, does that make her look guilty?"
"No."
Daniel turned fully.
Keane continued: "Getting a lawyer is your decision. I don't draw guilt from somebody choosing to have one."
Daniel studied him. "Good answer."
"Correct answer."
"Not always the same thing."
Then he left.
 
The record checks took several days. They were boring. That made them useful. Daniel Mercer had not prescribed Tavrenol to Richard. Or Rebecca. Or himself. Nothing connected Tavrenol dispensed through the hospital to Daniel personally. No relevant medication-ordering pattern. No suspicious pharmacy access. No electronic event suggesting he had diverted medication.
His Friday schedule was equally dull. Operating-room records. Hospital-system activity. Staff. Meetings. Electronic records. The movements of a surgeon whose working day generated an enormous amount of documentation without anyone having designed it as an alibi.
His departure and drive home were also consistent with his account. Nothing placed him at Richard's house.
By the time Keane finished, Daniel Mercer had become significantly less interesting.
Nolan sat opposite him. "So he's clean."
Keane looked at the paperwork. "On this."
"You don't think he supplied Tavrenol."
"No evidence he did."
"Good for Rebecca."
Keane looked up. "Why?"
"Because the obvious story was cardiac-surgeon husband provides mystery cardiac drug."
"Wasn't a theory."
"Fine. Collection of nouns."
Keane almost smiled.
Nolan continued: "That route's gone."
"Yeah."
"So how does Rebecca get Tavrenol?"
Keane looked at him. "I don't know."
"Exactly."
This time Keane agreed. The most obvious bridge between Rebecca Mercer and the murder weapon had disappeared. That mattered. It did not clear her. But it mattered.
 
Daniel found Rebecca at the kitchen table that evening. Again. Bitcoin School was open on the laptop. She appeared to have spent fifteen minutes reading the same paragraph because she was staring at it without moving.
"How'd it go?"
Daniel took off his jacket. "Badly."
Rebecca looked up. "What did he ask?"
"Everything."
"About me?"
"Mostly."
Her face tightened. Daniel walked toward the refrigerator. Changed his mind. Sat opposite her. "We need a lawyer."
Rebecca stared. "No."
"Yes."
"No."
"Rebecca."
"That makes me look guilty."
Daniel closed his eyes. "What?"
"If I suddenly hire a criminal lawyer after voluntarily talking to police twice..."
"That's television."
"It isn't."
"They'll think whatever the evidence makes them think."
"You don't know Keane."
"I just spent an hour with him."
"Then you know exactly what I mean."
Daniel leaned forward. "They're already considering whether you could have killed your father."
The sentence hit harder than he intended. Rebecca stared.
Daniel reached across the table. "I'm sorry."
"No. Say it."
"Rebecca..."
"Say what they think."
He looked at her. "They're considering you."
"Because of the argument."
"Partly."
"The cake."
"Yes."
"You."
"Yes."
Rebecca looked away.
Daniel continued: "Keane told me the drug."
Her head snapped back. "What?"
"He gave me the name."
"Why didn't he tell me?"
"Because I'm a cardiac surgeon. He wanted to see whether I knew it."
"What is it?"
Daniel hesitated. "Tavrenol."
The word meant nothing to her. "Tavrenol."
"Yes."
"You know it."
"Yes."
Rebecca's face changed.
Daniel saw the thought immediately. "That's exactly why he told me."
"Because you're familiar with it."
"Yes."
"Could you get it?"
"No."
She stared. "Could you?"
"Not in the way they mean."
"Daniel."
He leaned forward. "I can prescribe and order cardiac medications for patients when appropriate. That's not the same thing as having a private cupboard of drugs I can take home."
"But you know Tavrenol."
"I'm a cardiac surgeon."
"Oh God."
"Exactly."
"He thinks you could have given it to me."
"That's one route they're testing."
"And then I gave it to Dad."
"Yes."
Rebecca closed her eyes. For several seconds neither spoke. Then: "We need a lawyer."
Daniel nodded. "Yes."
"But won't that make it worse?"
"No."
"How do you know?"
"I asked Keane."
That surprised her. "You asked him?"
"Directly."
"What did he say?"
"That he can't advise us, but he doesn't treat retaining counsel as evidence of guilt."
Rebecca laughed bitterly. "Very noble."
"He was careful."
"He's always careful."
"I noticed."
Daniel took her hand. "We don't have to hire someone blindly tonight. We speak to someone."
"Who?"
"I'll call Martin."
"Martin's a lawyer."
"Estate lawyer."
"Can't he..."
"No."
Daniel shook his head. "He represents your father's estate. He has duties involving all four of you. He shouldn't represent you in a homicide investigation."
Rebecca flinched. "Stop saying it like that."
"Like what?"
"Accurately."
Daniel almost smiled.
Rebecca looked at the laptop. The sentence on the screen read: Verification requires independent confirmation.
She closed it. "I want to call Michael."
Daniel hesitated. "Why?"
"Because he's Michael."
That was enough.
 
Michael answered immediately. "Hey."
"They interviewed Daniel."
"I figured they would."
"They told him what killed Dad."
Silence. "What?"
"The medication."
"They gave him the name?"
"Because he's a cardiac surgeon."
"Right."
Rebecca heard nothing strange in the word. Why would she? "They think Daniel could have gotten it."
"That's insane."
"His records will clear him."
"Of course they will."
"They're looking at me."
Another pause. Then: "No."
"Yes."
"Beck..."
"They think I had motive because of the schools. Opportunity because I saw Dad Friday. Means because Daniel is a doctor."
"That's ridiculous."
"Keane came to the house."
Michael swore quietly.
"Daniel thinks we need a lawyer."
Michael stopped. "Maybe you do."
That wasn't the answer Rebecca expected. "You think so?"
"I think if they're treating you as more than a witness, you stop assuming cooperation protects you from every misunderstanding."
Rebecca looked toward Daniel. He was listening.
Michael continued: "Talk to somebody."
"I thought getting a lawyer makes you look guilty."
"No."
"You don't?"
"No."
His voice softened. "Beck, innocent people need lawyers too."
Rebecca said nothing.
"Especially innocent people."
The line comforted her. "You don't think I did this."
Michael sounded almost offended. "Of course not."
"How do you know?"
"Because you're you."
Rebecca closed her eyes. Somewhere in Morristown, Thomas Keane would have hated that answer. To Rebecca, it was exactly the answer she needed.
"Thanks."
"Anytime."
"Love you."
"Love you too."
They hung up.
 
Daniel called Martin Hale.
Martin answered after several rings. "Daniel."
"Martin, I need a referral."
"For what?"
Daniel looked at Rebecca. "Criminal defense."
Long silence. "For you?"
"Rebecca. Possibly both of us."
"Anyone charged?"
"No."
"Arrested?"
"No."
"Have police told either of you you're suspects?"
"No."
"What happened?"
"They're focusing on Rebecca. And they interviewed me today about the medication that killed Richard."
Martin was silent again. Then: "I cannot represent either of you in that matter."
"I assumed."
"I represent Richard's estate. The potential conflicts are everywhere."
"I know."
"But I can give you names."
"Good."
"I'd start with Ellen Roth in Morristown. Former prosecutor. Criminal defense. Very good. I'll send you her number and two alternatives."
Rebecca looked up.
Martin continued: "Daniel."
"Yes?"
"Don't interpret needing criminal counsel as an accusation."
Rebecca could hear him through the speaker.
Daniel said: "That's what I've been telling her."
"People make very expensive mistakes because they believe innocence is a substitute for legal advice."
Rebecca sighed. "Fine."
Martin heard her. "Rebecca?"
"Yes."
"Speak to Ellen before you agree to another substantive interview."
Rebecca frowned. "You're telling me not to cooperate?"
"No. I'm telling you to obtain legal advice before deciding what cooperation should look like."
That sounded annoyingly sensible. "Fine."
"And don't discuss the substance of the police interviews with your siblings until you've spoken to her."
Rebecca glanced at Daniel. "Why?"
"Because I just recommended a criminal-defense lawyer. Let her explain why."
Rebecca almost objected. Didn't. "Fine."
They ended the call.
Rebecca looked at Daniel. "Michael already knows."
Daniel sighed. "Of course he does."
"He's my brother."
"I know."
Rebecca reopened the laptop. Verification requires independent confirmation. She stared at the sentence. Then closed the computer again. She had had enough lessons for one night.

 
Chapter Twelve
Six Calls
Thomas Keane had learned years earlier that telephone records were disappointing. People imagined them as maps. Most of the time they were lists of numbers, times and durations. Data that became interesting only after somebody gave it a story.
Richard Ashcroft's records arrived on a Thursday morning. The carrier information had been obtained through the appropriate process and compared with the call history recovered from Richard's phone. Between them, they showed completed conversations as well as several unanswered calls.
Keane printed the relevant pages. He thought better on paper.
Nolan objected on environmental grounds. "You know computers have screens."
"I've heard."
"Trees died for that."
"Not recently."
Nolan looked over his shoulder. "What're you looking for?"
"People."
"That's a phone record."
"Exactly."
Richard's final week contained nothing extraordinary at first glance. Martin Hale, Peter Caldwell, Rebecca, Michael, Teresa, doctors, a landscaping company, a plumber, several other numbers, and Jonathan.
Keane circled the name. Then counted. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. "Six calls."
Nolan leaned closer. "From Richard?"
"Jonathan to Richard."
"In how long?"
"Thursday and Friday."
"Answered?"
"Some."
They went through them. Thursday morning - three minutes. Thursday afternoon - eight minutes. Thursday evening - no answer. Friday morning - four minutes. Friday afternoon - two minutes. Then one more. Friday night. 9:07 p.m. - no answer.
Nolan looked at the page. "Nine-oh-seven."
"Yeah."
"Late?"
"Not necessarily."
"For a professor calling his seventy-eight-year-old father about university funding?"
"Maybe."
Nolan pointed at the Thursday-evening call. "Another miss."
"Yeah."
"So four conversations. Two unanswered."
"Looks that way."
"What does Jonathan say?"
Keane picked up the phone. "Lemme find out."
Jonathan answered on the seventh ring. "Hello?"
"Professor Ashcroft."
A pause. "Detective."
"Busy?"
"I'm always busy when somebody asks that."
"Good. Won't take long."
Jonathan sighed. "That means you will."
Keane looked at the call sheet. "I have your father's telephone records."
Silence. Not much. Enough. "All right."
"You called him six times in his last two days."
Another small pause. "Did I?"
"You sound surprised."
"I didn't count."
"I did."
"Apparently."
"What were you calling about?"
"The institute."
"All six?"
"Probably."
Keane picked up his pen. "Probably."
"We were having an ongoing disagreement."
"That's a gentle word."
"What would you prefer?"
"Argument."
Jonathan sighed. "We weren't screaming at each other."
"Arguments don't require screaming."
"No."
"So all six were about the institute?"
"Yes."
Keane looked at the last call. "Friday. Nine-oh-seven."
"What about it?"
"You were still discussing university funding after nine on Friday night?"
"I was trying to reach my father."
"That part's evident."
Jonathan said nothing.
"Why then?"
"Because Monday mattered."
Keane stopped moving his pen.
"Why?"
Jonathan hesitated. "My father had threatened to contact people at the university."
"Which people?"
"Development."
"Names?"
"Several."
"Dean?"
"Possibly."
"President?"
"No."
"Donors?"
"Potentially."
Keane wrote.
"What was he going to tell them?"
Jonathan's answer came more slowly. "That I had overstated his interest."
"Had you?"
Silence. Keane waited. Finally Jonathan said: "I had presented his participation as more likely than he considered appropriate."
"That's a long yes."
"It's a more accurate answer."
"Was his participation likely?"
"I believed so."
"Did he?"
"Initially."
"Then?"
"He changed his mind."
"Why?"
Jonathan exhaled. "Because he didn't like the project."
"The institute?"
"Certain aspects."
"Such as?"
"Direction. Governance. Policy orientation."
"Your policy orientation?"
"In part."
Keane glanced toward Nolan, who had taken a chair opposite his desk and was listening.
"So your father was prepared to tell the university you'd implied he was giving money when he hadn't agreed."
Jonathan's voice sharpened. "That's not how I would characterize it."
"How would you?"
"We'd been discussing a founding contribution for months. My father knew his name was associated with the proposal."
"Did he approve of using his name?"
A pause. "Not formally."
"Did he approve an amount?"
"No amount had been finalized."
"Did he approve telling people he intended to contribute?"
Jonathan stopped.
Keane waited.
"No."
There it was.
Keane looked at the material Martin Hale had made available from Richard's estate files. Among the documents Emily Ross had catalogued during the inventory was Jonathan's proposal for the Center for Economic Policy and Public Institutions. A glossy document. Projections. Budgets. A proposed founding contribution. A particularly optimistic section on anticipated financial support.
One email from Jonathan read: The university is moving forward on the understanding that family support will be part of the initial capitalization.
Richard had underlined understanding.
Beside it, he'd written: Whose?
Another exchange contained a less ambiguous instruction. Do not use my name to raise money I have not agreed to provide.
And below it: If necessary, I will correct the record directly.
Keane looked at the last sentence. "Your father wrote that he'd correct the record."
Jonathan was quiet. "You've seen the correspondence."
"Yeah."
"Then why are we doing this again?"
"Because paper doesn't answer every question."
"Neither do dead people."
Keane let that go.
Jonathan heard himself. "Sorry."
"You don't have to apologize to me."
Another silence.
Keane said: "What happened Friday morning?"
"We spoke."
"Four minutes."
"Was it?"
"Yeah."
"Then four minutes."
"What'd you say?"
"I asked him not to contact the university until we'd spoken properly."
"What'd he say?"
"No."
"Just no?"
"Essentially."
"Friday afternoon?"
"I tried again."
"Two minutes."
"You're enjoying the durations."
"They're facts."
Jonathan said nothing.
"Then nine-oh-seven."
"Yes."
"No answer."
"Apparently."
"Leave a voicemail?"
"I don't remember."
"We'll check."
Jonathan sighed. "I may have."
"What'd you want at nine-oh-seven that couldn't wait until Saturday?"
"Monday was approaching."
"It was Friday."
"That's generally how weekends work."
"Your father wasn't planning to call anybody Saturday."
"No."
"Sunday?"
"No."
"So why call him at nine on Friday night?"
Jonathan's voice hardened. "Because I was angry."
Keane stopped writing. That answer he had not expected. "About?"
"Everything we've just discussed."
"You called your father because you were angry."
"Yes."
"To do what?"
"Convince him."
"Of what?"
"Not to humiliate me professionally."
Keane let the sentence sit.
Jonathan seemed to realize how it sounded. "I'm not saying he would have ruined my career."
"What are you saying?"
"That if my father contacted the university and said I'd used his name without authorization, it would be embarrassing."
"Only embarrassing?"
"Potentially damaging."
"How damaging?"
"Depends what he said."
"What was he going to say?"
"I didn't know."
"Which is why you kept calling."
"Yes."
Keane looked at the page. For the first time, Jonathan's six calls had a coherent explanation. Not a pleasant one. But a coherent one. It also depended entirely on Jonathan telling the truth about the purpose of the calls. That remained to be checked.
"Where were you at nine-oh-seven?"
"Home."
"Yonkers."
"Yes."
"Anybody with you?"
"My wife was in and out that evening."
"Anybody else?"
"No."
"What were you doing?"
"Working."
"On?"
"University material."
"Computer?"
"Yes."
"Any calls?"
"I had a video meeting that finished shortly before nine."
"University?"
"Yes."
"Who with?"
Jonathan gave him a name.
Keane wrote it down. "We'll verify."
"I assumed you would."
"You sound irritated."
"I dislike being investigated for my father's murder."
"Understandable."
"Is it?"
"Yeah."
Jonathan paused. "You don't sound as though you believe me."
"I haven't said whether I do."
"That's your favorite defense."
"I'm not defending anything."
Keane turned a page. "When'd you learn Rebecca saw your father Friday?"
"After the police interviews."
"From whom?"
"Michael, I think."
"Not Rebecca?"
"Possibly Rebecca. We've spoken since then."
Keane looked at his notes. Michael had spoken to Rebecca shortly after the first interviews, before she'd retained counsel. He had mentioned the cake during his own follow-up conversation. There was nothing remarkable about siblings comparing what had happened after learning their father had been murdered. It made their memories less independent. That was all.
"Rebecca didn't do this," Jonathan said.
Keane looked up. "Why not?"
"Because she didn't."
"Strong argument."
"You know what I mean."
"I don't."
Jonathan exhaled. "She was angry about the schools."
"Yeah."
"They resolved it."
"Yeah."
"She refused his money."
"That particular money."
Jonathan's voice sharpened. "You keep saying that."
"Because it's accurate."
"Rebecca was the one child who wasn't treating Dad's money as though it were already hers."
Keane's pen stopped. "Who was?"
Jonathan answered too quickly. "Nobody."
Keane smiled faintly. "That wasn't what you were gonna say."
"You don't know what I was going to say."
"True."
Jonathan continued: "I'm saying Rebecca's relationship with money was different."
"How?"
"She doesn't work in finance."
"Neither does that answer my question."
"She built her life without relying on our father."
"Did you?"
Jonathan went quiet. Then: "Yes."
Keane didn't argue. He had a university proposal in front of him that complicated the answer considerably.
"Caroline?"
"Ask Caroline."
"Michael?"
"Ask Michael."
"Did Richard think Rebecca was different?"
Jonathan hesitated. "I don't know."
Keane looked at the Requests folder again. Richard had wanted Rebecca to accept something. Private-school tuition. Rebecca had refused. The others had wanted things from Richard. Jonathan wanted his support for the institute. Caroline wanted a loan. Michael wanted his cooperation on Aurelius.
Different directions. Perhaps meaningless. Perhaps not.
"One more thing," Keane said.
"I'm sure there will be more than one."
"When'd you last see Caroline before your father died?"
Jonathan stopped. Keane had asked this in Morristown already. "My father's birthday."
"April?"
"Yes."
"Michael?"
"Same occasion."
"Anybody since then?"
"Not in person that I recall."
Keane nodded. Richard's telephone records told him Jonathan had made an unanswered call that evening. They did not tell him where Jonathan had been afterward or whom he'd seen. Jonathan's answer remained consistent with his first interview. That wasn't confirmation. It was repetition.
"Are we finished?" Jonathan asked.
"For now."
"I assume you're going to the university." It wasn't phrased as a question.
Keane looked toward Nolan. "Why would you assume that?"
"Because that's where this leads."
"Bother you?"
"Of course it bothers me."
"Why?"
"Because my father is dead, and now you're going to interview colleagues about a disagreement I would have preferred remain private."
"Anything else?"
"No."
Keane waited. Jonathan did too. Eventually Keane said: "I'll let you get back to being busy."
"Detective."
"Yeah?"
"If you're looking at Rebecca because she saw our father Friday, you're wasting your time."
"Who should I look at?"
Jonathan didn't answer. Keane waited. Then Jonathan said: "I don't know."
The call ended.
 
Nolan leaned back. "That's ugly."
"Which part?"
"The institute."
"Yeah."
"Six calls."
"Maybe."
"Threat to humiliate him."
"Professionally."
"Large inheritance."
"Everybody has that."
"Yonkers alibi."
"Not verified yet."
Nolan looked at the Requests file. "You believe him?"
"About what?"
"Calls being about the institute."
Keane considered. "Most of them probably were."
"Nine-oh-seven?"
"I don't know."
"People call when they're angry."
"Yeah."
"People text when they're angry."
"Some do."
Nolan smiled. "Professors call."
Keane looked at him. "That's not a category I'm willing to defend."
Nolan pointed at Richard's note. If necessary, I will correct the record directly. "That's motive."
"It's conflict."
"Same thing?"
"No."
"When does conflict become motive?"
"When you find evidence someone acted on it."
"Helpful."
Keane put the document aside. "Get the university records moving. And confirm the video call."
Nolan stood. "On it."
 
Rebecca's criminal-defense lawyer called at eleven-thirty. Keane had expected it. Martin Hale had referred Rebecca and Daniel to Ellen Roth, a Morristown attorney and former prosecutor. Keane knew her. Not socially. Enough.
"Tom."
"Ellen."
"I'm representing Rebecca Mercer."
"I assumed."
"Daniel too, if necessary."
"All right."
"Are they suspects?"
"We starting with that?"
"I'm billing now."
"Then I'll save your client money. Nobody's been charged."
"That's not what I asked."
Keane smiled. "Everybody keeps saying that."
"Perhaps because you keep not answering."
"Perhaps."
Ellen continued: "If you want Rebecca for another substantive interview, contact me first."
"Fine."
"You're not going to show up at her house unannounced."
"Wasn't planning to."
"Good."
"Anything else?"
"Stop making her think lemon cake is evidence."
Keane leaned back. "She told you that."
"She tells me lots of things."
"Good. That's what she's paying you for."
Ellen paused. "Tom."
"Yeah?"
"She didn't do this."
"You've represented her less than a day."
"Didn't take that long."
"You always had good instincts."
"I still do."
"So do I."
"That's what worries me."
She hung up.
Nolan looked over. "Lawyer?"
"Rebecca's."
"Change anything?"
"No."
"She'll stop talking."
"Maybe."
"Bad for us."
"Good for her."
Nolan smiled. "You're a terrible cop."
"So I've heard."
 
Keane called Michael after lunch. Not because he needed permission to investigate Jonathan. Because Michael had worked closest to Richard professionally and had known Jonathan his entire life. He might be able to explain things Richard's business correspondence couldn't.
Michael answered from what sounded like an office. "Detective."
"Busy?"
"Never too busy to be investigated for my father's murder."
"That's generous."
"I'm a generous man."
"I have a question about Jonathan."
"Uh-oh."
"Why uh-oh?"
"Because Jonathan considers most questions about Jonathan potentially defamatory."
"Six calls."
Silence. "What?"
"He called your father six times Thursday and Friday."
"Okay."
"Surprise you?"
"Not especially."
"Why?"
"The institute."
"You knew about it."
"Everybody knew about it."
"Everybody knew Richard had refused?"
Michael paused. "More or less."
"Did Jonathan tell you?"
"At some point."
"When?"
"I don't remember."
Keane made no attempt to supply a date. "When'd you last see Jonathan before your father died?"
"At my dad's birthday."
"April."
"Yeah."
"Caroline?"
"Same party."
"All four of you were there."
"Right."
"And no in-person gatherings after that?"
"Not that I remember."
Keane noted the answer.
Michael continued: "What do you want me to say? We're adults. We don't punch timecards when we see each other."
"I'm asking because I'm building a timeline."
"Then April, as far as I remember."
It was a clean answer. Consistent with the others.
Keane moved on. "Jonathan's institute was in trouble."
Michael's tone softened. "I wouldn't say trouble."
"Richard threatened to tell the university Jonathan misrepresented his support."
"That sounds like trouble."
"Embarrassment?"
"Potentially."
"Damage to his career?"
"Possibly."
"Did Jonathan need your father's money?"
"The university did."
"Jonathan personally?"
"Not to pay his mortgage."
"Professionally."
"Yes."
"So your father could hurt his career."
Michael sighed. "Richard could make life difficult when he thought somebody hadn't checked something properly."
"Yours too?"
A pause. "We're talking about Jonathan."
"We are now."
Michael laughed softly. "You're good."
"At what?"
"Moving the furniture while people are sitting on it."
Keane wrote nothing. "What was Jonathan like when he was embarrassed?"
Michael thought. "Defensive."
"Dishonest?"
"Loaded word."
"Use your own."
Michael sighed. "Jonathan lies when he's embarrassed."
Keane picked up his pen.
Michael immediately said: "Don't."
"What?"
"Do the pen thing."
"Everybody's getting very sensitive to my pen."
Michael continued: "He's been doing it since he was twelve."
"What happened at twelve?"
"He broke a window."
"Then?"
"Blamed a squirrel."
Keane paused. "A squirrel."
"Apparently a very aggressive squirrel."
"Did anybody believe him?"
"Teresa didn't."
"Smart woman."
"Extremely."
Michael smiled. "That's Jonathan. When he thinks he's going to look stupid, he'll give you a five-page explanation for why the thing you're looking at isn't technically what it looks like."
"Could he lie about murder?"
Michael was silent. Keane waited. Finally: "Anyone can."
"That's not an answer."
"It's the only honest one."
"Think Jonathan killed your father?"
"No."
"Why?"
"Because he's Jonathan."
Keane didn't react.
Michael laughed. "Yeah, yeah. That tells you who he is to me, not where he was."
"Something like that."
Michael's voice softened. "Jonathan lies when he's embarrassed. He's been doing it since he was twelve." A pause. "That doesn't make him a murderer."
Keane wrote the sentence down. Not because it was evidence. Because it was a distinction worth remembering.
"Why'd your father enjoy arguing with Jonathan?"
Michael laughed. "Enjoy?"
"Rebecca says he did."
"He enjoyed beating Jonathan."
"At economics."
"At anything."
"Jonathan enjoy losing?"
"Jonathan doesn't believe he loses. He believes the discussion ends before everybody fully appreciates his position."
Keane smiled. "Sounds exhausting."
"It is."
"Could the institute fight get serious?"
"It was serious."
"How serious?"
Michael hesitated. "Jonathan had attached his reputation to it."
"Without funding."
"With expected funding."
"Your father's."
"Potentially."
"Without Richard agreeing."
Michael stopped. Then: "Apparently."
"Would Richard have called the university?"
"Yes."
No hesitation.
"Sure?"
"My father didn't bluff about due diligence."
The phrase caught Keane. "Due diligence."
"It's how he thought."
"If somebody said something was true?"
"He checked."
"If he wanted it to be true?"
"He checked harder."
Keane looked at the line he'd copied from Richard's video. Don't believe what you want to be true. Check. Verify. Follow the facts.
Michael continued: "Jonathan knew that."
"So six calls."
"Probably."
"Friday night too."
Michael paused. "If my father was planning to call the university Monday, Jonathan would've kept trying through the weekend."
"Richard didn't answer at nine-oh-seven."
"Maybe he was asleep."
"At nine?"
"He was seventy-eight."
Keane said nothing.
Michael heard himself. "Sorry."
"For what?"
"Nothing."
Keane looked at the call record. Nine-oh-seven. It remained an unanswered call. Nothing more.
 
Afterward, Keane sat without moving.
Nolan eventually looked up from his desk. "What?"
"Michael."
"What about him?"
"Nice guy."
Nolan laughed. "That's investigative."
"Helpful."
"Same thing?"
"No."
"What'd he say?"
"Jonathan lies when he's embarrassed."
"Useful."
"Then told me that doesn't make him a murderer."
"Also true."
Keane nodded. "Very."
Nolan watched him. "You don't trust nice people."
"I don't trust categories."
"You said that already."
"Still true."
Keane returned to Richard's telephone records. Six calls. Four answered. Two unanswered. All six explained by one long, unpleasant disagreement. Perhaps Jonathan had told him the truth. Perhaps he'd told him most of it. The last call remained the one Keane understood least.
He made a note to compare the completed call records with the university's account of what had been happening that week. Then he set the page aside.
An unexplained telephone call was not a murder conviction. It wasn't even particularly close.
 
That evening Rebecca was helping Charlie with a jigsaw puzzle when her phone buzzed. Michael. She let it ring. Not because she didn't want to speak to him. Because Ellen Roth had spent twenty minutes that afternoon explaining that they're my family was not a legal strategy.
Daniel sat across the room reading. "Michael?"
Rebecca nodded.
"Call him later."
"Ellen said not to discuss the interviews."
"Then don't."
"He'll know something's wrong."
"Something is wrong."
Rebecca stared at the puzzle. A blue piece. Sky or water. Impossible to tell.
Ellie came into the room. "Mom, what happened to Grandpa's telescope?"
Rebecca looked up. "What telescope?"
"The one he was going to get Charlie."
Charlie stopped working on the puzzle. "Grandpa said he knew a good one."
Rebecca swallowed. Wednesday. Richard in the kitchen. Does he still want the telescope?
Yes.
I know a good one.
She had forgotten about it until now. "Grandpa hadn't bought it yet, sweetheart."
Charlie frowned. "Why not?"
"He was going to. He didn't get the chance."
The boy looked at his puzzle. Then back at her. "Can I still have a telescope?"
Rebecca hesitated. "Of course you can."
"Will it be the one Grandpa wanted?"
She didn't know. Richard hadn't told her which one. But he had probably researched it. He researched everything.
"I'll see what I can find."
Charlie nodded. That appeared to settle the matter. He returned to the puzzle. Children accepted certain impossibilities with alarming efficiency. Rebecca wasn't sure whether to envy him.
Her phone buzzed again. A message. Michael: Just checking on you. No police talk. Promise.
Rebecca smiled despite herself.
Daniel saw it. "What?"
"Nothing."
She typed: We're okay. Lawyer says I'm not allowed to talk to my own family anymore.
Michael replied: Lawyers are why civilization failed. Then: Martin excluded. Mostly.
Rebecca laughed.
Daniel shook his head. "Don't encourage him."
She put the phone away.
Charlie held up a blue piece. "Sky?"
Rebecca looked. "Could be water."
He turned it around. "It fits."
She smiled. "Then I guess it's sky."
Charlie pressed the piece into place. And for a few minutes, the puzzle was all she had to think about.
 
Chapter Thirteen
The Institute
The following morning Thomas Keane took New Jersey Transit into Penn Station and the subway north. He could have driven. He disliked driving into Manhattan when he didn't have to, and he disliked driving through Manhattan to reach the Bronx even more.
Everybody who lived west of the Hudson seemed to develop one of two relationships with New York traffic. They either accepted it as a natural feature of existence or spent forty years trying to avoid it. Keane belonged to the second group.
At Penn Station he found the uptown 1 train. Forty-second Street. Seventy-second. Ninety-sixth. Then farther north. The city changed gradually enough that somebody unfamiliar with New York might not have noticed precisely when Manhattan ended and the Bronx began. Keane did. He'd grown up in Brooklyn. People from the outer boroughs kept track of these things.
At 242nd Street, he got off at the end of the line. Manhattan University sat nearby in Riverdale. The name had always amused him. The institution had begun in Manhattan in the nineteenth century before moving to the Bronx in the 1920s, when the surrounding land must have felt considerably less crowded.
Apparently nobody had considered changing the name. Keane approved. Names accumulated history. Changing them merely because geography had become inconvenient seemed unimaginative. The school had recently upgraded itself from Manhattan College to Manhattan University, which Keane suspected had involved several years of committees followed by the replacement of a great many signs.
He walked toward campus. Riverdale did not resemble the Bronx most outsiders imagined. Trees. Detached houses. Green slopes. Van Cortlandt Park nearby. Then the university itself. Red brick. White trim.
Old collegiate buildings arranged around a broad green quadrangle. Students crossed between summer classes. Others sat on the grass. A grounds crew worked along one edge.
Two older men walked together across the Quad. One wore an ordinary dark jacket and trousers. The other wore the traditional black habit of the De La Salle Christian Brothers, with its distinctive white collar.
A passing student said: "Morning, Brother."
The man in the habit raised a hand. Keane watched them continue toward an academic building.
The Christian Brothers had founded the school. They were still here. That struck him as unusual in a city where almost nothing survived its original purpose for very long.
He looked across the Quad. Richard Ashcroft had liked this university. Keane knew that much from the records Martin Hale had provided. Richard had supported scholarships and several smaller initiatives. He had spoken favorably of the school's tradition of educating students who might otherwise struggle to afford a private university.
His objection was not to Manhattan University. It was to a proposed institute shaped largely by Jonathan's economic thinking, carrying the Ashcroft name and supported by millions of dollars Richard had never agreed to give. The distinction mattered.
Keane started walking. He had not told Jonathan he was coming. That was deliberate. He wasn't trying to catch him doing anything. He wanted to speak to people who hadn't first had the opportunity to compare their memories with Jonathan.
The economics department occupied part of an older academic building facing the Quad. Keane found the office suite and introduced himself to the administrative assistant.
"Morris County Prosecutor's Office?"
"Yes."
She looked concerned.
"I'm here about Professor Ashcroft."
That did not improve matters. "Jonathan?"
"Yeah."
"Is he all right?"
"As far as I know."
The woman relaxed slightly. "His father died."
"I know."
Keane waited.
She understood. "Oh."
"I'd like to speak to whoever's involved with the proposed Ashcroft institute."
The concern returned. "I should probably call the dean."
"Probably."
Twenty minutes later Keane sat in the office of Dr. Helen Marwick, Dean of Liberal Arts. She was in her late fifties, silver-haired, composed and immediately careful in the presence of law enforcement. University people, Keane had discovered over the years, became very interested in precision when liability entered the room.
Beside her sat Elliot Park from university advancement. Early forties. Dark suit despite summer. A folder in front of him.
Keane had explained that he was there to ask questions voluntarily, not to compel the production of records. Marwick said she'd answer what she could. Any formal records request would go through university counsel. Fair enough.
"Professor Ashcroft's father," she began, "was a prospective donor."
Keane opened his notebook. "Prospective."
"Yes."
"How prospective?"
Park looked at Marwick. She looked back. Keane waited.
Park said: "We had reason to believe Mr. Ashcroft intended to make a significant founding contribution."
"Reason from whom?"
Another glance. "Jonathan."
"How significant?"
Marwick said: "No final commitment had been made."
"That wasn't my question."
Park folded his hands. "The preliminary discussions contemplated several million dollars."
"Several meaning?"
"Five was discussed."
Keane wrote it down. Five million. Not abstract anymore. "By Richard?"
Park hesitated. "No."
"By Jonathan."
"Yes."
"Did Richard ever personally tell the university he intended to give five million dollars?"
"No."
"Three?"
"No."
"One?"
"No."
"Any amount?"
Park said: "He indicated a willingness to discuss the concept."
Keane stopped writing. "That's a different sentence."
Marwick nodded. "We understand the distinction."
"Did you understand it at the time?"
"Yes," she said. "But we believed discussions were progressing."
"Based on Jonathan."
"In large part."
Keane wrote that down. He took a copy of the glossy proposal from his folder and laid it on the desk. Across the top: THE ASHCROFT CENTER FOR ECONOMIC POLICY AND PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS
Park looked at it. Marwick looked less pleased.
"You've seen this?"
"Yes," she said.
"Who prepared it?"
"Jonathan worked with advancement and outside design support."
"Richard know his name was on it?"
"We believed so."
"Believed based on what?"
No one answered immediately. Keane looked at Park.
"Jonathan?"
"Yes."
"Anybody ask Richard directly?"
Park said: "We were still at an exploratory stage."
Keane looked down at the professionally printed booklet. "This is what exploratory looks like?"
Marwick's mouth tightened. "The document wasn't public."
"Who saw it?"
"A limited number of prospective donors and trustees."
"How limited?"
Park answered. "Perhaps twenty."
Keane looked at him. "Twenty people."
"Approximately."
"Some potential donors."
"Yes."
"So people were being shown a proposed center named after Richard Ashcroft while Richard Ashcroft hadn't agreed to fund it."
Marwick said: "That characterization is harsher than I would use."
"Inaccurate?"
She paused. "No."
Keane wrote.
Park leaned forward. "Detective, there was context."
"Good. I like context."
"Richard Ashcroft had discussed philanthropy with his son for some time."
"Did he donate to Manhattan University previously?"
"Yes."
"How much?"
"Smaller gifts. Scholarship support, annual giving, a few targeted projects."
"Five million?"
"No."
"Anything close?"
"No."
"Did he like the school?"
Marwick answered immediately. "Yes. He expressed considerable respect for our educational mission."
"So this wasn't a man who objected to the university getting money."
"No."
"What'd he object to?"
She glanced at Park. Then: "The proposed institute's direction, apparently."
Keane waited.
Marwick continued: "Professor Ashcroft was developing a center focused on economic policy, institutions and public intervention. Richard held rather different economic views."
"How different?"
Park smiled faintly. "Substantially."
"Richard didn't like Jonathan's Neo-Keynesian approach."
"That was part of it."
"Did Jonathan tell you his father objected?"
"He said they were discussing the intellectual direction."
"That's not what I asked."
Marwick folded her hands. "We understood there were disagreements. We did not understand that Richard had refused the proposed contribution."
Keane underlined the last sentence. "What exactly was the institute going to do?"
The question seemed to relieve both university officials. They could explain the project without explaining Jonathan.
Marwick began. "Research. Public lectures. Visiting scholars. Policy papers. Conferences involving economists and specialists in public institutions."
"Whose economists?"
"Initially, Professor Ashcroft and colleagues he proposed."
"All Keynesians?"
"No."
"Mostly?"
Park said: "The original proposal leaned toward contemporary macroeconomic policy and institutional approaches."
Keane looked at him. "That's a long way to say yes."
Marwick smiled despite herself. "Jonathan had suggested expanding the advisory board."
"To include?"
"Economists from other traditions."
"Which ones?"
"Classical and monetarist approaches. Austrian economics. Scholars of monetary history. People who would disagree with Professor Ashcroft."
"Did that satisfy Richard?"
Marwick shook her head. "We didn't know he'd been asked."
"What do you mean?"
"We understood from Jonathan that the proposed changes were part of an ongoing effort to reach agreement with his father. We weren't negotiating directly with Richard over the institute's curriculum or governance."
Keane looked down at the proposal. That was becoming a pattern. Jonathan represented his father's intentions. The university accepted Jonathan's representations. Richard's actual views arrived later, in the form of increasingly irritated handwritten notes.
"Did Jonathan offer to include other schools of thought because he believed in a broader institute," Keane asked, "or because he wanted five million dollars?"
Marwick looked at him. "Those aren't necessarily mutually exclusive."
Keane nodded. "Fair."
He wrote it down.
Park opened his folder. "I made notes after several of our discussions because of the size of the potential gift."
Keane waited.
Park read. "'Family participation expected.'"
Another page. "'Richard supportive in principle.'"
Another. "'Founding commitment anticipated once governance is finalized.'"
"Jonathan's words?"
"My notes of what he told me."
"Anything stronger?"
Park hesitated. Then: "He said at one point, 'My father will come around.'"
Keane wrote.
"When?"
"Late May."
"Before Richard died."
"Yes."
"How'd you interpret it?"
"As confidence."
"Not agreement."
"No."
"Jonathan ever say Richard signed anything?"
"No."
"Made a pledge?"
"No."
"Transferred money?"
"No."
Keane leaned back. "Then why were you planning around it?"
That question landed harder than the others. Park looked toward the window.
Marwick answered. "Because fundraising often develops in stages."
"Meaning?"
"A prospective lead donor may express support before paperwork is complete. That can allow an institution to test interest with other potential contributors."
"Using the lead donor's name."
"Sometimes."
"With permission?"
Marwick held his gaze. "Normally."
Keane nodded. There it was. He removed another sheet from his folder. Richard's correspondence.
One email from Jonathan: The university is moving forward on the understanding that family support will be part of the initial capitalization.
Richard had underlined understanding and written: Whose?
Another message: Do not use my name to raise money I have not agreed to provide.
And below it: If necessary, I will correct the record directly.
Keane slid the pages across the desk. Park read them. Marwick did too. Neither spoke.
"You've seen these before?"
"No," Marwick said.
Park shook his head.
"Did Jonathan tell you Richard had written this?"
Neither answered.
"Dean?"
"No."
"Mr. Park?"
"No."
Keane sat back. "So the university believed Richard was likely to provide several million dollars."
"Yes."
"Richard told Jonathan not to use his name to raise money."
"Apparently."
"Jonathan didn't tell you."
"No."
"And Richard said he'd correct the record."
Marwick looked at the page again. "So it appears."
"What would've happened if he had?"
Neither wanted the question. Keane waited.
Eventually Marwick said: "We would have had a serious internal issue."
"With Richard?"
"With Jonathan."
"Why?"
"Because our understanding would have been materially different from the prospective donor's."
"That's academic language."
Marwick looked at him. "It would mean Jonathan had misrepresented his father's intentions."
"Professionally damaging?"
"Potentially."
"How potentially?"
She paused. "Very."
Keane let the silence do some work.
Park eventually filled it. "The problem wouldn't simply have been the five million."
"What else?"
"Other donors."
"Explain."
"A founding commitment creates momentum."
"Five million creates momentum."
"Yes."
"And people indicated they'd participate because they believed Richard would."
"Yes."
"How many?"
"A number."
"Try another answer."
Park sighed. "We had perhaps three families considering significant gifts contingent on a lead commitment."
"How significant?"
"Seven figures in total."
Keane wrote.
"So Jonathan didn't merely tell the university his father might give money."
"No."
"He allowed that expectation to be used to interest other donors."
Park looked uncomfortable. "Yes."
"Any meetings scheduled?"
"There was one."
"When?"
"Monday."
Keane stopped. "The Monday after Richard died?"
"Yes."
"With whom?"
"Potential donors and a trustee."
"Richard attending?"
"No."
"Jonathan?"
"Yes."
"Purpose?"
"To move the project toward a formal campaign."
Keane looked at Richard's note. If necessary, I will correct the record directly. Monday. Jonathan's six calls made more sense. Especially Friday night.
"Did Jonathan tell you Richard might contact the university Monday morning?"
Marwick shook her head. "No."
"Anybody?"
"No."
"So if Richard had called and said he'd never authorized the proposal..."
Park gave a small, humorless laugh. "It would've been a very bad Monday."
"For Jonathan."
"For all of us."
"But especially Jonathan."
"Yes."
Keane turned to a fresh page. "Then Richard died by Saturday. What happened to Monday's meeting?"
Marwick looked briefly surprised by the change of direction. "Jonathan canceled it."
"When?"
"Saturday afternoon."
"Reason?"
"His father's death."
"Which is a perfectly good reason."
"Of course."
"What happened to the project?"
"We paused it."
"Because you'd learned Richard hadn't committed?"
"No," Marwick said. "We hadn't learned that until today."
Keane looked at her. "So why pause it?"
"Because a prospective donor had died, his son was grieving and no one could responsibly proceed as though the original funding discussions were unchanged."
"But you assumed Richard's support was genuine until I arrived."
"Yes."
"Did you expect the estate to pay the five million?"
Park answered. "Not automatically."
"Why not?"
"Because there was no signed pledge."
Keane nodded. "What about Jonathan's inheritance?"
Marwick said: "That possibility has been raised."
"By whom?"
"Jonathan."
"When?"
"After his father's death."
"What'd he say?"
"That once the estate was administered, he might be in a position to make a founding contribution himself."
Keane thought about the Bitcoin arrangements Martin had described. Five keys. A test. A possible twelve-month wait. Uncertain distributions. A fortune that the beneficiaries themselves couldn't yet put a number on.
"Has Jonathan pledged anything?"
"No."
"Can he give you five million today?"
"Not that we're aware."
"Has he promised to when he gets his inheritance?"
"No."
"So right now the university has no binding commitment from Richard and no binding commitment from Jonathan."
"Correct."
"And a project on hold."
"Correct."
Keane looked back at the glossy booklet. "Interesting."
Park leaned forward. "Detective, we had every reason to believe the project would eventually move forward. We still may be able to fund it."
"Maybe."
"Jonathan could make the gift himself."
"Maybe."
Marwick interrupted gently. "That does not erase the question of what was represented to us before Richard's death."
Keane looked at her. "Exactly."
The money might eventually arrive. Jonathan might choose to donate part of his inheritance. The institute might open. But none of those possibilities could go backward in time and turn an unauthorized representation into an authorized one. Richard's death had removed the immediate prospect of Richard making a corrective telephone call. It had not created the funding.
And now Keane had brought the correspondence into the university's office himself. "What happens to Jonathan after this conversation?"
Marwick considered. "We'll consult university counsel and review the relevant correspondence."
"Formal investigation?"
"Possibly."
"His role in the institute?"
"That will need to be reconsidered."
"His teaching position?"
"Those are separate questions. I can't predict an employment decision."
Keane nodded. "Fair."
"What I can say," Marwick continued, "is that no one here is going to treat a possible inheritance as a substitute for an actual financial commitment."
Park said: "And the donor families will need an update."
"From whom?"
"Us."
"What're you gonna tell them?"
Marwick looked at the papers Richard had marked. "The truth."
Keane almost smiled. Richard Ashcroft would have approved. Keane looked through the window toward the corridor. Students passed. A young man carrying engineering drawings. Two women speaking Spanish. An older Brother walking toward the Quad. The campus looked peaceful.
Jonathan's problem did not. Five million dollars. Other donors depending on it. A center carrying his father's name. A Monday meeting that had been canceled because Richard died. An unauthorized expectation that might now be investigated because Richard's murder had brought a detective to campus.
"Did Jonathan know how serious this could become?" Keane asked.
Marwick looked at him. "He helped establish the expectations."
"That's a yes?"
"Yes."
"Seem worried in the final week?"
Park answered. "Very."
"How?"
"Calls. Emails. Asking us to slow things down."
"Slow what?"
"The Monday meeting."
"Did he cancel it before Richard died?"
"No."
"Why not?"
"Because he said he'd have clarity by then."
Keane's pen stopped. "Clarity from whom?"
Park looked at him. "His father."
 
Jonathan was on campus. Keane learned that after finishing with the dean. Summer schedule. Office hours. A research meeting.
He considered leaving without seeing him. Then decided against it. He found Jonathan's office on the second floor. The door was open. Jonathan sat behind a desk covered in papers. Books filled most of the walls. Economics. Monetary policy. Institutions. Debt. Financial history. A framed diploma.
A photograph of Jonathan with Richard. That surprised Keane. The two stood beside each other at some university event. Richard looked amused. Jonathan looked younger. The photograph did not resemble a relationship built entirely from arguments.
Jonathan looked up. His face changed. "Detective."
"Professor."
"You came to the Bronx."
"Apparently."
"Without calling."
"I knew where the university was."
"That's not what I meant."
"I know."
Jonathan removed his glasses. "You've spoken to Helen."
"And Mr. Park."
Jonathan glanced toward the corridor. "Close the door, please."
Keane did.
Jonathan remained seated. "How bad did they make it sound?"
Keane took the chair opposite him. "You tell me."
Jonathan laughed once. "No."
"No?"
"You've come here because you've already decided."
"I haven't."
"Then tell me what you learned."
Keane considered. "Your father liked this university."
Jonathan looked surprised. "Of course he did."
"Supported scholarships."
"Yes."
"Didn't agree to five million for an institute."
"No."
"Didn't authorize you to use his name to raise it."
Jonathan said nothing.
"That's the part I'm interested in."
Jonathan leaned back. "The project got ahead of itself."
"Did it?"
"Yes."
"Projects do that on their own?"
Jonathan looked at him. "No."
"You told the university your father would support the institute."
"I told them I expected him to."
"Five million."
"That was discussed."
"With Richard?"
"No."
"With potential donors?"
"Internally."
"Twenty people saw the proposal."
"It wasn't public."
"That's becoming a popular answer."
Jonathan took off his glasses again. "I believed my father would eventually support it."
"Why?"
"Because he had the money."
Keane said nothing.
Jonathan heard himself. "That's not what I meant."
"It sounded clear."
"I meant that he'd supported education before."
"Not at five million."
"No."
"Not with his name on a center."
"No."
"Not after telling you to stop."
Jonathan's jaw tightened. "He didn't say no initially."
"When did he?"
"Early June."
"And you kept going."
"I believed I could persuade him."
"How?"
Jonathan leaned forward. "By addressing his objections."
"Which were?"
"The institute's intellectual direction."
"Your economic thinking."
"In part."
"Neo-Keynesian."
Jonathan sighed. "That was his description, not mine."
"Okay. His description."
"My father thought an institute influenced by me would become a platform for policy positions he disagreed with."
"Was he right?"
"It wasn't intended to be a platform for one economic school."
"But the original proposal leaned that way."
"Because the people developing it were people I knew."
Jonathan looked frustrated. "We discussed broadening it. Classical economists. Monetarists. Austrian economists, if that would make Dad happy. Scholars of monetary history. People who disagree about central banking, fiscal policy and the proper role of government."
"And the faculty?"
"Not just me."
"Advisory board?"
"Broader."
"Governance?"
"Independent."
"Did you genuinely want that?"
Jonathan stared at him. "Of course."
"Or did you want five million?"
"Both things can be true."
Keane nodded. "That's what the dean said."
Jonathan sat back. "Good."
"Did your father believe you?"
Jonathan looked toward the photograph on the shelf. "No."
"Why?"
"He thought I'd invite people who disagreed with me, give them a conference panel and then run the institute according to my own assumptions."
Keane almost smiled. "Would you?"
Jonathan looked offended. Then thought about it. "I don't know."
That surprised Keane.
Jonathan continued: "Probably, without meaning to. Dad was very good at noticing that sort of thing."
"So he said no."
"Yes."
"But you kept the proposal moving."
"Yes."
"With his name."
"Yes."
"And without telling the university he'd refused."
Jonathan looked down. "Yes."
Keane opened his notebook. "Six calls."
Jonathan closed his eyes. "There it is."
"Now I know what Monday was."
"Donor meeting."
"Yeah."
"Richard might've called the university first."
"Yes."
"And told them you'd gone ahead without his authorization."
"Yes."
"What would've happened?"
Jonathan laughed bitterly. "You've spoken to Helen. Ask her."
"I did."
"And?"
"She says they'll review it now."
Jonathan's head came up. "What?"
"They hadn't seen Richard's emails."
"No."
"They have now."
Jonathan stared. For a moment he looked as though he'd been struck. Then he said: "You showed them?"
"Copies."
"Jesus Christ."
Keane let him sit with it.
Jonathan looked toward the door. "The institute is already on hold."
"Because your father died."
"Yes."
"Before today they assumed he'd probably intended to give the money."
Jonathan said nothing.
"Now they're gonna look at what you actually told them."
"Yes."
"That bother you?"
"Of course it bothers me."
"Because?"
"Because a private family dispute has become an institutional problem."
"It was institutional when you used the university to raise money."
Jonathan's face tightened.
He did not answer.
Keane said: "Your father's death stopped his Monday call."
Jonathan looked up sharply. "It also canceled the Monday meeting."
"That's what I heard."
"The institute isn't saved."
"Didn't say it was."
"Nobody has the five million. Nothing's funded. Everything's paused."
"Could you fund it after you inherit?"
Jonathan hesitated. "Possibly."
"Will you?"
"I don't know."
"Why not?"
"Because I don't know exactly what I'm inheriting, or when. Because I need to understand what I'm entitled to do with it. Because I don't even know whether the project will survive this."
Keane nodded. "Those sound like reasonable problems."
Jonathan looked almost relieved.
Then Keane continued: "But if your father had lived to Monday and called the university, you'd have had a different problem."
Jonathan looked down. "Yes."
"Potentially worse?"
"Immediately worse."
"What'd you think would happen?"
"An inquiry."
"Your position?"
"Perhaps."
"Your role in the institute?"
"Almost certainly."
"Reputation?"
Jonathan gave a humorless smile. "That one you can stop asking."
Keane waited.
Jonathan finally said: "Yes. I thought my reputation might be destroyed."
There it was. Not because Keane had caught him contradicting a record. Because Jonathan had finally said the sentence himself.
Keane looked at the photograph of father and son. "Were you relieved when you learned Richard was dead?"
Jonathan's expression changed completely. "No."
"Not even professionally?"
"No."
Keane held his gaze.
Jonathan spoke more quietly. "I knew he wouldn't make the call." A pause. "That thought occurred to me."
Keane said nothing.
Jonathan continued: "Then I hated myself for thinking it."
He looked at the photograph. "My father was dead, Detective. I wasn't sitting there celebrating a canceled donor meeting."
Keane let him speak.
Jonathan's voice steadied. "I canceled the meeting because he'd died. That's the truth. I didn't contact the university and announce that I'd solved the funding problem."
"Did you tell them you might fund it yourself?"
"Yes."
"Could you?"
"Eventually. Perhaps."
"But no commitment."
"No."
"Your father's death removed the immediate threat of him correcting the record."
Jonathan looked at him. "Yes."
"And you're still facing the consequences now."
"Apparently."
Keane nodded. That was considerably more complicated than saying Richard's death had saved the institute. It was also more useful.
Jonathan took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. "Do you have any idea what it's like to spend your adult life trying to accomplish something your father considers foolish?"
Keane waited.
"My father loved arguing with me. Everybody thought it was charming."
"Wasn't it?"
"Sometimes."
Jonathan looked toward the bookshelves. "I love economics. He loved finance. We could spend three hours discussing monetary policy and go away with entirely different memories of who'd won."
Keane smiled faintly. "Who usually won?"
Jonathan almost smiled back. "Depends who's telling it."
Then he looked at the photograph again. "He was proud of me."
Keane said nothing.
Jonathan continued: "He came to lectures. Asked questions. Introduced me to people. Told everyone his oldest son was a professor."
A pause. "Then he'd take me to dinner and explain why my last paper was wrong."
Keane laughed once.
Jonathan smiled despite himself. "Exactly."
For several seconds neither spoke.
Then Jonathan said: "I wanted him to take the institute seriously."
"Five million seriously."
"Yes."
"With his name on it."
"Yes."
"I understand."
Jonathan looked at him. "Do you?"
"I understand why you'd want it."
That was all Keane offered. It was enough. He returned to the timeline.
"Friday night. After eight."
Jonathan sighed. "We've done this."
"Not all of it."
"I was home."
"Your wife?"
"She left around eight."
"Where?"
"Friend's birthday."
"You alone?"
"For part of the evening."
"Could you have driven to Madison?"
Jonathan stared. "No."
"Why not?"
"Because I didn't."
"That's not why you couldn't."
Jonathan understood. "You want an alibi."
"I want facts."
"I had a video call."
"When?"
"Eight-thirty."
"With whom?"
Jonathan named another faculty member.
"About?"
"Budget material for the institute."
"How long?"
"Twenty minutes. Maybe twenty-five."
"Camera on?"
"Yes."
"Where were you?"
"My home office."
"Yonkers."
"Yes."
"Then?"
"I worked."
"Online?"
"Yes."
"University systems?"
"Yes."
"Then nine-oh-seven."
"I called my father."
"From home?"
"Yes."
"Cell?"
"Yes."
Keane wrote.
Jonathan watched. "You can verify all of it."
"I intend to."
"Good."
For the first time that morning, Jonathan sounded confident. Keane noticed. He did not comment. By the time Keane left the office, he'd learned something important. Jonathan's conflict with Richard was more serious than the professor had first admitted. Richard had been on the verge of exposing an unauthorized fundraising expectation. Jonathan had been frightened. His father's death had stopped the immediate correction. But Jonathan's professional problem had not vanished. It had merely changed shape. The institute remained unfunded and on hold, and Keane's visit had prompted questions the university had not known to ask. That established a credible reason for Jonathan to have wanted to prevent Richard's Monday telephone call.
It did not establish what Jonathan had done on Friday night. That required a different kind of fact.
 
On the subway downtown, Keane stood holding a pole while the train rocked through a curve. He took out his notebook. JONATHAN – Institute. Below it: Richard refused support. Name used anyway. Monday donor meeting canceled after death.
He added: No confirmed funding from inheritance. Project on hold.
Then: Friday 9:07 - unanswered call. Claimed institute dispute.
The explanation was plausible. It wasn't verified. Not completely. Keane put the notebook away.
The train was approaching the next station when Nolan called. "Got something."
"Go ahead."
"Faculty member confirms Friday video call. Eight thirty-one to eight fifty-four."
"From Yonkers?"
"Jonathan on camera in his home office. Other participant recognizes the room. University records match the meeting time."
"Good."
"His wife confirms seeing him before she went out."
"Good."
"Phone record puts the nine-oh-seven call in the expected Yonkers area. Nothing strange in the preliminary data."
Keane glanced toward the subway doors. "That's useful."
"Looks like he was home."
"Looks that way."
"You thinking he drove from Yonkers to Madison sometime after the video call?"
"No."
"Before?"
"Not if he was on camera at eight-thirty-one and still there at eight-fifty-four."
Nolan paused. "So."
"So what?"
"That's a pretty good alibi."
"For physically being at Richard's house in that window? Yeah."
Nolan sounded pleased. "You actually said it."
"Don't get used to it."
The train slowed. Nolan continued: "Once I finish checking the rest of the records, can I cross him off?"
"Don't cross anybody off until we've finished checking."
"Right."
"Put down what the records establish."
"That Jonathan was in Yonkers."
"That's it."
"You're deeply unsatisfying to work with."
"So I've heard."
The doors opened. Keane stepped onto the platform. "Call me when you've got the rest." He ended the call.
Over the following days, Nolan finished the verification. The faculty member confirmed that Jonathan had been visible on screen from his Yonkers home office between 8:31 and 8:54 Friday evening. The university's meeting records matched. System activity showed Jonathan working through the relevant period. His wife had seen him at home before leaving for the birthday gathering. Additional records were consistent with his account. The 9:07 call to Richard came from the area where Keane expected Jonathan's phone to be.
No single item was magical. Technology could be misunderstood. Records had limits. A phone's location was not necessarily its owner's location. But the evidence did not depend on one phone ping. It depended on several independent facts pointing in the same direction.
By the time Nolan finished, the conclusion was straightforward. Jonathan had been in Yonkers during the period that mattered most at Richard's house. He had not been the visitor Teresa might have glimpsed in a dark SUV. Nor had he personally been at Richard's home when the fatal encounter was believed to have occurred.
Nolan brought the completed chronology to Keane's desk. "So he's clean."
Keane looked at the pages. "His location checks out."
"That's what I said."
"Not exactly."
Nolan smiled. "You're going to make me say it."
"Probably."
"Jonathan's alibi for being in Madison is solid."
"Good."
"His institute problem was real."
"Yeah."
"He initially played down how serious it was."
"Yeah."
"His father's death prevented the Monday correction."
"Yeah."
"But didn't guarantee the institute funding."
"No."
Nolan waited. "So what do I write?"
Keane slid the verification documents back to him. "Write all of that."
"Not just 'cleared'?"
"No."
Nolan sat. "I know what you're going to say."
"Save me the trouble."
"Being somewhere else answers where he was. Doesn't explain every other fact."
Keane nodded. "Look at you."
"Learning."
"Disturbing."
Nolan went back to his desk. Keane opened the notebook he'd carried to the university. He did not write murderer beside Jonathan's name. He did not write innocent either.
He wrote: Serious professional conflict. Friday location independently supported. No evidence placing him at Richard's house.
Then he looked again at the call records. Six calls. The first five now made more sense. The sixth remained a little different. Nine-oh-seven. No answer.
Jonathan said he'd been angry and wanted one more chance to persuade Richard before Monday. Perhaps that was true. The university investigation had shown Keane just how much he stood to lose. And the records had shown him that Jonathan was telling the truth about where he'd been. Both findings mattered. Neither canceled the other.
Keane closed the notebook. Richard Ashcroft had spent a lifetime warning his children not to believe something merely because they wanted it to be true. His eldest son had built an entire institute around the assumption that his father would eventually agree to pay for it. Now the assumption was gone.
The institute might survive. Jonathan's career might survive. But the unanswered call was still on Keane's desk. And Richard Ashcroft was still dead.
 
Chapter Fourteen
Duration
Thomas Keane was beginning to think the Ashcroft family ought to contribute to his commuting expenses.
Jonathan had taken him to the Bronx. Caroline lived on the Upper East Side. Michael worked and lived in Connecticut. Rebecca, at least, had the decency to live in Summit.
Keane called Caroline from his office in Morristown.
She answered on the second ring. "Detective."
"Ms. Ashcroft. Got twenty minutes for me tomorrow?"
"Not particularly."
"Thirty, then?"
"That's not how negotiation works."
"Never been good at it."
"What do you want?"
"To ask you some questions about your father's financial records."
A pause. "You've already asked me about those."
"Not in enough detail."
"According to whom?"
"Me."
Caroline sighed. "Where are you?"
"Morristown."
"Good. Stay there."
"That's a long commute for you."
"I wasn't offering to come."
Keane smiled. "I can be at your place tomorrow morning."
"Of course you can. You don't have a job."
"Actually, this is it."
She was silent for a moment. "Ten-thirty. And don't be early."
"Your sister said that too."
"Then perhaps you should listen to her."
"Ten-thirty it is."
Caroline gave him her address. He already had it.
The following morning, Keane took New Jersey Transit into Penn Station, found the uptown subway and got off at Seventy-Second Street. He walked east toward Caroline's building. He disliked driving into Manhattan when he didn't have to. He also disliked arriving late, which was why he found himself standing outside her building at ten twenty-two. He considered waiting on the sidewalk. Then decided that deliberately standing around for eight minutes was a ridiculous way to spend a morning. Keane glanced at his watch. Caroline would have to live with eight minutes.
Caroline lived on East Seventy-Ninth Street in a prewar building with a limestone entrance, polished brass doors and a doorman wearing a uniform that made Keane feel underdressed.
The lobby smelled expensive. Not perfume, exactly. Polish. Flowers. Air-conditioning maintained at a temperature suggesting utilities were someone else's problem.
The doorman looked up. "May I help you?"
"Thomas Keane. Ms. Ashcroft's expecting me."
The man checked a screen. "Yes, sir. Eleventh floor."
Keane glanced at the desk. A computer. Telephone. Security monitors. People who lived in buildings like this were known. People knew when they arrived, when they left and who came to see them. Useful.
He took the elevator upstairs. Caroline opened the door before he knocked. She had changed since the funeral and the interview in Morristown. Black trousers. White blouse. Bare feet. No jewelry except a watch.
"You're early."
"Your sister said the same thing."
"So Rebecca also thinks you should learn to tell time."
"Seems to run in the family."
Caroline stepped aside. "Come in."
The apartment surprised him. Not because it was beautiful. He had expected that. Because it was restrained. High ceilings. Tall windows. Old moldings. Muted furniture. Art that looked expensive without announcing it. Nothing glittered. Nothing shouted wealth.
The view did that instead. Keane approached the windows. Rooftops. Trees. Towers beyond.
"This yours?"
Caroline closed the door. "The apartment?"
"Yeah."
"No. I wandered in twenty years ago and nobody's noticed."
Keane looked at her.
She sighed. "Yes."
"Mortgage?"
"Now there is."
"Now?"
"I paid off the original one years ago. Refinanced more recently."
"Why?"
"Liquidity."
Keane nodded. "Large?"
"Compared with yours?"
"Probably."
"Then yes."
She gestured toward the living room. "Sit."
Keane sat.
Caroline remained standing. "Coffee?"
"No, thanks."
"Water?"
"I'm good."
"Excellent. I didn't particularly want to make either."
She sat opposite him. "Jonathan called me after you went to his university."
Keane opened his notebook. "Did he?"
"Apparently you're making the rounds."
"That's the idea."
"He told me you found out more about his institute than he'd originally admitted."
"One way to put it."
"Is it inaccurate?"
"No."
Caroline crossed one leg over the other. "So now it's my turn?"
"Yeah."
She smiled without much amusement. "Wonderful."
Keane opened his folder. "Duration."
Caroline blinked. "What?"
"Your father used the word."
"Where?"
"In some notes about your investment position."
Her expression changed. Not dramatically. Enough. "So now we're doing my humiliation."
"We're discussing your finances."
"Same thing, lately."
Keane removed several photocopied pages. An email. A spreadsheet. A page covered in Richard's handwriting. He put them on the coffee table.
Caroline recognized them immediately. She did not touch them. "My father kept everything."
"Almost."
"What do you want to know?"
"I'd like you to explain this."
"You've read it."
"I've read your father's notes. I'd like your version."
Caroline regarded him for a moment. "You don't know much about fixed income, do you?"
"Enough to pay my mortgage."
"Then not much."
"Teach me."
She gave him a skeptical look. "You're going to regret asking."
"Possibly."
Caroline picked up the spreadsheet. "Duration measures how sensitive a bond's price is to changes in yield. Roughly speaking."
"Roughly?"
"I'm not giving you a graduate seminar."
"Jonathan would."
"Jonathan would give you one even if you specifically asked him not to."
Keane almost smiled.
Caroline continued. "If you hold a long-duration bond and yields fall, its market price can rise substantially."
"And if yields rise?"
"The opposite."
"Your problem."
"My problem wasn't that yields rose."
Keane waited.
She corrected herself. "Not only that."
"What else?"
"Time."
"Duration?"
"Different use of the word."
"Convenient."
Caroline ignored him. "My thesis was that inflation would moderate and the Federal Reserve would eventually cut rates. Long-duration bonds would rally."
"Did they?"
"Not when I needed them to."
"What happened instead?"
"Yields stayed higher than I expected. Some moved against me. My financing costs continued. The value of my collateral came under pressure."
"Explain that last part."
Caroline set down the paper. "I didn't buy the entire position with cash."
"Borrowed money."
"Financed exposure."
"Same thing?"
"Not precisely."
"Close enough for a detective?"
She considered. "For the moment."
Caroline took another sheet. "The gross position was a little over six million dollars."
Keane looked at the number. "Your money?"
"Not all of it."
"How much financed?"
"Approximately two and a half million."
"Borrowed against the bonds?"
"And other eligible collateral."
"Your apartment?"
"The refinancing gave me additional cash to support the position. The apartment isn't sitting directly inside the bond account, if that's what you mean."
"Wasn't what I meant. Now I know."
She smiled faintly.
Keane continued. "So the bonds lose value."
"Some of them."
"Your lender wants more collateral."
"Yes."
"And you don't have enough spare cash."
"Not without selling assets."
"Which you didn't want to do."
"Not at those prices."
"Because you'd realize the loss."
"Yes."
Keane looked at the spreadsheet. "How much additional collateral?"
"The first demand was seven hundred thousand."
"First?"
"The requirements could increase."
"By how much?"
"Potentially another half million. Possibly more, depending on the market."
"And you asked Richard for how much?"
"One point five million."
"As a bridge."
"Yes."
"To repay when?"
"When the position recovered."
"And if it didn't?"
Caroline looked at him. "Then we'd have another conversation."
"With Richard?"
"With my lender. With myself. With reality. Pick one."
Keane nodded toward Richard's notes. "Sounds like your father wanted that conversation earlier."
"He did."
At the top of Richard's handwritten page, in large capitals, he'd written: NOT A BRIDGE. FINANCING A VIEW.
Below it: If the thesis requires my balance sheet to survive, it isn't your thesis anymore.
Keane read the lines.
Caroline's mouth tightened. "He enjoyed writing in capitals."
"Apparently."
"He was being an ass."
"Was he wrong?"
"Those are separate questions."
"Fair enough."
She looked at the sheet again. "He told me I was confusing being right with being solvent."
Keane waited.
"Then he said I could be right eventually and bankrupt first."
"That's quite a line."
"He borrowed the general idea from an old market saying. He liked it particularly when he could use it against one of his children."
"Did you disagree?"
"About the market, yes."
"About the risk?"
Caroline hesitated. "He was right about the risk."
It cost her something to say that. Keane heard it. "But you still think the trade could've worked."
"I think the underlying view was defensible."
"Even now?"
"Markets don't become wrong because you're early."
"No. But people can become broke."
Caroline looked at him. "Exactly."
For a moment they understood each other.
Then Keane spoiled it. "So your father told you to sell."
"Yes."
"And you refused."
"At those levels."
"Because selling meant admitting a loss."
"It meant crystallizing one."
"Same money either way."
"Not necessarily. If the market recovered..."
"You'd make it back."
"Possibly."
"If it didn't?"
"I'd lose more."
Keane sat back. "Which is why your father wouldn't lend you the money."
"That's his version."
"What's yours?"
Caroline looked toward the windows. "He could have bought me time."
"With his money."
"Yes."
"Taking the risk if you were wrong."
"Yes."
"Without choosing the trade himself."
That stopped her. She looked back at him. "Fine. That's fair."
Keane waited.
Caroline continued. "It wasn't just a loan. If he'd given me the money, he would've been accepting my assessment of the market and the risk of waiting."
"Did he?"
"No."
"Then he wasn't refusing to help you with a problem he could solve for free."
"I didn't say it was free."
"You said it was one and a half million he wouldn't even notice."
Caroline looked down. "That was unfair."
"To him?"
"Yes."
Keane made a note.
She saw him do it. "Oh, don't look so pleased."
"I'm not."
"You are a little."
"No. You're giving me an answer I can understand."
That silenced her more effectively than another question would have.
"How often did you ask him?" Keane said.
"Several times."
"Specifics?"
"Two emails. A phone call. We discussed it in person twice."
"Last time?"
"The Sunday before he died."
"Argument?"
"Conversation."
Keane waited.
Caroline laughed. "Fine. Argument."
"How bad?"
"Bad."
"Specific."
"My father told me to reduce the position."
"And you?"
"I told him selling at those levels would be insane."
"What'd he say?"
"Then I was free to remain insane with my own money."
Keane lowered his eyes to the notebook.
Caroline watched his pen. "You're enjoying that one."
"I can see why it annoyed you."
That surprised her. For a moment she looked at him properly. "Thank you."
"Still a fair point, though."
"There he is."
Keane almost smiled. "Was the Sunday argument the last time you saw him?"
"Yes."
"Did you talk afterward?"
"A couple of times."
"Still about the loan?"
"Among other things."
"Did he change his mind?"
"No."
"What alternatives did he suggest?"
"Sell part of the position. Add collateral from elsewhere. Borrow commercially."
"Could you borrow commercially?"
"At terrible terms."
"Compared with your father."
"Who didn't charge his children the same rates lenders did."
"Except he wasn't offering you a loan at any rate."
"Correct."
She said it sharply.
Keane continued. "Could you sell the apartment?"
Caroline stared at him. "You're joking."
"Your father's suggestion?"
"Among others."
"Is it worth more than the amount you needed?"
"Yes."
"Could you get all that value out quickly?"
"No. Not after refinancing. And selling a Manhattan apartment isn't the same thing as withdrawing money from an ATM."
"Understood."
"Do you?"
"Better than I did twenty minutes ago."
She looked at him suspiciously. Then decided he meant it.
"How angry were you when Richard refused?"
Caroline was quiet. "Normal daughter angry?"
She almost smiled.
"You've been saving that."
"A little." She turned toward the windows. "Furious."
"At him?"
"Obviously."
"Because you thought he could rescue you."
"Because he could afford to help and chose not to."
"You understand why he chose not to."
"Now?"
"Then."
Caroline looked at the spreadsheet. "I understood his reasoning. I didn't agree with it."
"Enough to hate him?"
"For an hour."
"Enough to think he was selfish?"
"Yes."
Keane waited. Then: "Did you think about how long you'd have to wait to inherit?"
Caroline looked back at him. "That's an unpleasant question."
"I know."
"Why ask it?"
"Because you needed money urgently. Your father had a substantial estate. He was healthy enough to live another twenty years."
Caroline regarded him. "Those things are true."
"Did you think about them together?"
"Sometimes."
Keane said nothing.
She continued. "People with wealthy parents think about inheritance. People without wealthy parents probably do too, except the numbers are smaller."
"Doesn't mean you wanted him dead."
"No."
"Did you?"
Caroline stared. "No."
The answer was firm. Keane didn't attempt to interpret the firmness.
"At Christmas," she added, "we joked he might live to a hundred and two."
"Why a hundred and two?"
"Family history. He had some ancient relative who got there. Or nearly got there. Dad's relationship with that number was flexible."
Keane smiled. "Sounds like he expected to live a while."
"He did."
"And you expected to wait."
"Of course."
"For money you could use now."
Caroline looked away. "Yes."
"That frustrate you?"
"Sometimes."
"Enough that you wished he'd die?"
She turned back sharply. "No."
Then, more quietly: "I wished he'd help me while he was alive."
Keane let that stand. It was an answer. Whether it was the whole answer remained another matter.
"Friday," he said.
Caroline sighed. "We've done Friday."
"We're checking the details."
"I was in Manhattan."
"All day?"
"Office until after six."
"Then?"
"Home."
"Here?"
"Yes."
"What time?"
"Just before seven."
"Anybody visit?"
"No."
"Leave again?"
"Only to go downstairs to get dinner."
"Your father?"
"What about him?"
"See him?"
"No."
"Drive to Madison?"
"No."
"All right."
Keane turned a page.
"Work from home?"
"Some."
"Computer?"
"Yes."
"Corporate system?"
"Yes."
"Bloomberg?"
"Yes."
"Email?"
"Yes."
"Any video meetings?"
"One."
"Who with?"
She gave him the name of a colleague in San Francisco.
"What time?"
"Seven-thirty Eastern. A little after, perhaps."
"How long?"
"Half an hour."
"Camera on?"
"Yes."
"What happened after?"
"I worked."
"Then dinner?"
"Thai."
"Delivery?"
"Yes."
"Where'd you get it?"
"Lobby."
"Time?"
"Eight-thirty or so."
"Then back upstairs."
"Yes."
"Stayed here?"
"Yes."
"Anybody see you later?"
"The night doorman. I went down to ask about a package."
"What time?"
"Around ten."
Keane wrote.
Caroline looked toward the door. "You could just ask the building."
"I intend to."
"Good."
"Do they keep video?"
"Yes."
"Lobby?"
"Yes."
"Garage?"
"Yes."
"Your car parked downstairs?"
Caroline smiled faintly. "Yes."
"What kind?"
"A Porsche."
"Of course."
"Don't start."
"Do you use it much?"
"Almost never in Manhattan. Driving it five blocks to sit in traffic is a good way to become a very angry person."
"Did you use it Friday?"
"No."
"Could the building verify that?"
"I assume so."
Keane nodded. "Then we'll ask."
Caroline folded her arms. "You're trying to establish that I stayed in this apartment."
"Yeah."
"I did."
"Good."
"Good?"
"Means the records should be straightforward."
"Am I your suspect now?"
"I'm looking at you."
"Because of the loan."
"Because your father's death changed your financial situation, and I need to understand how."
She looked at him for a long moment. "That's more accurate than saying I killed him because I lost money on bonds."
"Didn't say that."
"Not yet."
Keane let the remark pass.
Caroline asked: "Would you like me to have a lawyer before we continue?"
"If you want one, we can stop."
"Would that make me look guilty?"
"No."
"Really?"
"Really."
She studied him. "Rebecca has one."
Keane did not respond.
Caroline sighed. "Fine. I'm not asking you to discuss Rebecca."
"If you want counsel, get counsel."
"I'll think about it."
"Do that."
Caroline stood and walked to the windows.
Keane waited.
Eventually she said: "Do you know why my father refused?"
"Thought the trade was too risky."
"No."
She turned. "He wanted me to sell."
"Sounds like the same thing."
"It wasn't. He wanted me to admit I'd been wrong."
"Was that important to him?"
"Very."
"More important than helping you?"
Caroline hesitated. "He would've said selling was helping me."
"And you?"
"I thought lending was helping me."
"Who was right?"
"Ask me in a year."
Keane smiled faintly. "That sounds like duration."
For the first time, Caroline smiled too. "You're learning."
 
Keane reached the elevator and called Nolan.
"Caroline."
"What about her?"
"I want her Friday account checked."
"Which parts?"
"Work. Building access. Video meeting. Delivery. Garage. Everything we can lawfully verify."
"Anything specific?"
"She says she was in her apartment through the evening. I want to know whether the records support it."
"Got it."
"The building should already have the preservation request."
"Yeah. We asked them to preserve several days."
"Good. Start with Friday."
"Work records?"
"Get the right process moving."
"Financials?"
"Talk to the prosecutor. Her Requests material gives us a basis to seek the relevant lending records."
Nolan paused. "You find something?"
"One and a half million reasons to be unhappy."
"Jesus."
"Leveraged long-duration bond position."
"Meaning?"
"She expected rates to fall. They didn't fall when she needed them to. Lender wanted more collateral."
"Is she broke?"
"No."
"Then why one and a half million?"
"Because owning valuable things and having cash by Monday aren't the same thing."
Nolan considered. "Fair."
Keane continued. "And ask what happened to the collateral demand after Richard died."
"Why?"
"Because I want to know whether her father's death actually helped her."
"Understood."
He ended the call.
 
The first verification came that afternoon. Caroline's colleague in San Francisco confirmed a video call from 7:36 to 8:11 p.m. Eastern time on Friday. Camera on. Caroline in her apartment.
The second came from corporate records obtained through the appropriate process. Her work account showed activity from her usual home connection through much of the evening. That did not prove she had been sitting at the keyboard every minute. It corroborated the general account.
The third came the following morning. The building's managing agent was cooperative within the limits of what he could release voluntarily. Formal requests covered the remaining material. Caroline had entered the building at 6:52 Friday evening. Lobby camera. Doorman. At 8:37, she came downstairs to collect a food delivery. Back upstairs three minutes later. No recorded departure afterward.
Around ten, the overnight doorman remembered her asking whether a package had arrived. It hadn't. The garage records were less glamorous. Her Porsche had remained in its assigned space. A camera confirmed it was there before Friday evening and still there the following morning. No garage exit corresponding to her vehicle appeared in the relevant records.
Keane looked through the reports. There were other ways out of an apartment building. Service entrances. Stairs. Cameras missed people. Human beings made mistakes.
But Manhattan to Madison and back did not fit comfortably into the verified intervals. Especially not while Richard was believed to have been alive Friday evening.
It wasn't impossible to invent an elaborate alternative. Keane could invent one for almost anybody. The question was whether the evidence gave him a reason to. At present, it didn't.
Nolan drew the chronology on the whiteboard. "Office until six-ish."
"Yeah."
"Building at six fifty-two."
"Yeah."
"Video seven thirty-six to eight eleven."
"Yeah."
"Food at eight thirty-seven."
"Yeah."
"Work activity afterward."
"Yeah."
"Doorman sees her around ten."
"Yeah."
"Car stays put."
"Yeah."
Nolan capped the marker. "She didn't go to Madison."
"Records support her staying in Manhattan."
"That's what I said."
"Almost."
Nolan gave him a look. Keane smiled.
"Don't start."
"Wasn't going to."
"You absolutely were."
Keane looked at the board. Jonathan had a serious professional problem. He'd been in Yonkers. Caroline had a serious financial problem. She appeared to have been in Manhattan. Their physical whereabouts were becoming clearer. Their reasons for wanting Richard to change his mind were clearer still.
Keane wasn't ready to attach a larger meaning to the contrast. He needed to finish checking. The formal financial records arrived later. They did not improve Caroline's appearance. If anything, they made Richard's spreadsheet look optimistic.
The lender had increased collateral requirements as the portfolio lost value. Financing costs continued to accrue. The long-duration assets had not recovered sufficiently. A forced sale could reduce the portfolio's value further and potentially create additional requirements. The account wasn't insolvent. Caroline had substantial assets. But she had assembled a structure that depended on having enough cash or eligible collateral to survive until the market moved her way.
Time had become expensive. The first demand had been for approximately seven hundred thousand dollars. Further requirements were possible. Her request to Richard for one and a half million would have covered the immediate demand and provided a reserve.
Richard had refused. Then something changed. On the Thursday before Richard's death, Caroline had received another notice from her lender. Additional collateral would be required the following week unless market conditions improved or an extension was agreed.
Keane compared that notice with the subsequent correspondence. On Monday, after Richard's death, Caroline had contacted her relationship manager. She had explained that her father had died and that she expected to be a beneficiary of a substantial estate. She had not claimed that the estate had distributed anything. It hadn't. She had not offered the inheritance as legally pledged collateral. It wasn't. Instead, she requested temporary relief from the immediate collateral deadline while she reviewed her assets and the estate situation.
The lender had considered the request. Caroline had been a longstanding client with considerable assets and a substantial banking relationship. Her account was under pressure, but the lender had not concluded that a forced liquidation that week was its only acceptable option. Risk management approved a limited extension of the collateral deadline. Thirty days. No additional money advanced. No release of the existing security. Financing costs continued to accrue. The lender retained its rights if Caroline failed to meet the revised deadline.
One internal note referred to her established relationship and the prospect of additional liquidity following a family bereavement, while explicitly recording that the timing and value of any inheritance were unconfirmed.
Keane read the note twice. Richard's death had not paid the margin call. It had not delivered Caroline one and a half million dollars. But it had given her something she hadn't possessed on Friday. Time.
Thirty days during which she could avoid the immediate forced sale she had been fighting. The difference was real. So were its limits. A month was not a solution if the market continued moving against her.
Keane added the lender's letter to the file. Immediate financial benefit: temporary extension following Richard's death. He underlined temporary.
He called Michael that afternoon.
Michael answered with: "Should I be worried when your name appears?"
"Usually."
"Good to know."
"Caroline."
A pause. "What about her?"
"Did you know she was having financial trouble?"
"I knew she was leveraged."
"That's not what I asked."
"Then define trouble."
"She asked Richard for a million and a half dollars."
Michael exhaled. "Yeah."
"You knew."
"Yes."
"When'd she tell you?"
"I couldn't give you the exact day."
"Before your father died?"
"Yes."
"Rebecca know?"
"I don't think she knew the amount."
"Jonathan?"
"Probably."
"How much did you know?"
"That she thought rates would fall, she'd taken a big position and she needed more collateral than she'd expected."
"Richard refused."
"Yes."
"How'd she take it?"
"Badly."
"Meaning?"
"Caroline doesn't enjoy being told she's wrong."
"Anybody in this family enjoy it?"
Michael laughed. "Not a one of us."
Keane said: "You know she had to get an extension from her lender after Richard died."
"I didn't know the details."
"She's got thirty days."
"Good."
"Good?"
"Better than being forced to sell tomorrow."
"Her father's death helped."
Michael went quiet.
"Financially," Keane added.
"I understood."
"How much trouble was she in?"
"Enough to be angry. Enough to be scared."
"Enough to want your father dead?"
"No."
"How do you know?"
"Because she's Caroline."
"You people really need new arguments."
Michael laughed faintly. "Fine. She's my sister. I know she loved him."
Keane waited.
Michael continued: "I also know she can be arrogant, overleveraged and completely convinced the market owes her an apology."
That got a smile.
"But being wrong about bonds isn't murder."
"She wasn't necessarily wrong."
"Exactly."
"Only early."
"That's her position."
"Richard said early could bankrupt her."
Michael laughed quietly. "He'd love that you're quoting him."
"So I hear."
Keane looked at his notes. "Caroline thought Richard was selfish."
"Sometimes, probably."
"Did you?"
"About Caroline?"
"About Richard."
Another pause. "My father could be controlling."
"That's becoming the family motto."
"But selfish?"
Michael hesitated. "No."
"Never?"
"Not with money."
Keane found that interesting. "Explain."
"He gave plenty away."
"Not to Caroline when she asked."
"Because he thought she was making a mistake."
"So he withheld money to influence her behavior."
Michael laughed. "Now you sound like Rebecca."
"Was she right?"
"Sometimes."
"Caroline?"
Michael's voice softened. "Look, my father didn't want to finance her view of the bond market. He was entitled to say no."
"She didn't like hearing it."
"Obviously."
Keane said nothing.
Michael corrected himself. "Sorry. You don't like obviously."
"I'm learning."
"Caroline had reason to be angry," Michael said. "That doesn't mean she wanted Dad dead."
"Her death benefit..."
"His death," Michael interrupted.
Keane stopped.
Michael continued: "His death gave her a bit more time with her lender. That's what you mean."
"Yes."
"Then say it that way."
Keane looked down at the extension letter. Fair correction. "All right."
He let a moment pass. "Jonathan had a reason to be angry too."
"Yeah."
"Rebecca?"
"She'd already made up with Dad."
"And you?"
Michael laughed once. "You're collecting siblings now?"
"I'm collecting facts."
"Then write that none of us was having an easy week with him."
Keane did.
"Anything else?" Michael asked.
"How does Caroline behave when she's embarrassed?"
A pause. "Why?"
"Curious."
"Jonathan lies when he's embarrassed."
"You told me."
"Caroline gets angry when she thinks the truth makes her look stupid."
"Different?"
"Very."
"Rebecca?"
"She tells you exactly what she thinks and regrets it later."
"And you?"
Michael laughed. "I give very good answers."
Keane smiled despite himself. "You do."
"That worries you?"
"Sometimes."
"It shouldn't."
"Why not?"
"Because I'm telling you the truth."
Keane reached for his pen.
Michael heard the movement. "Oh, come on."
 
Rebecca learned the extent of Caroline's financial trouble from Caroline herself. Not every detail. Enough.
Caroline called on Sunday morning while Rebecca was making pancakes. Daniel sat at the kitchen island reading something on his phone. The children moved around the room in various states of incompleteness.
Charlie was searching for a missing shoe. Ellie was arguing that he couldn't possibly have lost it because she'd seen it yesterday. The middle child had elected not to participate, which Rebecca considered evidence of superior judgment.
Rebecca answered on speaker before remembering Ellen Roth's advice. "Hey."
"Are you alone?" Caroline asked.
Rebecca looked around. "Not remotely."
"Take me off speaker."
She did. "What's wrong?"
"Keane came to my apartment."
Rebecca carried the phone toward the patio doors. "What did he want?"
"Money."
"What money?"
"My bond position."
Rebecca lowered her voice. "Michael mentioned you were having trouble with some investment."
Caroline stopped. "Of course he did."
"He didn't tell me much."
"Then he showed unusual restraint."
"What happened?"
"Rates."
"That doesn't explain anything to me."
Caroline sighed. "It means Dad was right about one thing."
Rebecca thought of her father. "The danger of borrowing too much?"
"More or less."
"How bad was it?"
Caroline was quiet. "Bad enough that I asked him for a loan."
"I knew that."
"How?"
"The Requests file."
"Right."
"How much?"
Another silence. "One and a half."
Rebecca stopped walking. "Million?"
"No, Rebecca. One and a half sandwiches."
"My God."
"Don't."
"What?"
"React."
"How am I supposed to react?"
"Like someone who understands I wasn't asking Dad for grocery money."
Rebecca sat near the patio doors. "Could you lose your apartment?"
"Not immediately."
"Your job?"
"No."
"Then what?"
"I could've been forced to sell assets at exactly the wrong time."
"That's what Dad told you to do."
"Thank you."
"I'm not saying he was right."
"You are absolutely saying he was right."
Rebecca smiled. "Maybe a little."
Caroline sighed. Then her voice softened. "Keane thinks it's motive."
Rebecca's smile disappeared. "He thinks you killed Dad?"
"He thinks everybody killed Dad."
"Did he say that?"
"No."
"Then..."
"Rebecca."
"What?"
"He knows Dad's death helped me."
Rebecca became still. "Did it?"
"Not in the way you're thinking."
"Explain."
Caroline told her about the lender. The collateral demand. The thirty-day extension. The bank's willingness to give her time because she was a longstanding client and might eventually receive money from the estate.
"No one's given me a cent," she said. "They haven't lent me anything new. They just agreed not to force the issue this month."
Rebecca looked out at the backyard. "So Dad's death bought you a month."
"Yes."
"And if you inherit enough, you can eventually fix the position."
"Maybe."
"Depending on the keys."
"Depending on the estate. The keys. The market. Everything."
Rebecca said nothing.
Caroline continued: "It isn't solved, Beck. I still have the debt."
"I know."
"But Friday I was running out of time. Monday I wasn't."
There it was. The sentence neither of them wanted.
Rebecca changed the subject. "Do you have an alibi?"
Caroline laughed. "I hate that we use that word now."
"So do I."
"Yes."
"Good."
"I was home."
"Alone?"
"Mostly."
"Caroline."
"The building has cameras. I had a video call. Work records. Food delivery. My car didn't move."
Rebecca felt relief. "Then you're fine."
Caroline didn't answer.
"What?"
"Nothing."
"Caroline."
"It doesn't make me fine."
"You know what I mean."
"Yes."
Rebecca looked through the glass toward the backyard. "Keane's doing the same thing to all of us."
"Not equally."
"What does that mean?"
"He keeps coming back to you."
Rebecca went still. "How do you know?"
"Because he asks about you."
"What does he ask?"
"Money. Children. Dad paying for things."
"Jesus."
"I told him you're the least financially motivated."
"Thanks."
"It's true."
"Did that help?"
"I doubt anything helps with Keane."
Rebecca smiled faintly. "Daniel says we should stop talking about the investigation with each other."
"Daniel's right."
"That's annoying."
"Usually."
They sat in silence through the phone.
Finally Caroline said: "Be careful, Rebecca."
"Of what?"
"Thinking that because you're innocent, the investigation can't hurt you."
Rebecca heard Michael's voice from the week before. Innocent people need lawyers too.
"I have Ellen."
"Good."
"Do you have somebody?"
"No."
"Maybe you should."
Caroline laughed softly. "Wouldn't that look guilty?"
Rebecca realized Caroline was repeating precisely the fear she'd had. "Keane says no."
"Keane would."
"Daniel agrees."
"Daniel's a doctor. They think consent forms cure everything."
Rebecca smiled. "You should speak to someone."
"I'll think about it."
Rebecca let the subject go.
When the call ended, Daniel looked up. "Caroline?"
"Yes."
"How bad?"
"One point five million."
He whistled softly. "Loan?"
"That's what she wanted from Dad."
"That's not nothing."
"No."
"Is she okay?"
"Apparently."
Daniel looked at her. "Apparently."
Rebecca hated that word now. "She has an alibi."
"Good."
"Jonathan too."
"Good."
"Teresa."
"Good."
"You."
"Very good."
Rebecca stopped. Daniel did too. Neither finished the list. Michael. Rebecca.
Daniel put down his phone. "Don't."
"I didn't say anything."
"You were about to."
"What?"
"Turn everybody else's alibi into evidence against yourself."
Rebecca looked away. "Keane will."
"Keane can do his own work."
 
In Morristown, that was exactly what Keane was doing. The whiteboard had become more detailed. Not because anyone had disappeared. Because each name now carried qualifications.
TERESA - graduation and family activities corroborated.
DANIEL - hospital schedule supported; no identified link to Tavrenol.
JONATHAN - serious institute dispute; Yonkers location supported for Friday evening.
CAROLINE - substantial financial pressure; Manhattan location supported for Friday evening; temporary lender extension after Richard's death.
Then:
REBECCA - visited Madison Friday afternoon; admits argument and bringing food; no identified source of Tavrenol.
And:
MICHAEL - Fairfield to Summit, according to statement; departure and route still require independent confirmation.
Nolan stood beside him. "Interesting."
"What?"
"Jonathan couldn't have been there at the relevant time."
"His records support Yonkers."
"Caroline's in Manhattan."
"Looks that way."
"Daniel's records are clean."
"On the medication."
"Teresa's at a graduation."
"Yeah."
Nolan pointed. "That leaves Rebecca and Michael."
"Leaves them with movements we still need to understand."
"Rebecca admits being there."
"Afternoon."
"Michael could've gone."
"Possibly."
"But why?"
Keane looked toward the Aurelius file. "There's still work to do on that."
Nolan nodded toward Rebecca's name. "And her?"
"There's no evidence her husband supplied Tavrenol."
"Which was the obvious route."
"Yeah."
"And she doesn't appear to have another one."
"Not that we've identified."
Keane stood back from the board. He disliked the way it looked. A daughter who had argued with her father, brought him cake and had no visible way to obtain the medication. A son who'd argued with his father over a business deal and whose Friday journey remained largely his own account. Two other children with urgent problems, both apparently elsewhere. The list was getting narrower. That didn't necessarily mean it was getting better.
Nolan pointed toward Michael. "Fairfield?"
Keane nodded. "Let's verify when he left."
"Then?"
"Where he went."
Nolan picked up the Aurelius folder. "And why."
Keane looked at the board once more. The family's finances were no longer abstract. Jonathan had needed five million dollars to make a professional promise real. Caroline had needed one and a half million to keep a leveraged position alive. Rebecca had refused a small fortune in school fees. Michael needed Richard to stop asking questions about Aurelius.
Different problems. Different pressures. Same father.
Keane closed his notebook. "Let's see where Michael's Friday actually takes us."
 
Chapter Fifteen
The First Attempt
Rebecca did not want to take the test. She told Martin Hale on Tuesday morning.
Six faces occupied her laptop screen. Martin was in his Midtown office. Sarah Chen sat before a wall of books. Jonathan was at home in Yonkers, Caroline on the Upper East Side, Michael in Fairfield, and Rebecca at the kitchen table in Summit.
It ought to have been an ordinary family video call. Instead, it was an administrative meeting concerning the estate of a murdered man. Richard had designed the entire arrangement. He had chosen Martin, chosen Sarah, arranged the keys and decided that his four adult children should demonstrate a basic understanding of Bitcoin before the estate could recover his holdings through the accelerated procedure.
Now Richard was dead. The police were interviewing his children. Rebecca had hired a criminal-defense attorney. Jonathan's university was examining the representations he'd made about his father's financial support. Caroline had been forced to explain her investment problems to a homicide detective. Michael was still dealing with the complications surrounding Aurelius. And here they were, discussing examination dates.
"It feels grotesque," Rebecca said. Nobody answered immediately. She continued. "Dad was murdered. The police are interviewing all of us. Daniel and I have a criminal lawyer. Jonathan's university is investigating him. Caroline has Keane going through her finances. Michael has Aurelius and whatever questions they're asking him."
Michael leaned closer to his camera. "That's a compelling family Christmas letter."
Nobody laughed. He looked down. "Sorry."
Rebecca shook her head. "No. It's just…" She searched for the word. "Homework."
Sarah said nothing.
Rebecca looked toward her square. "We're doing homework while somebody tries to find out who killed our father."
Martin folded his hands. "Rebecca, no one is required to sit an examination today."
"I know."
"And if any of you wishes to postpone, you may."
Jonathan looked up. "For how long?"
Martin turned toward him. "As long as you wish. The alternative recovery route becomes available after twelve months."
Jonathan frowned. "So if one of us doesn't pass..."
"Then the accelerated route remains unavailable."
"To us?" Caroline asked. "Or to the estate?"
"To the estate. That's an important distinction."
Rebecca looked at him.
Martin continued. "Passing Sarah's examination does not entitle anyone to an immediate distribution. No beneficiary receives a satoshi simply because all four of you pass."
Michael raised a hand. "Sorry. Just to clarify. Even if we all pass tomorrow, nobody gets paid?"
"Correct."
"Excellent. It's nice to know what we're working toward."
"Your father's estate remains under administration," Martin said. "There are liabilities, secured borrowing arrangements, tax matters, the usual requirements of probate and now a homicide investigation. Those matters do not disappear when the keys become accessible."
Jonathan said: "Then why are we proceeding?"
"Because accessibility matters to the estate even when distribution cannot occur."
Martin leaned forward. "Let me explain the structure again."
Michael smiled faintly. "Jonathan loves it when you say that."
"Michael."
"Sorry."
"Your father established a three-of-five multisignature arrangement. Three authorized signing keys are required to move the Bitcoin. Key One was Richard's and is no longer available to us. I am responsible for Key Two under the estate arrangements. Sarah is responsible for Key Three."
"And Key Four?" Caroline asked.
"Held under a time-locked recovery arrangement. It will not become available until twelve months after Richard's death."
"Unless we pass," Rebecca said.
"Not quite. Key Five offers a separate, earlier route. It becomes available once all four children have satisfied the competence requirement. Combined with Keys Two and Three, it allows the estate to recover the Bitcoin before the twelve-month period expires."
Jonathan nodded. "So the examinations determine when the estate may gain access, not who inherits."
"Precisely."
"And if one of us refuses?"
"Then the estate waits for Key Four."
"Or fails twice," Michael added.
"Yes."
Caroline said: "What happens once the estate recovers it?"
"Any necessary movements would be made into an appropriate post-death custody structure under the estate's authority. The process would respect existing collateral arrangements and other obligations. The fact that we can move an asset does not mean we are free to distribute it."
Rebecca thought about Richard's loans. He had spent years explaining the difference between possessing Bitcoin and having it available. Apparently death did not simplify the distinction.
"So this isn't really about giving us our inheritance," she said.
"No."
"It's about making sure the estate can manage it."
"Yes."
Caroline nodded. "That makes sense."
Rebecca looked toward her. "Of course you think it makes sense."
Caroline's expression changed. "What does that mean?"
"Nothing."
"No, go ahead."
Rebecca immediately regretted it. Everything about money sounded different now. Caroline had needed one and a half million dollars. Jonathan had expected five million for his institute. Michael's business deal was under scrutiny. And Detective Keane had spent an hour in Rebecca's kitchen asking questions about her mortgage, her children and a private-school offer she'd refused.
"I'm sorry," she said.
Caroline looked away.
Martin waited until the silence had settled. "There's another point."
All four children looked toward him. "Richard asked Sarah and me to put this process in place because he wanted it used."
Michael said: "Cheerful profession, estate planning."
Martin ignored him. "I discussed death with your father many times. It's part of my work, and he approached it with his usual enthusiasm for inconvenient details."
Rebecca almost smiled. "That sounds like him."
"He understood that the arrangements might have to function when he was no longer here to explain them. He was explicit that you should have the opportunity to complete the competence process."
Rebecca looked at Martin. "He didn't expect this."
"No."
Martin did not try to soften the answer. "He did not expect to be murdered. Nothing about the structure suggests that he did. He was planning for an ordinary future in which he would eventually die, preferably at an age he would consider a personal achievement."
Michael said: "One hundred and two."
"His preferred opening bid," Martin agreed.
For a moment, all four children smiled.
Martin continued. "What happened to Richard was not what he planned for. Nevertheless, the practical problem he was addressing still exists."
Sarah spoke. "That's what I'd emphasize."
Rebecca turned toward her.
"The examination isn't a memorial service," Sarah said. "It isn't something you do to demonstrate love for your father. And I wouldn't recommend taking it simply because you feel obligated to honor him."
Michael looked offended on Richard's behalf. "He'd hate that."
"Probably."
Sarah smiled briefly. "But he built the system around a real security problem. Somebody has to understand how the assets are controlled, what can go wrong and how to verify that a proposed action is safe. His death doesn't make those questions less important."
She glanced toward Martin. "In some ways, it makes them more important."
Rebecca looked down at her study notes. Private keys. Seeds. Passphrases. Recovery. Verification. She had been working through them before Detective Nolan's telephone call divided her life into before and after.
Sarah continued. "If you're not emotionally ready, postpone. The twelve-month alternative exists precisely so this process doesn't depend on anybody being forced to pass an examination. But if you choose to proceed, do it because you understand what it's for."
Jonathan nodded. "Agreed."
Rebecca smirked.
He frowned. "What does that mean?"
"You like exams."
"I teach them."
"Not the same thing."
Michael said: "Jonathan hasn't taken an exam since the Carter administration."
"I was twelve during the Carter administration."
"Then you were ahead."
Rebecca almost laughed. She remembered Richard eating lemon cake in his kitchen, solemnly informing her that a cake containing enough lemon to strip paint still needed more lemon. He would have enjoyed this argument. That hurt. She wondered whether there would ever be a moment when remembering something funny about her father didn't hurt.
Michael leaned toward his camera. "I'm taking the test."
Rebecca looked at him. "Of course you are."
"Not just for the money."
Caroline raised an eyebrow.
Michael caught it. "Fine. Not entirely for the money."
That earned a small laugh. Then his expression grew serious. "Dad spent a lot of time getting this right. I don't want us to leave the estate unable to do what it needs to do because we're frightened of a test."
Sarah nodded. "That's a practical reason."
"Thank you. I was aiming for one."
Michael paused. "Someone has already taken Dad away from us. I'd rather not let that stop us doing something useful."
The silence afterward was different. Jonathan nodded.
Caroline said: "I agree."
Rebecca looked at the three of them. Then at Sarah. "When can we take it?"
"Thursday and Friday. Individually."
"Individually?"
"Yes."
"No group examination?"
"No."
Michael looked disappointed. "I was planning to copy Jonathan."
Jonathan said: "Given your academic record, that would be a substantial improvement."
"Given yours, I was hoping to copy Rebecca."
This time Rebecca laughed. A brief, surprised laugh. She decided not to apologize for it.
"Thursday," she said.
Sarah nodded. "Thursday."
 
The examination was not what Rebecca expected. There was no countdown clock. No multiple-choice sheet. No Sarah sitting sternly behind a desk with a red pen. There was, however, a secure video link, a set of written questions and a simulated transaction environment Sarah had prepared specifically for the practical portion.
Nothing involved real Bitcoin. Nothing required Rebecca to reveal a genuine seed phrase or interact with any of Richard's actual keys.
Sarah explained that before they began. "I'm testing your decisions," she said. "Not asking you to risk real funds to prove you can protect them."
Rebecca nodded.
Daniel had taken the children out for the morning. Ellen Roth had advised her to keep estate administration separate from the homicide investigation and avoid discussing the latter with her siblings.
So at ten o'clock on Thursday, Rebecca sat alone at the kitchen table. The same table where she had studied. The same table where Keane had questioned her. The same table where the children ate breakfast and argued over cereal.
Sarah appeared on screen. "Ready?"
"No."
"Good."
"That's good?"
"People who are completely certain they're ready tend to worry me."
Rebecca smiled. "Michael thinks he's ready."
"Michael thinks lots of things."
"Now you sound like Dad."
"I'll take that as a qualified compliment."
Sarah checked that Rebecca could see the materials. "Let's begin."
The written section was straightforward. Not easy. Straightforward. Sarah asked Rebecca to explain the difference between owning Bitcoin directly and holding a claim against an institution that said it held Bitcoin for her.
Rebecca took her time. "When I hold it directly, I control the signing keys, assuming I've actually set things up correctly. With an institution, I'm relying on its custody arrangement and, depending on the agreement, its ability and obligation to return what it owes me."
"What risk does that introduce?"
"Counterparty risk. Operational risk. Possibly legal risk if the institution fails."
"Does direct custody eliminate all risk?"
"No. It transfers more responsibility to me."
"Which would you choose?"
Rebecca paused. "That depends on the person and the circumstances."
Sarah nodded. "Continue."
Rebecca explained why losing a hardware signing device did not necessarily mean losing the Bitcoin, provided the necessary recovery information survived. Losing the recovery information could be far more serious. She explained why emailing a seed phrase to yourself was an awful backup strategy. Why a single compromised signer in a correctly implemented three-of-five arrangement could not authorize a transaction by itself. Why backup locations had to be considered together rather than individually. Why a Bitcoin-backed loan could expose its borrower to liquidation even if the borrower's long-term expectation about Bitcoin's price eventually proved correct.
Sarah asked: "What's the maximum Bitcoin supply?"
"Approximately twenty-one million. Slightly less in practice."
"Why?"
"Because the issuance rules limit the total supply. It's not a target somebody at a central institution can decide to raise."
"Does that guarantee the price rises?"
"No."
"Does it guarantee Bitcoin is a good investment for everyone?"
"No."
"Does it prevent a custodian from losing the coins it holds?"
"Definitely not."
Sarah nodded. "Good."
Rebecca looked at her. "Don't you want the economics?"
"No."
"Jonathan's going to be furious."
"Jonathan will survive."
The practical portion made Rebecca nervous. Sarah shared a simulated transaction environment. A request appeared to transfer Bitcoin from a test wallet into a new custody arrangement. There was a destination address. An amount. A fee. A message apparently sent by the receiving custodian.
Sarah asked: "Approve?"
Rebecca stared at the screen. "No."
"Why?"
"I don't know where that address came from."
"It's in the email."
"That's the problem."
Sarah said nothing.
Rebecca continued. "If the email is fraudulent, comparing the transaction with the email doesn't tell me the destination is legitimate."
"Good."
Rebecca narrowed her eyes. "That doesn't mean I've finished, does it?"
Sarah remained silent.
"I hate you a little."
"I've heard worse."
Rebecca studied the instructions again. "Do I have another source for the destination?"
"What source would you want?"
"One established independently. A verified record agreed in advance, or a known contact number we already trust. Not a number supplied in the same email."
Sarah indicated that the simulation included a previously established verification procedure. Rebecca used it. The destination information matched.
"Approve now?" Sarah asked.
"Not yet."
"Why?"
"I want to check what the signing device actually displays."
Sarah nodded toward the simulated device. Rebecca compared its transaction details with the information she had independently verified. Amount. Destination. Fee.
She looked again. Then said: "Now I would approve."
"Why?"
"Because I haven't just checked one untrusted screen against another untrusted screen."
Sarah smiled. "Good."
Rebecca sat back. "That was unpleasant."
"That's the point."
"I thought the point was to make sure I understood Bitcoin."
"Understanding what the words mean is one part of it. Behaving correctly when you're about to authorize something is another."
Rebecca looked at the screen. That was annoyingly close to something Richard would have said.
The final scenario concerned recovery.
Sarah said: "Martin dies tomorrow."
Rebecca laughed. "Does Martin know you use him this way?"
"He approved the scenarios."
"Of course he did."
"What happens to Key Two?"
"Martin's institutional responsibility doesn't simply vanish with him. The documented succession and custody arrangements matter."
"Sarah Chen dies."
"Same principle. Key Three isn't supposed to depend on you personally being alive forever."
"My office burns down."
Rebecca looked at her. "That's getting excessive."
"Natural disasters don't consult the estate plan."
"Fine."
"A backup is destroyed. Another backup location is inaccessible. What do you do?"
Rebecca studied the hypothetical. "Which backup?"
Sarah smiled. "That's the question."
Rebecca worked through the scenario. Not perfectly. Carefully. She distinguished losing a device from losing its signing key permanently. She asked whether the necessary recovery material had been tested. She asked where the wallet configuration was documented. She asked which people or institutions would still possess authority to act.
When Sarah supplied a reassuring statement, Rebecca asked what document established it. When the scenario omitted information, she did not invent it.
At one point she said: "I can't answer that without knowing whether the recovery information actually exists."
Sarah nodded. "Then what's your next action?"
"Find out before doing anything irreversible."
They continued. At the end, Sarah closed her notes. "Done."
Rebecca looked at her. "Did I pass?"
"Yes."
"That's it?"
"That's it."
Rebecca sat back. She felt no triumph. Only relief. Then something else. "I wish I could tell Dad."
Sarah's expression softened. "I know."
"He'd be unbearable."
"Almost certainly."
"He'd pretend he expected me to pass."
Sarah smiled faintly.
Rebecca looked at her. "What?"
"Nothing."
"No. You can't do that. You've spent an hour telling me to verify things. Now I'm verifying the expression."
Sarah sighed. "Richard believed you'd ask good questions."
Rebecca swallowed. "What did he say?"
"I'm not going to turn the examination into messages from beyond the grave."
"Fair."
"But he wasn't worried that you didn't know enough technical vocabulary."
Rebecca looked down. "He thought I'd work it out?"
"He thought you were willing to admit when you hadn't."
Rebecca nodded. She hadn't expected that answer to hurt.
Sarah gave her a moment. Then: "Congratulations, Rebecca."
"Thank you."
"Your brother is next."
"Which one?"
"Jonathan."
"Can I watch?"
"No."
"Worth asking."
Jonathan took his examination Thursday afternoon. Sarah had expected an excellent written performance. She got one. Jonathan explained Bitcoin's issuance schedule, fixed supply, counterparty risk, custody and settlement. He explained the difference between holding Bitcoin directly and holding a claim against an intermediary. He gave a detailed answer about transaction confirmation and the increasing difficulty of reversing a transaction as additional blocks accumulated.
He discussed collateral arrangements. He discussed monetary theory. He discussed subjects Sarah had not asked about.
Eventually she said: "Jonathan."
"Yes?"
"You don't get extra points."
"I'm answering the question."
"You answered it three paragraphs ago."
"I was adding context."
"You were adding Jonathan."
He looked offended. Then smiled despite himself. "Michael told you to say that."
"No."
"He should have."
The practical section went differently. Sarah presented a simulated three-of-five multisignature wallet. One usable signing device remained available. Two other devices had been destroyed, but their recovery seed backups were intact. The remaining two signing keys were inaccessible. The scenario also listed the wallet records that the estate administrator had on hand.
Sarah asked: "Can you guarantee recovery from the information provided?"
"Yes," Jonathan said.
"Explain."
"Restore the two destroyed signing keys from their backups. Together with the surviving signer, that gives us the three required keys."
"Then?"
"Reconstruct the wallet."
"Using what?"
"The signing keys."
"What else?"
Jonathan frowned. "The wallet configuration."
"Which includes?"
"The multisignature policy and cosigner information."
"Do you have all of that?"
Jonathan looked back at the scenario. The relevant configuration data was not listed.
"I assume it's recoverable from the seeds."
Sarah said nothing.
Jonathan frowned harder. "Isn't it?"
"Not necessarily."
"That's implementation-dependent."
"Yes."
"So the question is ambiguous."
"Read it again."
He did. Can you guarantee recovery from the information provided? Jonathan stared at the screen. Then he understood.
"No."
"Why?"
"Because the seed backups may restore the individual signing keys without giving us all the wallet configuration information required to reconstruct the complete multisignature arrangement."
"Correct."
"So I've corrected my answer."
"Yes."
Jonathan waited. Sarah moved to the next scenario.
"Hang on."
"Yes?"
"Was that a failure?"
"It was a material error."
"But I corrected it."
"After I stopped you."
"It's an oral examination."
"And a practical decision-making assessment."
Jonathan looked at her. "You're saying I should have checked whether the information existed before claiming recovery was guaranteed."
"Yes."
"Which I now understand."
"Good."
"Then why does the initial answer matter?"
"Because in a real recovery operation, you might have committed the estate to a course of action before discovering that a critical piece of information was missing."
"I wouldn't have."
Sarah waited. Jonathan closed his eyes. He heard it himself.
"Fine. I don't know whether I would have."
"That's a better answer."
"An extremely irritating one."
She gave him a small smile. "Continue."
There were two more practical scenarios. Jonathan did better. He slowed down, asked for missing information and refused to assume that a technical procedure would work merely because it ought to work. But the recovery error had been one of the examination's critical decisions. The rules Sarah had explained beforehand were clear: a materially unsafe decision could result in a failed attempt, even if the candidate performed well elsewhere.
When they finished, Sarah closed her notes. "You passed the written section comfortably."
"Thank you."
"You demonstrated considerable technical knowledge."
"Also thank you."
"But you did not pass the first attempt."
Jonathan stared. "You're serious."
"Yes."
"Because I failed to verify the recovery information."
"Primarily."
"I understand it now."
"Good."
"That doesn't count?"
"It will count when you demonstrate it on your next attempt."
Jonathan removed his glasses. "This is pedagogically questionable."
"You may submit a complaint to the test designer."
Jonathan looked at her. "He's dead."
Sarah's expression changed. "I know."
The humor disappeared. For a moment, Jonathan looked down.
Then Sarah said: "You have another official attempt. You'll receive written feedback on the areas that need work."
"Two attempts."
"Yes."
"And if I fail the second, everybody waits a year."
"The estate uses the twelve-month recovery route. Nobody loses an inheritance because of an examination."
"Still."
"Still," Sarah agreed.
Jonathan sighed. "No pressure."
"Study the operational material," she said. "Especially recovery and verification. You don't need another lecture on monetary theory."
"Monetary theory isn't the problem."
"Exactly."
He looked at her. Then, reluctantly: "Fair."
 
Caroline took her examination Friday morning. Her written answers were excellent. Collateral. Counterparty risk. Leverage. Institutional failure. Custody. Settlement. Liquidation.
She understood the financial side of Bitcoin better than most candidates Sarah had examined. She also had opinions. Many opinions. At one point they argued about direct custody and professional custody. Caroline maintained that an appropriately regulated institutional arrangement could be preferable for some holders. Sarah agreed that it could. Caroline proceeded to explain why. Sarah let her speak for another minute.
Then: "Caroline."
"What?"
"Do you understand the trade-offs?"
"Yes."
"Can you explain them?"
"Yes."
"Have you explained them?"
"Yes."
"Then stop trying to win."
Caroline looked offended. "I'm not."
Sarah waited.
Caroline sighed. "Fine."
The practical portion showed a different side of her. Presented with a transfer request, she checked the authorization. Presented with a lender's instruction, she asked which assets were actually subject to the agreement. Presented with an ambiguous custody arrangement, she refused to proceed until the responsibilities were documented.
Sarah gave her a scenario involving a sharp fall in Bitcoin's collateral value. Caroline worked through it quickly.
"What happens to the loan-to-value ratio?" Sarah asked.
"It rises."
"And then?"
"That depends on the contract. There may be a collateral call, a requirement to reduce the loan or liquidation if the relevant threshold is reached."
"What would you do?"
"Read the actual agreement before assuming the lender will behave the way I want."
Sarah looked at her.
Caroline looked back. "What?"
"Nothing."
"You're enjoying that."
"I'm evaluating your answer."
"Of course you are."
Caroline passed. Sarah gave her the result. For the first time that morning, Caroline was silent.
"You seem surprised," Sarah said.
"I'm not surprised."
"You look surprised."
Caroline leaned back. "I suppose I expected my father to find a way to make this more difficult."
"He did."
"How?"
"He required all four of you to pass before Key Five becomes available."
Caroline's smile disappeared. "Right."
She glanced at the time.
Sarah said: "Your results will go to Martin. The individual feedback remains private unless you choose to share it."
"Understood."
"Congratulations."
"Thank you."
Caroline disconnected. The telephone on Caroline's desk rang shortly afterward. Her financing contact. She recognized the number and answered. The conversation lasted twelve minutes. When she finished, the position was unchanged in one important respect. She still had thirty days.
The lender had not advanced additional money. It had not accepted an unadministered inheritance as collateral. It had merely deferred the immediate deadline while preserving its rights.
The extension was valuable. It was not permanent. Caroline looked at the calendar. Then she returned to Sarah's examination materials and closed them. At least one thing was finished. For now.
 
Michael took the last examination on Friday afternoon. He had spent the week telling his siblings he'd finish first. Now Rebecca and Caroline had passed, and Jonathan had failed, before Michael even began.
Sarah appeared on his screen.
Michael said: "Before we start, I'd like to formally object to Rebecca setting the curve."
"Noted."
"And Jonathan failing."
"Why?"
"Now if I fail, it won't be funny."
"It may still be funny."
Michael smiled. "There she is."
Sarah checked that the simulated materials were ready. "Shall we?"
"Let's disappoint my father."
"That's not the objective."
"Then we'll disappoint him accidentally."
Michael's written performance was better than Sarah expected. He knew the vocabulary. More importantly, he understood much of it. Years around Richard had taught him things almost accidentally.
He understood hardware signers, recovery seeds, passphrases and multisignature arrangements. He knew Bitcoin wasn't stored inside a physical wallet. He understood transaction confirmations. He understood that borrowing against Bitcoin could provide liquidity while introducing liquidation risk.
Sarah asked: "What happens when collateral value falls?"
"Loan-to-value rises."
"Then?"
"Depends on the contract. Add collateral, reduce the debt or risk liquidation."
"Good."
"Caroline could've taken that section for me."
Sarah looked at him. Michael caught himself. "Sorry."
"Why?"
"Family joke."
Sarah moved on. The practical exercise looked almost embarrassingly simple. A request appeared to approve a transfer. Michael checked the amount. Correct. The fee. Reasonable. The destination address. He compared it with the address in the accompanying instructions. Matched.
He checked again. "Fine."
Sarah asked: "Approve?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"Everything matches."
"What matches what?"
"The address in the instructions matches the address in the transaction."
"Where'd the instructions come from?"
"The email."
"And the transaction?"
"The computer."
Sarah waited.
Michael smiled. "What?"
"How do you know either source is trustworthy?"
"I logged into your test environment."
"That's not what I asked."
Michael looked at the two screens again. "It's the same address."
"Yes."
"Exactly."
Sarah said nothing.
Michael leaned forward. "What am I missing?"
"Where did you independently establish the intended destination?"
He paused. "I compared it with the instructions."
"Which came from the same simulated compromised environment."
"It's a simulation."
"Yes."
"So obviously..."
Sarah interrupted. "Obviously isn't verification."
Michael stopped. For a second, he looked annoyed. Then he laughed. "That's going on my tombstone."
Sarah did not laugh. "Before I interrupted, you were prepared to approve the transaction."
Michael looked at the screen. He had been.
Sarah said: "Try the scenario again."
This time, he requested the previously established independent verification procedure. He checked the destination against the trusted information supplied through that channel. Then he examined the transaction details on the simulated signing device. Everything matched.
"There."
"Better."
"Passed?"
"That scenario is now correctly completed."
Michael smiled. "You're enjoying this."
"No."
"Terrible liar."
Sarah's expression remained neutral.
His smile faded slightly.
The next scenario involved a supposedly urgent instruction from a custodian. Michael handled it correctly. He refused to accept urgency as a substitute for authorization.
The following exercise involved recovery. Correct again. He slowed down. Asked questions. Verified the information.
At the end, Sarah closed her notes.
Michael waited. "Well?"
"You passed the written section."
"Good."
"You completed most of the practical work correctly."
"Most."
"The initial verification failure was material."
He stared. "You're failing me over one mistake?"
"I'm recording a failed first attempt because you were prepared to authorize a transaction without independently verifying its destination."
"But I caught it."
"After I stopped you."
"I would've caught it."
Sarah looked at him. Michael realized what he'd said.
She asked: "Would you?"
He smiled faintly. "Apparently that's impossible to prove."
"Exactly."
Michael rubbed his face. "So Jonathan and I both failed."
"Yes."
"Rebecca passed."
"Yes."
"Caroline?"
"Yes."
He laughed. "Dad would've loved this."
Sarah said nothing. "He would've."
"I know."
For a moment Michael looked away. When he spoke again, the joke had gone. "When can I retake it?"
"Not immediately."
"Why?"
"Because the purpose is to learn, not to repeat the same exercise until you recognize the trick."
"I just learned."
"You learned that you failed. Now I want you to study the verification procedures and show that your behavior has changed."
"How long?"
"One week before the second attempt."
Michael nodded. "Fine." Then: "Don't tell Rebecca yet."
Sarah looked at him. "Your detailed results are confidential. Martin receives the formal pass-or-fail notification."
"Good."
"But the estate can't use Key Five until all four of you pass, so the outstanding attempts won't remain a mystery forever."
"Give me five minutes before Martin notices I'm the problem."
"Jonathan is also the problem."
Michael smiled. "That's the nicest thing anybody's said to me all day."
The family group chat came alive twelve minutes later.
Caroline: Well?
Michael: I have concerns about the integrity of the process.
Rebecca: You failed.
Michael: "Failed" is an unnecessarily binary word.
Jonathan: Welcome.
Caroline: Both of you?
Michael: Apparently we're maintaining the family's commitment to equality.
Jonathan: I made a technical error.
Rebecca: You failed.
Michael: Thank you, Rebecca. Your support means everything.
Caroline: When are the retakes?
Michael: Next week. Sarah has ordered me to study.
Jonathan: As she should.
Michael: You're remarkably cheerful for a fellow casualty.
Jonathan: My mistake was different.
Rebecca: Apparently failure isn't binary, but it does come in varieties.
Caroline: Just pass next time. Both of you.
Michael: Yes, Mother.
Jonathan: Don't encourage him.
Rebecca put down her telephone, smiling despite herself.
For a few minutes, the four of them had sounded like siblings again. Richard would have enjoyed the results enormously: the two who had considered themselves most likely to pass had failed, while Rebecca and Caroline had succeeded.
He would also have insisted that neither failure was a disaster. The point of the examination was to recognize a mistake before making one with real Bitcoin.
They had another attempt. Rebecca hoped they would both pass. She was beginning to understand that her father's estate would require quite enough patience without making everyone wait another twelve months.
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
The Deal Richard Wouldn't Bless
Thomas Keane had spent most of his adult life avoiding investment bankers. Now he had a murdered one, a former investment bank, a son who worked there, a technology company he didn't understand and a proposed financing containing enough acronyms to make homicide seem straightforward.
He was developing a grudging respect for burglary. Burglary was simple. Somebody had a television. Somebody else took it. Investment banking appeared to involve persuading people that a television might eventually exist, raising money against the possibility and charging a fee before anyone switched it on.
He was aware that this was unfair. He was also aware that he'd be keeping the opinion until someone gave him a reason to abandon it.
Nolan watched him put on his jacket. "Manhattan?"
"Again."
"Want company?"
"No."
"What if they use financial terminology?"
"I'll ask what it means."
"What if they explain?"
"I'll ask again."
"Good strategy."
"Works on murder too."
Nolan handed him a folder. "Corporate records we have so far. Peter Caldwell confirmed the appointment."
"Anything new?"
"Nothing that tells us who killed Richard."
"Then we're consistent."
Keane took the folder. "While I'm gone, keep working on Michael's Friday movements."
"Fairfield to Summit."
"According to Michael."
"Phone went quiet during the drive."
"According to the records."
Nolan smiled. "You're getting picky."
"I've been picky."
"Now you've got a reason."
Keane left before Nolan could enjoy that one any further.
Caldwell Capital Partners occupied two floors of a Midtown office building where the lobby contained more marble than Keane considered structurally necessary.
The firm had once been called Ashcroft Capital. Richard had founded it in the 1980s, initially raising money for companies too small to attract the attention of the major Wall Street houses. Private placements. Small public offerings. Secondary offerings. Companies with genuine ambitions, thin balance sheets and presentations explaining why profitability was always one quarter away.
Richard had apparently been good at it. Very good. He had built the business through a combination of cash fees and warrants. The cash paid the bills. The warrants gave him the opportunity to share in a client's success. Most expired worthless. Some became valuable. A few became spectacularly valuable. That combination had made Richard wealthy long before Bitcoin entered his life.
When Bitcoin did arrive, he began accumulating it gradually, years before he sold control of the firm. That sale had increased his resources. It hadn't created his Bitcoin position from nothing.
Eight years before his death, Richard sold a controlling interest in Ashcroft Capital to three senior partners. Peter Caldwell was the largest buyer. The firm became Caldwell Capital Partners. Richard retained twenty-five percent, a place on the board and an office he almost never used.
Michael had his own role as a senior deal originator and board member. When he came into Midtown for a transaction or a meeting, he sometimes used Richard's old office.
Keane found that detail interesting. Father and son had effectively shared an office after Richard had largely stopped coming to work. Probably meant nothing. Still, it gave him a mental picture of Michael sitting at his father's old desk, selling deals across the table where Richard had once scrutinized them.
Keane had asked Martin why Richard hadn't simply handed the business to Michael. Martin's answer had been characteristically precise. "Because loving someone and believing he's the right person to run an investment bank are two different judgments." Keane suspected Richard had expressed the distinction less delicately.
Peter Caldwell entered the conference room carrying two coffees. He was fifty-six, broad-shouldered, expensively dressed and looked like a man who had learned long ago that gray hair could be a professional advantage.
"Detective."
"Mr. Caldwell."
"Coffee?"
"No, thanks."
Peter looked at the second cup.
"I already poured it."
"Then you should enjoy both."
Peter smiled. "I see why Richard would've liked you."
"Everybody keeps telling me that."
"He liked people who said no."
"That doesn't sound efficient in your business."
"It wasn't."
They sat. Keane placed his folder on the table.
Peter looked at it. "Aurelius."
"You knew I'd ask."
"I expected you would."
"Better."
"What?"
"Expected. Assumed. You're learning."
Peter smiled faintly. "Richard would've said that too."
Keane opened his notebook. "Tell me about the firm first."
"Which part?"
"Michael."
"Michael's a board member and senior originator."
"He works for you."
"With me, primarily."
"Difference?"
"He isn't a junior employee waiting to be assigned accounts. He brings in transactions, helps structure them and works with clients and other members of the firm."
"Finds companies that need money."
"Among other things."
"And Aurelius was his deal."
"Primarily."
"How long?"
"Almost a year."
"Important?"
"Yes."
"Financially?"
"Yes."
"To the firm?"
"Very."
"How much?"
Peter considered. "If it closed in something like its originally proposed form, Caldwell could earn six to eight million dollars across advisory fees, financing fees and related compensation. The final amount would depend on the size and structure."
Keane wrote. "Six to eight million."
"Yes."
"That's worth arguing about."
Peter smiled. "Everything is worth arguing about."
"Richard was arguing."
"Richard was professionally incapable of not arguing."
"About Aurelius specifically."
Peter's smile faded. "Yes."
Keane took out the presentation from Richard's study.
Peter recognized it immediately. "That's an older version."
"How old?"
"May."
"Richard wrote on it."
"I can see."
Almost every third page contained Richard's handwriting. Question marks. Circles. Arrows. Occasional words in capitals.
CONTRACT?
EXPECTED BY WHOM?
CUSTOMER OR PROSPECT?
VERIFY.
And on one page: PUBLIC FLOAT - WHO?
Keane pushed the presentation across the table. "Translate."
Peter looked at him. "Which part?"
"Assume I'm twelve."
"That's difficult."
"Why?"
"A twelve-year-old might understand it faster."
Keane waited.
Peter sighed. "Fine."
He turned the presentation around. "Aurelius Systems is a real company."
"Good start."
"Real technology. Real employees. Real customers."
"Profitable?"
"No."
"Close?"
"Depends how optimistic you are."
"Michael?"
"Very."
"Richard?"
"Considerably less."
Keane pointed at the first page. "What exactly was the proposed transaction?"
Peter leaned forward. "Aurelius already has publicly quoted shares on the over-the-counter market. People still call it the pink sheets."
"So it's already public."
"In that sense, yes."
"Then why does the presentation talk about taking it public?"
"Loose language. The transaction was designed to raise substantial new financing, broaden the shareholder base and put the company in a position to seek a Nasdaq listing."
"Move it from the pink sheets to Nasdaq."
"That's the ambition."
"Guaranteed?"
"Absolutely not. It would have to meet the exchange's requirements and complete the relevant reviews."
"Why bother?"
"Access to investors. Liquidity. Visibility. Potentially better financing opportunities."
"And higher expectations."
Peter smiled. "Usually."
"So Caldwell raises the money, organizes the transaction and gets paid."
"Broadly."
"Six to eight million."
"If it closes."
Keane looked at the deck. "And Michael gets what?"
"He has compensation tied to his work, including potential transaction-related benefits. He also has disclosed investment interests connected with the deal."
"Shares?"
"Among other interests."
"How much?"
Peter gave him the disclosed figure. It was meaningful. Not enough to make the ownership chart look immediately absurd. Enough that Michael stood to benefit if Aurelius succeeded.
Keane wrote it down. "Richard know about that?"
"Yes."
"Object?"
"Not to Michael having a disclosed investment interest."
"Then what?"
Peter looked at the presentation. "That's a longer conversation."
"Good. I took the train."
Peter turned several pages. "The easiest problem is the customer presentation."
He pointed to a line. MAJOR NATIONAL CUSTOMER EXPECTED Q3
Richard had circled expected.
"The company was in discussions with several substantial customers," Peter said.
"Signed contracts?"
"Not for all the business described in that section."
"How many?"
"Some customers were already under contract. Others were prospects. Some discussions were advanced."
"But the presentation made the prospects look like customers."
Peter hesitated. "It made certain relationships sound more developed than Richard believed they were."
"Did you agree with Richard?"
"I would have preferred more conservative language."
"Meaning?"
"Distinguish existing contracts from negotiations. Distinguish signed orders from forecasts. Don't let a prospective customer become actual revenue because someone likes the slide."
Keane nodded. "Sounds reasonable."
"It is."
"Michael disagree?"
"He thought the commercial discussions were sufficiently advanced to justify optimistic projections, with appropriate qualifications."
"Were the qualifications there?"
"Not as clearly as they should've been."
"Then fix them."
"That's what the review is for."
Keane looked up. "The review?"
Peter nodded. "Michael asked us to put the transaction on hold after Richard died. We're having independent counsel examine the outstanding questions before we proceed."
Keane put down his pen. "He asked for the hold?"
"Yes."
"Michael."
"Yes."
"We'll come back to that."
Peter looked at him. "I thought you might."
Keane turned to the ownership page. The diagram looked simple. That made him distrust it. Founders. Early investors. Financing entities. Public shareholders. Percentages connected by tidy lines.
He pointed to Richard's handwriting. PUBLIC FLOAT - WHO?
"What's public float?"
"Shares available for public trading rather than restricted or closely held shares."
"Why does it matter?"
"Liquidity. Market perception. Investor interest. Potentially exchange-listing requirements. The accuracy of the relevant disclosures."
"And Richard wrote 'Who?'"
"Yes."
"Why?"
Peter stopped. This was different from the customer question.
Keane saw it. "What?"
"Richard wanted to know whether the ownership was as dispersed as the presentation suggested."
"Dispersed."
"Spread among genuinely separate holders."
"Was it?"
"The shareholder records showed a number of separate holders."
"How many?"
"More than a dozen entities and accounts were relevant to the questions Richard raised."
"Different owners."
"Different names on the records."
Keane looked at him. "You're making a distinction."
"An important one."
"Explain it to the twelve-year-old."
Peter thought. "Imagine a company whose shareholder list shows five investment companies."
"Okay."
"On paper, those are five shareholders. But if the same individual ultimately controls all five companies, the ownership isn't as widely dispersed as the list might suggest."
"So five names. One person."
"Potentially."
"That's beneficial ownership?"
"Part of the question. You have to understand who ultimately owns, controls or has the economic interest in the shares. The answer can depend on the structure and on exactly what you're trying to establish."
Keane looked at the chart again. "And this matters because the presentation tells investors the shares are spread around."
"Yes."
"Which might not be true."
"Which had not been verified to Richard's satisfaction."
"To yours?"
Peter paused. "By the end, mine either."
Keane circled the phrase in his notebook. By the end.
He looked back at Richard's presentation. In the margin: RECORD OWNER ≠ BENEFICIAL OWNER
Another note: SAME COUNSEL?
And beneath it: VERIFY CONCENTRATION
"Different boxes on the chart," Keane said. "Possibly the same person behind some of them."
"That's the issue."
"Who?"
"We hadn't established that."
"Richard had a theory?"
"Richard had questions."
"That's another distinction."
"Yes."
Keane pointed to a final note. MICHAEL - VERIFY
Peter looked at it. "Richard was pressing Michael to produce the underlying ownership information."
"Because Michael brought the deal."
"Yes."
"Or because Richard suspected Michael was behind some of those shares?"
Peter considered. "I can't tell you what Richard concluded. He wanted Michael's assurances checked against documents. He wanted to know who the relevant holders actually were."
"So you don't know whether Michael had more shares than he'd disclosed."
"I know what he disclosed to the firm. I don't have a completed independent review of the other holdings."
"That's not a no."
"It's not a yes, either."
Keane nodded. "Fair."
He wrote that down too. "What happens if the ownership isn't what the presentation says it is?"
Peter folded his hands. "First we establish the actual ownership."
"And then?"
"We determine whether the disclosures need correction, whether the proposed transaction still works and whether there are any legal or regulatory consequences."
"Could the deal collapse?"
"Yes."
"Could people get in trouble?"
"Depending on what was represented, by whom and why."
"Michael?"
"Depending on the facts."
Keane looked at him. "You keep saying that."
"Because it matters."
"Fine. Let's talk about the facts you do know."
Peter nodded. "Go ahead."
"Michael disclosed a financial interest."
"Yes."
"Richard thought the ownership chart needed verifying."
"Yes."
"Richard wanted outside lawyers."
"Yes."
"And the deal was important to Michael."
"Very."
"Important how?"
"A year of work. Significant potential compensation. His reputation with the firm. His relationship with the client."
"Job?"
"Not automatically."
"Board seat?"
"That would depend on what an investigation established. You're asking me to predict consequences before we know whether anything was wrong."
Keane nodded. "Fair answer."
Peter looked surprised. "I get those occasionally."
Keane turned another page. "Why didn't you stop the deal when Richard raised his concerns?"
"We slowed it."
"Didn't stop it."
"Not initially."
"Six to eight million in fees."
"Yes."
"You wanted the transaction."
"Of course."
"Firm need the money?"
"Every firm needs revenue."
"You personally?"
"No."
"But you wanted it."
"Yes."
"Richard owned twenty-five percent."
"Yes."
"Could he block Aurelius himself?"
"Not unilaterally."
"Could he make it difficult?"
"Extremely."
"Because he was a large shareholder."
"Because he was Richard."
Peter said it without smiling. "His twenty-five percent mattered. His reputation mattered. And if he thought the firm was proceeding on materially misleading information, he wasn't going to shrug and cash a dividend."
"Outside counsel."
"Yes."
"Regulators?"
"If he believed there was a serious disclosure problem and it wasn't being addressed, he wouldn't have ignored it."
Keane looked at the handwritten notes. "Monday."
Peter nodded. "Monday mattered."
"What was supposed to happen?"
"Richard told me that if the ownership questions weren't resolved to his satisfaction, he wanted independent securities counsel involved before the transaction went any further."
"He'd contact them himself?"
"He said he would if necessary."
"Did Michael know?"
"Yes."
"When?"
"Before Richard died."
"Specific day?"
"We discussed the concerns during the final week. Richard spoke to Michael directly as well."
Keane thought of Jonathan's university. Another Monday. Another son. Another problem Richard intended to address after the weekend. Apparently Richard Ashcroft had planned to make Monday unpleasant for several people. That was not, by itself, evidence of murder. But it explained why his death might have altered their circumstances.
"Suppose Richard was right," Keane said.
Peter waited.
"Suppose the shareholder base was materially different from what was disclosed. Suppose Michael knew that."
"I wouldn't assume the second part."
"I'm asking a hypothetical."
"Then it depends on what he knew and what was represented."
"Could he face professional consequences?"
"Yes."
"Financial?"
"Yes."
"Legal?"
"Potentially. But I can't give you a conclusion without evidence."
Keane nodded. "I don't need a securities-law opinion from you."
Peter looked relieved. "What do you need?"
"To understand whether Richard's concerns gave somebody a reason to want him out of the way."
Peter put down his coffee. The room went quiet.
"That's an entirely different question."
"Yeah."
"You think Michael killed his father?"
"I think Richard's death changed several people's problems. I'm trying to understand Michael's."
Peter looked toward the windows. Outside, Midtown continued doing whatever Midtown did with money all day.
Finally he said: "Michael loved Richard."
"I believe you."
Peter turned. "You do?"
"Yeah."
"Then..."
"People who love each other can still have serious disputes."
Peter sat back. He didn't argue.
Keane continued: "Michael had a deal he'd spent a year building. Richard was demanding answers. The answers might have damaged the deal. Might have damaged Michael. Correct?"
"Correct, subject to what the review eventually finds."
"Good."
"Good?"
"Now I understand why the disagreement matters."
Keane closed the presentation. "Where were you Friday night?"
Peter's expression changed. "Here we are."
"Where?"
"Dinner."
"Where?"
Peter named the restaurant.
"With?"
"Six people."
"Names?"
Peter supplied them.
"Time?"
"Seven-thirty until after ten."
"Manhattan?"
"Yes."
"Receipt?"
"Yes."
"Phone?"
"On."
"Car?"
"Driver."
Keane wrote.
Peter watched him. "You're actually considering me."
"I'm checking everybody whose interests were affected."
"The firm's fees."
"Yeah."
Peter gave a small, uncomfortable laugh. "Richard's death didn't make my life easier."
"Removed the man who was challenging your deal."
"It removed the man whose reputation made half our older clients trust us."
Keane looked up. "Richard still mattered that much?"
"More than he knew."
"I doubt that."
Peter smiled faintly. "Fair." He leaned forward. "Richard built this firm. He sold us control, but he didn't become irrelevant. When he said something was wrong, people listened. Even when they wished he'd stop talking."
"You wished he'd stop talking?"
"About Aurelius? Occasionally."
"Enough to want him dead?"
Peter's expression hardened. "No."
Keane waited.
Peter continued: "I wanted him to be wrong."
"Different wish."
"Considerably."
Keane wrote down the dinner details. He would check them. Peter appeared to expect that.
"Now," Keane said, "the hold."
Peter sat back. "Yes."
"Michael asked for it Monday morning?"
"Correct."
"The Monday Richard had said he'd contact outside counsel."
"Yes."
"Who attended the meeting?"
Peter described the senior people involved. "Minutes?"
"Yes."
"Can I see them?"
"Through counsel, certainly."
"What did Michael propose?"
"That we suspend the proposed transaction while independent lawyers reviewed the customer representations and the beneficial-ownership questions."
"Complete stop?"
"On progressing the transaction toward closing, yes. Routine preservation of documents and responses to diligence requests continued."
"Your idea?"
"No."
"Michael's."
"Yes."
"Did you support him?"
"Eventually."
"You wanted to keep preparing the deal."
"I wanted to answer Richard's questions without necessarily bringing everything to a halt."
"But Michael wanted the halt."
"Yes."
Keane looked at him. "That's not what I expected."
"Why?"
"Your son..."
"Richard's son," Peter corrected.
Keane nodded. "Richard's son had spent a year on the deal. His father dies. First thing he does is stop the transaction."
"Pause it."
"Fine. Pause."
"There's a difference."
"What difference?"
"A permanent cancellation assumes the transaction can't be fixed or shouldn't proceed. A pause allows an independent review to establish whether proceeding is appropriate."
"Michael expected it to resume?"
"He hoped the review would allow us to make a decision."
"That's not an answer."
"It's the answer he gave us."
Keane considered. "Why'd he ask for the pause?"
Peter looked at the presentation. "He said we couldn't treat Richard's death as a reason to stop asking the questions Richard had raised."
Keane said nothing.
Peter continued: "Michael said those questions deserved independent answers. He didn't want the firm proceeding simply because the person who'd raised them was no longer in the room."
"Responsible."
"It was."
"Did the board agree?"
"Yes."
"Unanimously?"
"After discussion."
"Richard would've approved?"
Peter gave him a look. "He'd have complained that we should've done it sooner."
Keane laughed. "Probably." Then: "Did the pause hurt Michael?"
"Financially and professionally, yes."
"How?"
"Delay. Uncertainty. The possibility of losing the deal entirely. Questions from the client. Questions from people who'd expected the transaction to close."
"So after Richard died, Michael voluntarily made a decision against his own immediate interest."
Peter nodded. "That's what the minutes show."
Keane wrote it down. It belonged in the file. Just as much as the threatened Monday call.
Peter watched him. "You don't know what to make of it."
"Not yet."
"Perhaps Michael realized his father was right."
"Perhaps."
"Perhaps he wanted the review to prove Richard was wrong."
"Perhaps."
"Perhaps he was grieving."
"That too."
Peter looked almost relieved.
Keane continued: "Or perhaps he saw that proceeding over Richard's objections immediately after Richard's death would create a different kind of problem."
Peter frowned. "You're determined to find a sinister explanation."
"No. I'm determined not to treat the responsible explanation as the only one."
Peter considered that. Then nodded. "Fair."
Keane put his notebook away. "One more thing."
"Of course."
"Have you found proof that Michael had an undisclosed interest in the shares?"
"No."
"Proof he didn't?"
"Not yet."
"Then I want the results of the independent review when they're available."
"Subject to counsel and any necessary legal process."
"Fine."
Peter began gathering the presentation.
Keane stopped him. "Leave those."
"They're copies."
"Mine."
Peter put them down again. "Richard definitely would've liked you."
 
Keane was halfway back to Penn Station when Nolan called.
"What'd the investment bankers say?"
"Depends."
"On?"
"How old I am."
"Assume twelve."
"Real company."
"Good."
"Real technology."
"Better."
"Customer claims more optimistic than the supporting contracts."
"That happens."
"Ownership may not be what it looks like."
"Meaning?"
Keane stopped at a crossing. "Imagine five companies listed as shareholders."
"Okay."
"But one person might actually control several of them."
"Why?"
"That's what Richard wanted to know."
"Michael?"
"He was responsible for the deal. Richard wanted him to verify the ownership. We don't have proof yet about whether Michael has any undisclosed interest."
Nolan was quiet. "Motive?"
"Potentially serious. If Michael knew something was wrong and Richard was about to involve outside lawyers, the consequences could've been substantial."
"Money?"
"Possibly."
"Career?"
"Possibly."
"Criminal exposure?"
"Depends what the ownership review finds."
"That's a lot of possibly."
"Welcome to finance."
Keane crossed with the light.
Nolan asked: "Peter Caldwell?"
"Fees. But he's got a dinner account we can check. Manhattan. Six other people."
"Sounds solid."
"Sounds checkable."
"What's Aurelius doing now?"
"On hold."
"Richard held it up?"
"Michael."
"Michael?"
"Monday morning. Asked for independent review."
Nolan whistled. "That helps him."
"Yeah."
"Why murder somebody to save a deal and then stop the deal yourself?"
"Good question."
"Answer?"
"Don't have one."
Keane ended the call near the entrance to Penn Station.
 
Back in Morristown, Keane added Aurelius to the whiteboard.
Under Michael's name:
ORIGINATED AURELIUS TRANSACTION
DISCLOSED FINANCIAL INTEREST
RICHARD QUESTIONED CUSTOMER CLAIMS AND SHAREHOLDER OWNERSHIP
OUTSIDE COUNSEL PLANNED FOR MONDAY
POTENTIAL PROFESSIONAL AND FINANCIAL EXPOSURE
Then, separately: MICHAEL REQUESTED TRANSACTION HOLD MONDAY
Nolan stood beside him. "That last one is good for Michael."
"Yeah."
"Maybe really good."
"Maybe."
"His father dies, and instead of rushing the deal through, he voluntarily asks to stop it."
"Pause it."
Nolan rolled his eyes. "Sorry. Apparently finance has distinctions."
"It does."
"Richard would've approved of the review."
"Peter thinks he'd have demanded it sooner."
Nolan smiled. "Sounds about right."
Keane looked at Michael's name. The hold was real. The board minutes would establish that. Michael had taken an action that delayed his own prospective compensation and exposed his deal to independent scrutiny. Those were facts in his favor. Keane had no reason to hide them from the investigation simply because the initial business dispute had looked suspicious.
But the original dispute was real too. Michael had known Richard intended to seek outside legal advice. He had known it before his father died. A later responsible decision did not tell Keane everything about an earlier conflict.
Nolan said: "So maybe Richard scared him straight."
"Possible."
"Maybe Michael realized his father was right."
"Possible."
"Maybe Michael's innocent."
"Entirely possible."
Nolan looked at him. "You didn't even fight me."
"Don't ruin it."
Keane wrote nothing further. Not every possibility deserved a place on the board.
Later that week, Martin Hale circulated a brief shareholder update from Caldwell Capital to the estate beneficiaries. Richard's twenty-five-percent interest had not vanished with his death. The estate still needed to understand the firm's material transactions, even if nobody was in a position to make an immediate decision about the shares.
Rebecca read the update at her kitchen table. Most of it made little sense. Advisory pipeline. Transaction review. Client due diligence. Aurelius Systems.
Then a sentence she understood. At Michael Ashcroft's request, the Aurelius transaction has been placed on hold pending an independent legal review of outstanding diligence matters.
She read it again. Michael had stopped Aurelius? She had thought her father was the one trying to stop it. Now Richard was dead, and Michael had asked for the very review Richard had wanted.
Rebecca found that unexpectedly comforting. She called him that evening. He answered from home. Laura was somewhere in the background. Rebecca heard a cupboard close, followed by Laura asking whether he'd seen something she'd left on the counter.
"Hey, Beck."
"Peter's update came through."
"Ah."
"You put Aurelius on hold."
"Paused."
"Everybody's very particular about that word."
"Finance. We're particular about words that can cost millions."
"Why?"
Michael was quiet for a moment. "Because Dad had questions."
"You knew that before he died."
"Yes."
"And you thought he was wrong."
"I thought some of his objections were overstated."
"Now?"
Michael sighed. "Now he's not here to ask them himself."
Rebecca looked down. The sentence hurt more than she'd expected.
Michael continued: "I don't want us treating that as permission to ignore them."
"Does Peter agree?"
"He agrees with having the review. He'd prefer the process to move faster."
"Of course."
"That's Peter."
"What's the review supposed to find?"
"Whether the customer claims and the ownership disclosures are accurate. If they aren't, what needs to change. Whether the deal can proceed at all."
"So Dad might've been right."
Michael laughed softly. "Dad was right often enough to be annoying even after death."
Rebecca smiled. "There he is."
"Who?"
"You."
He didn't answer immediately. Then: "I spent a year on this thing, Beck. I still think the company deserves a chance."
"But not without answering Dad's questions."
"No."
"That must've been difficult."
"It wasn't my favorite Monday."
Rebecca pictured Richard in his study, writing questions in the margins of another glossy presentation. He would have taken considerable satisfaction in that. He would also have asked why the review hadn't started earlier.
"He'd still find something to complain about," she said.
Michael laughed. "Without question."
His voice softened. "I don't want the last business decision between us to be proof I learned nothing."
Rebecca closed her eyes. That line stayed with her.
"Love you, Michael."
"Love you too, Beck."
They hung up. She looked at the shareholder update again. For a brief moment, she felt that something in the family had been put right. Only a little. But a little mattered.
Three days later, Keane received additional material from Caldwell Capital. Peter had sent it after consulting the firm's outside counsel. Draft presentations. Internal comments. Correspondence concerning the transaction.
Nothing in the package established fraud. Nothing established murder. One email stood out. It was sent Wednesday evening, two days before Richard died.
From Richard to Michael.
Michael, Stop selling me the company. I understand the company. Tell me who owns the stock.
Keane read it twice. He found Michael's reply.
Dad, we've been through this. The disclosed ownership is accurate. You're connecting entities that aren't connected.
Then Richard:
Then proving that should be easy.
There was no further reply in the email chain. Keane checked the timestamp. Wednesday evening. By Friday, Richard had told people he intended to involve outside counsel on Monday if the questions remained unanswered.
On Monday, Michael had requested the independent review himself. Those facts could fit more than one story. Keane disliked choosing a story before he'd checked the facts. He set the emails beside the ownership chart.
Nolan came in carrying lunch. "Anything?"
Keane handed him the email.
Nolan read it. "Tell me who owns the stock."
"Yeah."
"Richard thought the ownership disclosures might be wrong."
"Yeah."
"Michael denied it."
"Yeah."
"Can we find out who's right?"
"That's the plan."
"Peter?"
"Too involved to be our only source."
"Regulator?"
"Maybe, depending on what we find."
"Accountant?"
"Could help."
"Lawyer?"
"One who knows securities transactions and isn't working on Aurelius."
Nolan nodded. "Caroline understands markets."
Keane looked up. "She's also somebody whose financial position we're investigating."
"Fair."
"And knowing bonds doesn't make her an independent expert on this deal."
"Also fair."
Keane put the email back on the desk. "No. We'll get somebody who can examine the actual ownership records."
"And Michael?"
Keane looked toward the whiteboard. There was a gap in his Friday journey. A period when his phone offered little useful information. An account of driving from Fairfield to Summit that had not yet been independently established. And a business dispute serious enough that Richard had planned to involve outside lawyers.
The deal's suspension complicated the picture. It didn't complete it.
"Start with his departure from Fairfield," Keane said.
Nolan nodded. "Then?"
"Find out where he went."
Nolan looked once more at Richard's email. Tell me who owns the stock.
He put it down. "Two investigations for the price of one."
Keane almost smiled. "That's finance."
He turned back to the records. Richard Ashcroft had not been asking whether Aurelius was a real company. He had been asking whether the story told about the company was true.
Keane was asking much the same question about Richard's final Friday. And he was beginning to suspect that the second answer might depend on the first.
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
The Strongest Alibi
By Monday morning, the whiteboard had stopped looking like a family and begun looking like an airline timetable.
Nolan stood in front of it with a marker.
"Jonathan. Yonkers."
"Yeah."
"Caroline. Manhattan."
"Yeah."
"Teresa. Graduation."
"Yeah."
"Daniel. Hospital, then Summit."
"Yeah."
"Rebecca."
Keane looked up from the file. "Madison Friday afternoon. Summit afterward."
Nolan wrote it down.
"Michael. Fairfield."
He waited.
Keane continued: "Then Summit."
Nolan drew an arrow. FAIRFIELD → SUMMIT
He stood back. "That's everybody."
"No."
"Who'd I miss?"
"The part between Fairfield and Summit."
Nolan looked at the arrow. "Here we go."
Michael's telephone records had arrived on Friday. They were less useful than Nolan had hoped. They were also rather more interesting than Keane had initially expected. The phone showed normal activity in Fairfield through the early evening. Calls. Messages. Data.
The last identifiable activity was a little after six. Then nothing. No calls. No messages. No useful location information. No navigation activity they could establish. The next identifiable activity placed the phone in Summit at 9:46 p.m.
Nolan put the records on Keane's desk. "Three and a half hours."
Keane examined the timestamps. "Little more."
"Last activity just after six. Next one at nine forty-six."
"Yeah."
"Michael said he turned his phone off for the drive."
"Yeah."
"And he said he left Fairfield around eight."
"Or possibly earlier."
Nolan looked at him. "That's what bothers me."
"Which part?"
"Why does the phone go quiet nearly two hours before the drive he says he took?"
Keane considered. "Because he turned it off early. Because he wasn't using it. Because the records don't tell us everything."
"Or because he left Fairfield earlier."
"Also possible."
Nolan tapped the page. "That's a lot of time."
"Yeah."
"Enough time to drive to Madison."
"Potentially."
"And then Summit."
"Potentially."
Keane set the pages down. "Let's not turn missing telephone activity into a road map."
"I'm not."
"You're drawing a route through a gap."
"Isn't that what we're supposed to investigate?"
"Investigate. Yeah. Fill in from imagination? No."
Nolan smiled. "There's the distinction."
"It's a useful one."
They looked at the records again. Michael had said that he switched off his phone while traveling because he wanted an uninterrupted drive. That was perfectly ordinary. The records, however, didn't establish that the phone had actually been switched off at six. They established only that its ordinary activity stopped then.
If Michael had switched it off at eight, the intervening silence might mean nothing. If he'd switched it off shortly after six, it opened a longer interval than he'd described. Either way, the simple statement I turned it off for the drive did not independently establish when the drive began.
Keane drew a line beneath the timestamps. LAST ACTIVITY: APPROX. 6 P.M.
SUMMIT: 9:46 P.M.
Then: DEPARTURE FROM FAIRFIELD - UNVERIFIED.
Nolan watched him. "That's all?"
"For now."
"What about the vehicle?" Keane asked.
"Dark SUV."
"I know what Michael drives."
"So does Teresa."
Keane looked up.
Nolan continued: "She saw a dark SUV at Richard's house Friday evening."
"She saw an SUV."
"Dark."
"Yeah."
"Michael drives a dark SUV."
"So do a great many people in northern New Jersey."
"He's from Connecticut."
"Which would be useful if she'd seen the plate."
"She didn't."
"Exactly."
Nolan held up his hands. "I'm not improving the witness."
"Good."
"But it interests you."
"Yeah."
"Time?"
"She estimated around eight-thirty."
"Michael says he left Fairfield around eight."
"Or possibly earlier."
Nolan pointed at the map pinned beside the board. "If he really left at eight, getting to Madison by eight-thirty would be difficult."
"Yeah."
"If he left earlier..."
"Different question."
"And his phone's quiet from six."
Keane nodded. "Now you see why we need to establish when he actually left."
Nolan wrote a question mark between Michael's arrow. FAIRFIELD → ? → SUMMIT
Keane looked at it. "Better."
"Thank you."
"Don't get used to it."
They reconstructed the others first. Jonathan's Friday evening was no longer particularly mysterious. He'd been visible on a video call from his Yonkers home office between 8:31 and 8:54. University records supported it.
His wife had seen him at home before leaving. His computer activity was consistent with remaining there. His unanswered 9:07 call to Richard came from the area where they expected his phone to be.
Jonathan had been considerably less forthcoming about the institute. But he had told the truth about where he was during the critical period.
Caroline's whereabouts were similarly well supported. Manhattan office. Home at 6:52. Video call from her apartment. Food delivery. Work activity. Doorman. Garage records showing her Porsche hadn't moved. She had possessed a substantial financial reason to be angry with Richard. That did not put her in Madison.
Teresa's granddaughter's graduation had generated photographs, family witnesses and enough incidental evidence to make Nolan wonder whether every homicide suspect ought to attend one.
Daniel's hospital schedule was almost as extensively documented. His activities after work had also been checked. The investigators had found no evidence connecting him to a source of Tavrenol. That was important. It removed the most obvious proposed route by which Rebecca might have obtained the medication. It did not explain where the drug had come from.
Nolan stood back. "Which leaves..."
He circled two names. REBECCA MICHAEL
Keane looked at him. "Leaves them with movements that still need explaining."
"Your finalists."
"This isn't a tournament."
"I know."
"Then stop calling them finalists."
"Fine."
Nolan capped the marker. "Rebecca was definitely at Richard's house."
"Friday afternoon."
"Michael says he wasn't there at all."
"Yeah."
"Neither has a known connection to the medication."
"Correct."
"But Michael's telephone records leave a much bigger gap."
"Correct."
Nolan smiled. "You like him."
Keane looked up. "What?"
"Michael. You've said he's likable."
"I said he gives very good answers."
"Same thing."
"No."
"Fine. He gives good answers and you enjoy talking to him."
Keane considered. "He answers questions."
"Rebecca answers questions."
"Rebecca tells me why I shouldn't have asked them."
"She's usually right."
"Sometimes."
Nolan smiled. "That's practically affection coming from you."
Keane ignored him. He looked at Rebecca's name. He thought about her kitchen. Three children. Family photographs. A mortgage. Private-school brochures. Lemon cake. An argument that had ended two days before Richard's death.
The family's description of Rebecca was remarkably consistent. She was stubborn. She became angry. She got over it. She disliked Richard's tendency to confuse financial generosity with the right to make decisions for other people.
Keane remembered telling her that children cost money. She had corrected him immediately. Children weren't expenses, she'd said. They were the reason she and Daniel worked, bought the house and built their lives as they had.
He hadn't agreed with her distinction entirely. Investigations required arithmetic, whether families liked it or not. But he had understood what she'd meant.
It was becoming increasingly difficult to turn Rebecca's household finances into a convincing reason for murder. Daniel earned a very good living. Their family loans had been repaid. Rebecca had refused substantial financial help from Richard when it came with influence she didn't want. Their final school argument had been resolved. None of that proved she couldn't have killed him. It did weaken the theory that she had wanted him dead for his money. And the supposed link to Tavrenol through Daniel had produced nothing.
Keane looked at the board. The evidence had to be allowed to move in both directions. That was the part of an investigation people often forgot.
He called Ellen Roth.
She answered: "Tom."
"Ellen."
"That's becoming ominous."
"Need twenty minutes with Rebecca."
"About?"
"Friday."
"You've asked her about Friday twice."
"I have narrower questions."
"Send them."
"I'd rather ask her."
"Of course you would."
Keane waited.
Ellen said: "My office. Three o'clock."
"Fine."
"I'm present."
"Naturally."
"And we're keeping this to Friday's timeline. I don't want another discussion about what you think Rebecca's mortgage and children tell you about her."
Keane almost smiled. "Wasn't planning one."
"Good."
She hung up.
Nolan looked across the room. "You enjoy her."
"No."
"You do."
"She's competent."
"That's practically love from you."
Keane picked up his folder. "Let’s get back to work."
"See? Affection."
Ellen Roth's office was five minutes from the Prosecutor's Office and looked deliberately unlike one. Plants. Books. Comfortable chairs. Soft lamps. No fluorescent lighting.
Rebecca sat beside Ellen at a small conference table. She looked tired. Not physically. Keane had learned there was another kind. He sat opposite them.
Ellen checked the time. "Twenty minutes."
"I remember."
"I have a clock."
"So do I."
Rebecca looked between them. "Do you two enjoy this?"
Ellen said: "No."
Keane said: "A little."
Rebecca almost smiled. That was progress.
Keane opened his folder and placed a single page on the table. It wasn't Michael's telephone record. Just a simple timeline. FRIDAY 4:05–4:35 P.M. - Rebecca visits Richard in Madison. EVENING - Rebecca home in Summit. APPROX. 9:30–10:00 P.M. - Michael arrives at Rebecca's house.
Rebecca read it. "I know this."
"Good. I want to separate what you remember seeing from what you've assumed."
Her expression changed. "Sarah again?"
"Who?"
"Bitcoin School."
Keane shook his head. "Police work existed before Bitcoin."
"According to my father, verification didn't."
Ellen said: "Rebecca."
"Sorry."
Keane almost smiled. "Your father had a point."
Rebecca looked surprised.
He continued before she could enjoy that. "What time did Michael arrive?"
"I told you. Somewhere around nine-thirty or ten."
"Can you narrow it?"
She thought. "The children were in bed."
"All of them?"
"The youngest definitely."
"Daniel?"
"Home."
"Watching television?"
"Possibly. I don't remember."
"Did you text Michael to ask where he was?"
"I don't think so."
"Call him?"
"No."
"Did he call you?"
"Not that I remember."
"All right."
Keane wrote.
Rebecca watched. "You can check my phone."
"If necessary."
She sighed. "Then check it."
Ellen put a hand lightly on her arm.
Rebecca turned toward her. "What?"
"He's asking what you remember. You're allowed not to remember."
"I know."
Keane nodded. "She is."
Rebecca looked back. "Fine."
"Did you see Michael drive up?"
"Yes."
"From the road?"
"No. I heard a car. Saw headlights through the window. Then he came in."
"Where'd he park?"
"In the driveway."
"Did you see him get out?"
"I don't remember watching him get out. I saw him come through the door."
"Carrying?"
"Small overnight bag."
"Anything else?"
"Jacket."
"Briefcase?"
"I don't remember."
"Did he say anything about the drive?"
"Nothing memorable."
"Traffic?"
"Maybe."
"Specific road?"
"No."
"Connecticut?"
Rebecca looked at him. "He lives in Fairfield."
"I know."
"He was coming to stay with us."
"I know."
"What are you asking?"
"Did he actually say he'd driven directly from Fairfield that evening?"
Rebecca stopped. She thought. Michael standing in the entry hall. An overnight bag. Daniel greeting him. The usual exchange. How was the drive? Something about traffic, perhaps. Or had that been another visit?
"I don't remember his exact words."
Keane nodded. "So you can't say whether he specifically told you where he'd driven from."
"He came from home."
"How do you know?"
"Because he lives there."
Keane said nothing. Rebecca opened her mouth. Then stopped. Ellen watched her.
Rebecca leaned back. "Oh."
Keane let her think. Then he said: "That's the distinction I'm trying to establish."
Rebecca stared at him. "You think he went somewhere else first."
"I'm trying to find out where he was."
"Before he came to us."
"Yeah."
"Where?"
Keane didn't answer. He didn't need to.
Rebecca's expression changed. "You think he went to my father’s."
"I think that's one possibility we need to investigate."
"No."
Ellen glanced at her.
Rebecca looked back at Keane. "Michael told you he drove directly to Summit."
"That's his account."
"And I told you he stayed with us."
"Yeah."
"So he has an alibi."
Keane folded his hands. "Your brother has a strong witness for where he ended Friday evening."
Rebecca waited. "Not necessarily for where he spent the earlier part."
Her face changed. "No."
Ellen said nothing.
Rebecca continued: "He was at my house."
"By late evening."
"He slept there."
"Yeah."
"He was there when Teresa called Saturday."
"Yeah."
"He stood beside me when I found out my father was dead."
Keane didn't answer.
Rebecca's voice rose. "So what exactly are you suggesting?"
Ellen said: "Rebecca."
"No. I want him to say it."
Keane looked at her. "I'm saying your personal knowledge begins when Michael arrives at your house."
"On Friday."
"Yes."
"Which is when he said he'd arrive."
"Yes."
"So what?"
"You can't personally verify where he was before that."
"I shouldn't have to."
"You don't."
"Then why are we here?"
Keane looked at her. "Because your father was murdered."
The room went quiet. Rebecca looked away.
He allowed a moment to pass. Then: "Your testimony is important, Mrs. Mercer. I'm not dismissing it. I'm making sure we don't ask it to prove something you didn't witness."
"It sounds like you're calling me unreliable."
"I'm saying you're reliable about what you saw."
"And not about what Michael told me."
"I'm saying those are different kinds of information."
Rebecca stared. "Your distinctions are exhausting."
"I know."
"Michael loved our father," she said.
"I believe you."
"He stayed with us because he was seeing our father Saturday."
"That's what he told you."
"Yes."
"And your father?"
Rebecca hesitated. "What about him?"
"He mentioned another discussion with Michael about Aurelius."
"Yes."
"Do you remember his exact words?"
She closed her eyes. Richard in his kitchen. Lemon cake. His glass of water. The ordinary conversation that had become a collection of details investigators kept asking her to repeat.
Something like: Michael and I are going to have another go at Aurelius.
"I can't promise those were his exact words," she said. "But that's what he meant."
"Did he say Saturday?"
Rebecca opened her eyes. "No."
"Did you?"
"Yes."
"Because?"
"Because Michael had told me he was seeing him on Saturday."
"Right."
She stared at the timeline.
Keane continued: "When you told Richard Michael was staying with you Friday night, you said he sounded surprised."
"Maybe."
"Something like, 'Is he?'"
"Yes."
"And when you mentioned the Saturday meeting?"
Rebecca closed her eyes again. "'Did he?' I think."
Ellen looked toward her. "Your father said that?"
"I think so."
Rebecca looked at Keane. "It meant nothing."
"Could've."
"Stop saying that."
"I don't know what it meant."
"Neither do I."
"Right."
That, Keane thought, was the first thing they'd agreed on all afternoon.
Ellen leaned forward. "What do the records establish about Michael's movements?"
Keane turned a page. "His phone's last identifiable activity in Fairfield is a little after six."
Rebecca looked up. "Six?"
"Approximately."
"He didn't leave until around eight."
"That's what he told us."
"Then what's the problem?"
"The phone doesn't provide useful information for the period in between."
"Because he turned it off."
"That's what he said."
Ellen interrupted. "Can you establish the time it was powered off?"
"Not from the carrier records alone. We can establish when ordinary activity ceased."
"And the next activity?"
"Nine forty-six. Summit."
Rebecca spread her hands. "Exactly where he said he was."
"At nine forty-six."
Ellen said: "And from six until then?"
"No useful location trail."
"Nothing proving a stop in Madison?"
"Correct."
"Vehicle records?"
"Nothing conclusive."
"Tolls?"
"Nothing establishing his route."
Ellen nodded. "So you have a period you can't account for."
"Yeah."
"Not evidence he went to Richard's house."
"Correct."
Rebecca looked at Ellen. "Thank you."
Ellen looked back. "He's still entitled to investigate the period."
Rebecca sighed. "Wonderful."
Keane turned to his final question. "Teresa saw a dark SUV at Richard's house Friday evening."
Rebecca looked up sharply. "What?"
"At approximately eight-thirty."
"Michael drives an SUV."
"Yeah."
"Dark."
"Yeah."
"What kind did she see?"
"Couldn't identify the make or model."
"License plate?"
"No."
"Then it could've been anyone."
"Yes."
"Richard had friends."
"Yes."
"Neighbors."
"Yes."
"Business people."
"Yes."
"So why are you telling me?"
"Because you asked what we're trying to establish."
Rebecca stared at him. "You're putting pieces together that don't necessarily belong together."
"That's why we're checking them."
"They don't belong together."
"You can't know that yet."
"Neither can you."
Keane nodded. "Correct."
Ellen looked at the clock. "Time."
Keane closed his folder. "All right."
Rebecca stood before he did. At the door she stopped. "You still think I did it."
Keane looked at her. "I think we need to account for everybody who had access to your father."
"I was at his house Friday afternoon."
"Yes."
"So was Teresa earlier."
"Her movements have been checked."
"Daniel."
"His records support his account."
"Jonathan."
"Yonkers."
"Caroline."
"Manhattan."
Rebecca's expression changed as Keane answered. One by one, each name acquired a location. A wall. Something she could point to. Then: "Michael."
Keane waited.
"You're trying to find out whether he went to our father's."
"Yeah."
Rebecca looked at Ellen. Then back at him. "And me."
"You visited Richard that afternoon."
"So I'm still here."
"You're still someone whose timeline matters."
She almost laughed. "No."
"What?"
"Michael didn't do it."
Keane said nothing.
She leaned toward him. "He didn't."
"How do you know?"
Rebecca stared. "Because he's my brother."
Keane nodded slightly. There it was again. An answer that explained love perfectly. And location not at all.
Rebecca saw it in his expression. "Don't."
"I didn't say anything."
"You didn't have to."
She left. Ellen remained.
Keane waited while she closed the door. "You're leaning on her," she said.
"I'm asking questions."
"You're leaning."
"She's a possible suspect."
"So is Michael."
"Yeah."
"Does she know that?"
"She does now."
Ellen crossed her arms. "Three siblings have given you reasons Rebecca might resent Richard."
Keane looked at her. "They've also defended her."
"While describing her as angry."
"She was angry."
"The disagreement was resolved."
"I know."
"She refused his money."
"I know."
"She has no established connection to Tavrenol."
"I know."
Ellen looked at him. "Then why are you still pressing her?"
"Because she was at Richard's house Friday. Because the circumstances of his death are unresolved. Because I can't stop investigating somebody simply because the current theory against her is getting weaker."
Ellen considered that. "Fair."
Keane looked surprised. "You're not going to make me repeat it?"
"Don't push your luck."
He almost smiled.
Ellen continued: "Her siblings have spent weeks describing her in exactly the same way."
"Families do that."
"I know. But the description is affecting how you interpret her."
"Maybe."
"Jonathan says she's stubborn. Caroline says she resents control. Michael says she gets angry."
"And all three say she wouldn't hurt Richard."
"Yes."
Keane thought about it. "Families develop narratives about one another."
"Yes."
"That doesn't make the narratives false."
"No."
"Doesn't make them coordinated, either."
"I didn't say coordinated."
"Good."
Ellen studied him. "You've thought about it."
"Now I have."
"Wonderful."
Keane stood. "I'm not investigating Rebecca because her siblings say she's stubborn."
"Then why?"
"I told you."
"Tell me again."
"She had access. The timeline needs finishing. And we still don't know how the medication got into Richard's veins."
Ellen nodded. "Then finish the timeline."
"Working on it."
"And don't confuse a woman defending her brother with a woman lying for him."
Keane looked at her. "I won't."
She opened the door. "Good."
 
Back in Morristown, Nolan had added travel estimates to the board. Not precise times. Ranges. Friday evening traffic had little respect for precision. There was one line from Fairfield to Madison. Another from Fairfield to Summit. And a third from Madison to Summit.
Keane stood beside him.
Nolan pointed. "If Michael left Fairfield early enough, Madison fits."
"Yeah."
"Then Summit."
"Yeah."
"And Rebecca still sees him arrive when she says."
"Possibly."
Nolan tapped the shortest line. "Madison to Summit. Not far."
"About ten or fifteen minutes under ordinary conditions."
"Exactly."
Keane examined the timeline. "If that SUV at Richard's belonged to Michael and it was there around eight-thirty, he could have been in Summit well before Rebecca remembers him arriving."
"Unless he stayed longer."
"Or stopped somewhere else."
"Or Teresa's time estimate is off."
"Or it wasn't Michael's SUV."
Nolan lowered the marker. "You're no fun."
"You're trying to make the drive take an hour because it helps your theory."
"I wasn't."
"Don't."
Nolan looked at the route again. "Fine. The drive itself is short. We don't know what happened before or after it."
"That's what we need to write."
He crossed out a speculative arrival time.
Keane nodded. "Better."
They decided to drive the last portion. Not Fairfield. There was no need to make a long round trip simply to learn that Connecticut was a considerable distance away. The maps and traffic estimates could give them a working range. What Keane wanted to understand was the short journey between Richard's house and Rebecca's. The practical geography.
They left the Prosecutor's Office in the late afternoon. By the time they reached Madison, the day's heat had begun to settle. Richard's street was quiet. The estate was maintaining the property. The grass had been cut. The flower beds looked orderly. No Richard.
Keane stood near the end of the driveway.
Nolan pointed toward the street. "Teresa says she saw the SUV from over there."
"Approximately."
"Eight-thirty."
"Approximately."
"Could park here."
"Could."
"Get into the house."
"Maybe."
"Talk to Richard."
"Maybe."
"Then leave."
"Maybe."
Nolan smiled. "You can say it."
"What?"
"Maybe."
Keane ignored him. He looked at the front door. It was easy to construct a scene. Michael arrives. Richard lets him in. They argue about Aurelius. Something happens. Michael leaves.
But there was a problem with constructing it. Every event was being supplied by Keane. They had not established that Michael was the visitor. They had not established that Richard had met him Friday evening. They had not established that the SUV Teresa saw belonged to him. Knowing Richard had eventually died made all the imagined details feel convincing. That didn't make them true.
Keane turned away. "Let's drive."
They left Madison and headed east. It was a short journey through familiar suburban streets. Main roads. Traffic lights. Large trees. Well-kept houses set back behind lawns.
They passed through Chatham and continued toward Summit. The change from Morris County to Union County was part of the journey, but there was no dramatic marker announcing it. The ordinary route through Chatham and into Summit crossed the county boundary near the Passaic River.
Nolan drove. Keane watched the road. It wasn't a complicated route. No toll booth. No bridge that would necessarily generate a convenient record. No border crossing that would announce a person's movements to the world. Only suburban roads connecting one family's houses.
Nolan looked at the dashboard clock. "That's it."
"Yeah."
"Ten, fifteen minutes."
"Depending on the exact addresses and traffic."
"You're physically incapable of giving an uncomplicated answer."
"Occupational hazard."
Nolan turned toward Rebecca's neighborhood. "If Michael was at Richard's, he could get here quickly."
"Yeah."
"If he left around nine-twenty, he could plausibly arrive around nine-thirty or later."
"Yeah."
"If he left much earlier, there's time we still need to explain."
"Correct."
"Either way, the route works."
"Physically."
Nolan smiled. "There's the word again."
Keane looked out the window. A person could leave Richard's house and reach Rebecca's in a matter of minutes. That much was established. Whether anyone had done so on Friday remained entirely different.
They reached Rebecca's street. Nolan slowed. There were children's bicycles near the garage. Daniel's car. A familiar suburban house in an ordinary neighborhood. Nothing about it suggested homicide. They stopped near the curb.
"That's where Michael parked, in the driveway?" Nolan asked.
"According to Rebecca."
"Walked the path to the front door."
"Yeah."
"Small overnight bag."
"Yeah."
"Stayed the night."
"Yeah."
"Then Saturday morning Teresa calls."
Keane looked toward the house. "That's what Rebecca witnessed."
Nolan leaned back. "It's a good alibi."
"For when?"
"Late Friday. Overnight. Saturday morning."
"Yeah."
"She's a good witness."
"Yeah."
"She's not inventing any of that."
"Nothing we've found suggests she is."
Nolan looked at him. "But she can't tell us where he was at eight-thirty."
"No."
"Or seven-thirty."
"No."
"Or six-thirty."
"No."
Keane looked at the driveway. Michael's overnight stay was not suspicious in itself. It had been already planned. Rebecca expected him. Daniel saw him arrive. He slept in the house. He was there the next morning when the family learned Richard had died. All of that could be perfectly true. It also began too late to answer the earlier questions.
Nolan said: "If Michael went to Richard's before coming here, Rebecca could honestly give you every answer she's given you."
"Yeah."
"And have no idea."
"Yeah."
"That's uncomfortable."
"For her."
"For us too."
Keane looked at him.
Nolan shrugged. "We need witnesses who know what happened. She's telling us what she knows. We're asking her for more than that."
Keane nodded. "Exactly."
They drove back toward Morristown. They followed the older road west, through Chatham and Madison. Late-afternoon traffic moved slowly past storefronts and side streets. The landscape changed in small increments. The houses grew farther apart. The roads widened.
They passed the wooded grounds of Drew University in Madison, then continued west toward Convent Station. The Madison Hotel stood near the station, and signs pointed toward Fairleigh Dickinson University's Florham Campus, set back from the main road.
Keane watched the familiar stretch without speaking. It occurred to him that he'd driven these roads hundreds of times. To work. To interviews. To crime scenes. To lunch.
Nothing about them was inherently sinister. That was part of the problem. On Friday evening, if the investigators' emerging route was correct, the person responsible had traveled through an entirely ordinary world. Cars. Traffic lights. Gas stations. People picking up dinner. The sort of journey nobody noticed unless given a reason to reconstruct it afterward.
Nolan broke the silence. "Still Rebecca?"
Keane frowned. "Still Rebecca what?"
"Your primary suspect."
"I don't have a primary suspect."
"Of course you do."
"No."
"Everybody does."
Keane looked out the window. "Jonathan's location checks out."
"Yeah."
"Caroline's too."
"Yeah."
"Daniel's medication records gave us nothing."
"Yeah."
"Teresa's elsewhere."
"Yeah."
"So we're left with Rebecca and Michael."
"With unanswered questions about Rebecca and Michael."
Nolan sighed. "Fine."
"Rebecca's argument was resolved."
"Yeah."
"Michael had Aurelius."
"Which he paused himself after Richard died."
"Yeah."
"Rebecca has no established source of the drug."
"Yeah."
"Neither does Michael."
"Yeah."
Nolan thought. "Rebecca was at the house."
"Afternoon."
"Michael might have been there."
"Evening."
"Her presence is established. His isn't."
"Correct."
"So on paper she still looks worse."
Keane didn't answer immediately. Finally: "Some of the paper's getting better for her."
Nolan glanced at him. "Meaning?"
"The money argument. Daniel. The school dispute. We can't keep treating those as if nothing we've learned has changed them."
"Fair."
"And Michael's phone gap is bigger than we thought."
"Also fair."
Keane watched the road ahead. "We don't have to decide between them yet."
Nolan nodded. "All right."
That evening Keane reopened the initial interviews. Not to reread everything. Only the parts concerning Rebecca.
Jonathan had described her as furious during arguments with their father. Caroline had said Rebecca resented Richard's tendency to make financial generosity a source of influence. Michael had said Rebecca got angry, then got over it. All three had defended her. All three had supplied variations on the same family picture.
Keane read the relevant passages again. Angry. Stubborn. Protective of her children. Unwilling to accept money on Richard's terms.
There was nothing inherently suspicious about siblings describing another sibling in similar language. Families developed shorthand. The smart one. The reckless one. The difficult one. The youngest. People could spend forty years being described according to something they'd done when they were twelve.
Keane wrote: SHARED FAMILY CHARACTERIZATION - VERIFY AGAINST INDEPENDENT FACTS.
Then stopped. He wasn't sure it needed the note. Perhaps it was nothing more than three people describing their sister. Perhaps Rebecca really was stubborn.
He drew no conclusion. His telephone rang. Rebecca. He looked at the screen.
Then answered. "Mrs. Mercer."
"Ellen says I'm not supposed to call you without her."
"Then perhaps you shouldn't."
"I have one question."
Keane leaned back. "If it concerns the investigation, your lawyer ought to be involved."
"I'm not asking you to interview me."
"All right."
She hesitated. "Did you drive from my father's house to mine today?"
Keane looked toward Nolan's empty desk. "Why?"
"I saw your car."
Of course she had. "Yes."
Silence. "You were testing it."
"We wanted to understand the drive."
"You were testing whether Michael could've gone from Dad's house to mine."
"Yeah."
Rebecca breathed out. "You really think he might have."
"I think it's physically possible."
"That's not the same thing."
"No."
"Do you believe he did?"
Keane considered. "I don't know."
Rebecca was quiet. Then: "I keep thinking about what my father said Friday."
Keane said nothing.
"That he and Michael were going to have another go at Aurelius."
"Yeah."
"And how surprised he sounded when I said Michael was staying with us."
Keane glanced at the interview notes.
Rebecca continued: "What if I misunderstood?"
"Misunderstood what?"
"What day my father meant."
Keane waited.
"What if he meant Friday?"
"That's possible."
"Then Michael told me Saturday."
"Yeah."
"Which means..."
She stopped.
Keane did not finish the sentence for her.
Rebecca sounded distressed. "Which means I don't know whether they were talking about the same meeting."
"Correct."
She laughed once. An unhappy sound. "I hate it when you're right about the wording."
"I know."
Another silence. Then: "But Michael stopped Aurelius."
"Paused it."
"Of course. Everybody's very particular."
"Yeah."
"Because my father had concerns."
"That's what he told the board."
"Why would Michael kill his father to save a deal and then stop the deal?"
Keane looked at his notes. "That's a good question."
"Exactly."
"It's also one I can't answer by guessing."
"But it matters."
"Very much."
Rebecca said nothing for a moment. Then: "You're still looking at me."
"We're still investigating your visit."
"I know."
"You were at your father's house Friday."
"I know."
"And there are questions we haven't answered."
"I know."
Rebecca breathed out. "And Michael has me."
Keane stopped. "What?"
"That's what you're saying, isn't it?" He waited. "I'm Michael's alibi."
"For part of Friday."
She was silent. Then: "The strongest alibi in the family."
Keane thought about Jonathan's video call. Caroline's building records. Daniel's hospital activity. Those were stronger records of geography. But that wasn't what Rebecca meant.
She meant that she was a witness who loved Michael. Who trusted him. Who would never deliberately lie for him. And who could testify with absolute sincerity that he had arrived at her house on Friday night and remained there.
"You're an important witness," Keane said.
"Not for the part you're interested in."
"Not yet."
Rebecca was quiet. Then: "Good night, Detective."
"Good night."
She hung up. Keane remained at his desk. The phrase stayed with him. The strongest alibi in the family.
Rebecca's account was credible. It was supported by Daniel. Nothing suggested she'd invented Michael's arrival, his overnight stay or his presence Saturday morning. She had no apparent reason to lie about those things. That was what made her account persuasive. But a truthful witness could only establish what she'd actually witnessed.
Rebecca had seen Michael arrive. She had not seen him leave Fairfield. She had not followed him through the intervening hours. She could not establish where he'd been while his phone was quiet.
Keane reopened the timeline. Beside Michael's name he wrote: REBECCA'S ACCOUNT BEGINS IN SUMMIT.
He underlined it once. Then, beneath it: EARLIER MOVEMENTS STILL UNVERIFIED.
That was all. Not proof that Michael had gone to Madison. Not proof that he'd lied. Not proof that he'd killed his father. Just a part of Friday that remained unaccounted for.
Keane closed the file. He didn't need a story to fill the gap. He needed to find out what had actually happened inside it.
 
Chapter Eighteen
Who Owns the Company
Caroline called Rebecca at eight-sixteen Wednesday morning. Not texted. Called. That was unusual enough.
Rebecca was in the kitchen, trying to prepare three children for three different summer activities. Ellie had misplaced her camp water bottle. Charlie had found one shoe and was convinced the other had been stolen. The middle child was sitting at the table eating toast with the concentration of a man who had no intention of leaving the house before noon.
"Are you busy?" Caroline asked.
Rebecca looked around. "Define busy."
"Can you come into the city?"
Rebecca stopped searching beneath the kitchen island. "Today?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
A pause. "I found something."
Those three words had become dangerous. "What?"
"Aurelius."
Rebecca lowered her voice. "What about it?"
"I'd rather show you."
"Caroline."
"It's important."
"I have children."
"I know."
"I can't just appear in Manhattan because you've discovered a spreadsheet."
"It's not a spreadsheet."
Rebecca looked toward the staircase. "What is it?"
Another pause. Then Caroline said: "I think Dad was right."
That was interesting enough. "About Michael?"
"About Aurelius."
"Isn't that the same thing?"
"Not necessarily."
Rebecca's stomach tightened. "Should we call Keane?"
"Eventually. Possibly."
"That's a very suspicious answer."
"I want to understand what I've found before I hand Thomas Keane another collection of questions."
Rebecca almost smiled. "So you don't want him turning up at your apartment in a raincoat and asking just one more thing?"
"Exactly."
Rebecca laughed. Then stopped. "What have you found, Caroline?"
"Come in and I'll show you."
"Ellen told me not to investigate Dad's murder."
"We're not investigating a murder."
"What are we investigating?"
"A publicly traded company."
"That sounds much safer."
"Rebecca."
She looked toward Charlie, who had found his second shoe inside a toy truck. "I'll see what I can arrange."
"Good."
"And Rebecca?"
"What?"
"Don't call Michael about it yet."
Rebecca became still. "Why?"
"Because the documents involve him, and I'd rather understand what they actually say before we start asking him questions."
Rebecca looked at the telephone. "All right."
She ended the call. For several seconds she stood in the kitchen without moving. Then her son announced that he no longer liked toast. At least one problem remained straightforward.
Daniel was less enthusiastic. He appeared in the kitchen shortly afterward, carrying his hospital bag. "You're going into Manhattan?"
"Maybe."
"Why?"
"Caroline found something about Aurelius."
Daniel stopped. "Something relevant to the investigation?"
"I don't know."
"Then why are you going?"
"Because she asked me to."
He considered. "Have you called Ellen?"
"Not yet."
"I would."
Rebecca looked at him. "You sound like Dad."
Daniel smiled faintly.
"That wasn't an accusation."
"It was." He kissed her cheek. "I'm not telling you what to do. But you've already had Keane questioning you about your father's death. I don't think you should be collecting evidence about your brother without talking to your lawyer."
"I'm not collecting evidence."
"You're taking a train to New York to examine something Caroline found in corporate records."
Rebecca considered. "Fine. That's a reasonable description."
"Thank you."
"Don't get used to it."
Daniel smiled. "Call Ellen."
Ellen Roth's response was more nuanced. "Are the documents public?"
"Caroline says they are."
"Where did she get them?"
"I haven't asked."
"Ask."
"Can I go see them?"
"You're free to see your sister, Rebecca."
"Thank you."
"That's not the same as saying I recommend you conduct your own homicide investigation."
"I'm not conducting a homicide investigation."
"Then let's keep it that way."
Rebecca sighed. "Ellen."
"Listen carefully. You can look at publicly available corporate records. But don't contact witnesses, don't confront Michael, don't ask anyone to obtain restricted material, and don't alter or discard anything."
"We weren't planning to."
"Good."
"Then what?"
"If Caroline believes she's found something relevant, preserve the documents and their sources. Give them to me."
"Why you?"
"Because you hired me to protect your interests, and I'd like the opportunity to do that before you explain your theory to a homicide detective."
"Which means another bill."
"Now you're learning."
Rebecca smiled. "Anything else?"
"Yes."
"What?"
"Don't become Hercule Poirot."
"I'm taller."
"That's what worries me."
Caroline lived only a few blocks from the Lexington Avenue subway, but Rebecca took a taxi from Penn Station. She justified the expense as saving time. The driver then spent several minutes demonstrating that Midtown traffic could consume time regardless of the price paid to participate in it.
Delivery bicycles moved between cars. Pedestrians stepped into the street with an optimism that Rebecca found impressive. Someone leaned on a horn for so long that she began to wonder whether it was a medical emergency.
She looked at her telephone. Michael. She hadn't called him. That was becoming a strange fact in itself. Normally, if Caroline discovered something about a company Michael was involved with, Rebecca would simply ask him about it. Michael knew the answers to things. Or at least he knew how to give answers.
She remembered Richard in his kitchen on Friday afternoon. The lemon cake. His complaint that it needed more lemon. The discussion of Aurelius. Michael and I are going to have another go at it. Then Rebecca telling him that Michael intended to come by Saturday morning. Did he?
At the time, she'd thought nothing of it. Keane had made that difficult. What if Richard had been referring to a Friday meeting? What if Michael's proposed Saturday visit had been news to him?
Rebecca looked out of the taxi window. There were several perfectly ordinary explanations. She wished she knew which one was true.
Caroline opened the apartment door immediately. No makeup. Hair tied back. Jeans.
Rebecca stopped. "You look terrible."
"Thank you."
"I mean by your standards."
"Much better."
Rebecca stepped inside. The dining table had disappeared beneath paper. Laptop. Legal pad. Printed corporate disclosures. Aurelius presentation. Copies of Richard's annotated pages from the estate inventory. Three coffee cups.
Rebecca looked around. "How long have you been doing this?"
"Since four."
"In the morning?"
"Yes."
"You need hobbies."
"This is a hobby."
"No. This is how people end up living in cabins and writing letters to the government."
Caroline pointed toward the table. "Sit."
"Don't Jonathan me."
"Sit, Rebecca."
She sat.
Caroline turned the laptop. An ownership chart filled the screen. Boxes. Percentages. Arrows. Names. Some were people. Others sounded as though they'd been selected from a list of respectable geographical features.
North Lake Ventures LLC.
Harbor Point Capital LLC.
RSR Holdings.
Bexley Partners.
Quarry Hill Investments.
Rebecca looked up. "That clears everything up."
"Try to concentrate."
"What am I looking at?"
"The ownership information associated with Aurelius."
"The part Dad circled?"
"Some of it."
"Who owns it?"
Caroline leaned back. "That's the problem."
"Nobody knows?"
"Various documents identify the legal holders. That doesn't necessarily establish who ultimately benefits from every arrangement."
Rebecca stared. "Start again. Use words people eat breakfast with."
Caroline picked up Richard's annotated presentation. In the margin: PUBLIC FLOAT - WHO?
Then: Record owner ≠ beneficial owner
"Dad wasn't simply asking whose names appeared on a shareholder list," Caroline said.
"What was he asking?"
"Who actually owned or controlled the interests. Whether supposedly separate holders were genuinely independent. Whether the information being presented about the shareholder base was accurate."
Rebecca looked at the chart. "And he didn't believe it was."
"He wasn't satisfied it had been verified."
"That sounds like Dad."
"Unfortunately."
Rebecca smiled. "Professionally annoying."
"Extremely."
Caroline pointed to the first box. "Imagine I form a company called Rebecca Holdings LLC."
"Why would you do that?"
"Because I'm feeling generous."
"Continue."
"The company buys an apartment."
"All right."
"The company is listed as the owner."
"But if I own the company, it's still really my apartment."
"In an economic sense, yes, although the legal ownership structure matters."
Rebecca nodded. "Fine."
"Now imagine six different companies appear on a list as separate investors."
"Six apartments?"
"Shares, Rebecca."
"Right."
"If the same person controls all six companies, the list may create an impression of wider ownership than actually exists."
"That seems dishonest."
"It could be misleading if someone represents them as independent when they aren't. But using separate companies isn't inherently improper."
"Why would anyone do it legitimately?"
"Investment partnerships. Financing arrangements. Liability. Administration. Tax planning. There are plenty of reasons."
"So what's wrong here?"
"Possibly nothing."
Rebecca stared. "You called me into Manhattan for possibly nothing?"
"Keep listening."
Caroline opened a company record. "North Lake Ventures. Delaware entity."
"Apparently Delaware manufactures companies."
"It does."
"Who owns it?"
"That isn't established by the public material I've found."
"Then that's the end of that."
"Not necessarily."
Caroline opened another document. "North Lake and Harbor Point used the same registered agent."
"So?"
"Very little. Registered agents serve thousands of companies."
"Wonderful discovery."
"They also used the same law firm for part of an earlier financing."
"Does that mean they're connected?"
"Not necessarily."
"Caroline."
"I'm telling you what the records establish."
Rebecca sighed. "Fine."
Caroline changed screens. "Quarry Hill used a different registered agent. But the same outside attorney appeared on a financing document."
"Still not proof."
"Correct."
"Bexley?"
"Different law firm. Different address."
"Finally, an independent person."
"Not so fast."
Rebecca folded her arms. "You're terrible at suspense."
"Look at the address."
An office building in Stamford. Caroline opened another record. One of Michael's disclosed investment entities had used an address in the same building.
Rebecca leaned forward. "Michael?"
"Possibly a connection."
"Same office?"
"No."
"Same suite?"
"No."
"So just the same building."
"Yes."
"That's not much."
"By itself, virtually nothing."
Rebecca leaned back. "Can we skip to the part where you actually found something?"
Caroline smiled for the first time that morning. "I've been waiting for you to ask."
She placed an older financing memorandum on the table. It concerned an early Aurelius financing, before Caldwell Capital became the principal adviser on the proposed Nasdaq transaction.
Rebecca looked at the date. "Two years ago?"
"Yes."
"Michael was involved?"
"He had an early relationship with the company. We knew that."
"Right."
Caroline pointed to a line near the bottom. Administrative contact: Melissa Grant.
"Who's Melissa Grant?" Rebecca asked.
"Michael's assistant at Caldwell."
Rebecca looked up. "Why's she listed here?"
"She's the administrative contact on documents associated with North Lake and Harbor Point."
"Both?"
"Yes."
"Could she have been coordinating paperwork for Michael?"
"Of course."
"Even if the investors were independent?"
"Yes."
Rebecca looked disappointed.
Caroline continued: "That's what I thought too."
She turned a page. "Then I found this."
It was another early financing document. A subscription schedule. North Lake Ventures appeared among the investors. Beside its name was a substantial allocation.
"So North Lake bought shares," Rebecca said.
"Or subscribed for them under the financing. Yes."
"Doesn't mean Michael owned them."
"No."
"Then?"
Caroline slid an email printout across the table. It concerned the allocation instructions. Near the bottom: Allocation confirmed per sponsor direction.
Rebecca read it twice. "What does that mean?"
"Several things. It could mean Michael helped arrange the financing and directed the allocation according to the investors' instructions."
"Perfectly innocent."
"Potentially."
"You're enjoying that word."
"I've learned it from Keane."
"What else could it mean?"
"That Michael was exercising more control over the allocation than the ownership chart suggests."
Rebecca looked at the name. North Lake Ventures. Then at Michael's disclosed interest.
"Still not proof."
"No."
Caroline took a final sheet from the table. "This is the part that woke me up."
The document was an amendment to an earlier participation agreement. Aurelius had made it available as an exhibit to a subsequent financing disclosure. It was public. But it had been buried among older materials, referenced by document number rather than summarized in the current investor presentation.
Caroline had highlighted a paragraph. Rebecca began reading. Stopped. Read it again.
"I don't understand."
"Neither did I at first."
"What are participation rights?"
"In this context, contractual rights to share in the economic proceeds associated with an investment."
"Meaning money."
"Yes."
"Shares?"
"Not necessarily. That's an important distinction. You can have a financial interest linked to shares without being their registered owner or having the same voting rights."
Rebecca nodded slowly.
Caroline pointed to the paragraph. "North Lake's original investment carried participation rights. The amendment assigns part of those rights to another entity."
"Which one?"
Caroline waited.
Rebecca read the line. MJA Strategic Holdings LLC.
She looked up. "MJA."
"Yes."
"Michael James Ashcroft."
"Yes."
"Is that definitely his company?"
Caroline opened the next page. A publicly available document identifying Michael as the manager of MJA Strategic Holdings.
Rebecca stared. "So North Lake made an investment."
"Yes."
"And later, Michael's company acquired some of the economic rights connected with it."
"That's what this document indicates."
"How many?"
"A meaningful portion."
"What does meaningful mean?"
"Enough that the potential value isn't trivial."
"How much?"
Caroline hesitated. "That depends on the terms, the final capitalization and the eventual share price."
"Caroline."
"In an optimistic outcome, several million dollars."
Rebecca stopped. "Several million."
"Potentially."
"In addition to his compensation from Caldwell?"
"Potentially."
"And the investment interests he's already disclosed?"
"That's exactly what needs to be established. The current presentation doesn't clearly reconcile this arrangement with the disclosed interests."
Rebecca looked down at the document. For the first time, the pile of papers seemed less ridiculous.
"What if it's already included in the amount Michael disclosed?"
"Then this may be an incomplete presentation rather than an undisclosed financial interest."
"And if it isn't?"
"Then he could have a larger economic stake than the firm and prospective investors understood."
Rebecca looked at her sister. "How did you find this?"
"An old filing referred to an exhibit. The exhibit referred to an amendment. The amendment referred to the original participation agreement."
"That sounds intentionally difficult."
"It may simply be how the documents were organized."
"You really have been doing this since four."
"Yes."
Rebecca looked at the coffee cups. "I withdraw the hobby comment."
"Thank you."
"You need professional help."
"That one you can keep."
They sat in silence. Outside, a truck began reversing. It made the same piercing sound repeatedly, as though the driver intended to spend the rest of his life doing so.
Rebecca looked again at Richard's handwriting. Record owner ≠ beneficial owner
VERIFY CONCENTRATION
MICHAEL - VERIFY
"Dad knew," she said.
Caroline shook her head. "He suspected something."
"Like this."
"Possibly."
"Do you think he'd found the amendment?"
"I don't know."
"But he was asking exactly this question."
"Yes."
"Who actually benefits from those shares."
"Yes."
"And Michael told him he was connecting entities that weren't connected."
Caroline looked up sharply. "Where'd you hear that?"
"Martin circulated some of Dad's correspondence with the Aurelius documents. I read it after Keane started asking about the deal."
"Right."
Rebecca continued: "Michael said the disclosed ownership was accurate."
"He may believe the participation arrangement was properly disclosed."
"Do you?"
Caroline didn't answer immediately. Then: "I don't think the current presentation makes the relationship clear."
Rebecca studied her. "You genuinely didn't know about this."
Caroline looked almost offended. "Rebecca, I trade bonds. I don't sit around reading Michael's old financing agreements for entertainment."
"Apparently you do now."
"Apparently."
"But before today?"
"No."
Rebecca believed her. The discovery had left Caroline looking less like a person who had solved a problem than one who had discovered that the problem was considerably larger than expected.
"What exactly do you think Michael did?" Rebecca asked.
Caroline took a moment. "I think there may be financial interests connected to him that aren't properly reflected in the ownership presentation."
"More shares?"
"Possibly. Or rights to the proceeds from shares held elsewhere. We need the complete agreements to know."
"Could Dad have stopped the deal over that?"
"Yes. If the disclosure was materially incomplete, he had every reason to demand a review."
"Could it damage Michael?"
"Potentially."
"Financially?"
"Yes."
"Professionally?"
"Yes."
"Legally?"
Caroline looked at the papers. "That would depend on what was disclosed, what was required, who knew what and whether anyone misrepresented anything. I'm not going to turn a collection of documents into a securities-law verdict."
Rebecca stared. "That was a very long sentence."
"It's an important one."
"And Dad was going to contact outside lawyers Monday."
"According to his correspondence."
"Which Michael knew about."
"Yes."
Rebecca looked at the ownership chart. Then the amendment. Then MJA Strategic Holdings. Her stomach tightened. "Caroline."
"What?"
"Do you think Michael killed Dad?"
The question seemed to empty the room.
Caroline looked at her. "No."
It was the first word she spoke. Then she shook her head slightly. "I don't know who killed Dad. These papers don't tell us."
Rebecca held her gaze.
Caroline continued: "They tell us Dad had legitimate questions about Aurelius. They tell us Michael may have had more to lose from those questions than we understood."
Rebecca looked down. "That's enough, isn't it?"
"Enough to give Keane the documents."
She waited. Rebecca nodded. "Yes."
"Does Jonathan know?" Rebecca asked.
Caroline began stacking the papers. "Know what?"
"About this arrangement."
"I don't know."
"He and Michael talk."
"Everybody talks to Michael."
"Could Jonathan have seen the documents?"
"I have no idea."
"Should we ask?"
"No."
Rebecca looked up. "Why not?"
"Because your lawyer told you not to conduct your own investigation, and we've already done more than she probably intended."
Rebecca considered that. "That's surprisingly sensible."
"Don't sound so shocked."
"And Jonathan would turn the whole thing into a lecture on corporate governance."
"Exactly."
"He'd make us read a book."
"Several."
Rebecca smiled. Then the smile disappeared. "So what do we do?"
Caroline looked at the papers. "Give them to Ellen."
"My lawyer."
"She's representing you. You need to know what this does and doesn't establish before somebody starts asking you questions about it."
Rebecca looked at her sister. "You're trying to help me."
Caroline's expression softened. "Of course I am."
For a moment Rebecca wanted to hug her. Instead she looked at the pile of documents. "Let's call Ellen before we do anything else."
Ellen Roth was considerably less excited than either of them had hoped. They called from Caroline's living room. Rebecca explained. Caroline corrected the financial terminology. Rebecca corrected Caroline's tendency to use too much financial terminology.
Ellen listened. When they'd finished, she said: "Don't contact Michael."
Rebecca sighed. "We weren't going to."
"Don't contact Peter Caldwell."
"We weren't."
"Don't contact any of the entities named in the documents."
Caroline said: "I know."
"Don't access anything that isn't public or already legitimately in your possession."
"I know."
"Good."
Rebecca asked: "What now?"
"Send me what you have."
"Then?"
"I'll review it."
"You're not a securities lawyer."
"No."
"Then how..."
"I know several."
Caroline smiled.
Ellen continued: "I'll have the relevant portions assessed so we're clear about what these documents establish and what they merely suggest."
"And then Keane?" Rebecca asked.
"If the material is relevant, yes. There is no advantage in letting the police build a theory around incomplete information when there may be independent evidence bearing on the case."
Caroline nodded. "Fine."
"Preserve the original files," Ellen said. "Their filenames, dates, source pages and any links. Don't annotate the originals. Send separate notes if you need to explain how you found something."
"Already done."
"Good."
"And Caroline?"
"Yes?"
"I represent Rebecca. Not you."
A pause. "I know."
"You're being interviewed in a homicide investigation in which your finances have been examined. You should consider retaining your own attorney before another substantive interview."
"I have an alibi."
"That's a separate issue."
Caroline looked at Rebecca.
Ellen continued: "I can pass along material you supplied to Rebecca, but I can't act as your personal counsel while doing it."
"Understood."
"Good. And for both of you: stop investigating."
Caroline said nothing.
"Caroline?"
"I heard you."
"That wasn't agreement."
"It's the most you're getting."
Ellen sighed. "I understand why Richard hired an estate lawyer."
"He hired Martin," Rebecca said.
"Martin deserves a raise."
"He'd probably ask for it."
"And Richard would refuse," Caroline added.
For a moment, they all smiled. Then Ellen asked them to send the documents. The following afternoon, Caroline sat opposite Thomas Keane. Not in her apartment. Not on a video call. In a conference room at the Prosecutor's Office. Nolan sat beside Keane.
Ellen had forwarded the document package with a note explaining that Caroline had identified the public records and was willing to discuss their sources. Before the interview, Ellen had reiterated that she represented Rebecca alone.
Caroline had elected to attend without separate counsel. Keane had confirmed that the interview was voluntary. Now he was staring at the documents.
Finally he said: "I understand maybe forty percent of this."
Caroline folded her hands. "That's a respectable start."
"Explain the other sixty."
She did. Slowly. No finance lecture. Just the sequence. The current ownership presentation listed several shareholders as separate entities. The public records showed some overlapping advisers and administrative connections. Those connections were not, by themselves, evidence of common ownership.
An older financing memorandum named Michael's assistant as an administrative contact for two entities. That fact was suggestive but not conclusive.
Then came the participation agreement. A portion of the economic rights associated with North Lake's early investment had been assigned to MJA Strategic Holdings. And Michael was publicly identified as its manager.
Keane stopped her. "That last part. His company?"
"He's identified as its manager. We need the underlying ownership records to establish every detail, but the connection to him isn't speculation."
"Fine."
He pointed at the amendment. "Does it prove Michael owns all North Lake's shares?"
"No."
"Half?"
"No."
"Does it prove he controls the votes?"
"No."
Keane looked disappointed.
Caroline continued: "It establishes an economic relationship that the simplified ownership chart doesn't adequately explain."
"How big?"
"Potentially significant."
"Can you calculate the exact amount?"
"Not without the complete agreements, any subsequent amendments and the final transaction terms."
"Could this be innocent?"
"Yes."
"How?"
"A properly documented co-investment. Syndication. Participation rights disclosed elsewhere. Or the interest might already have been included in the figures the presentation summarizes."
Keane looked at her. "You just gave your brother four explanations."
"I'm giving you possibilities supported by the type of arrangement we're looking at."
"You're not accusing him."
"I'm asking you to verify what these documents mean."
Keane nodded. That he liked. He pulled Richard's annotated ownership chart from his folder. Record Owner ≠ Beneficial Owner, VERIFY CONCENTRATION
He placed it beside the amendment. "Your father was asking the same question."
"Yes."
"We knew that already."
"Yes."
"What's new?"
Caroline pointed to MJA Strategic Holdings. "We now have a specific, documented economic link between an investment shown under one shareholder's name and an entity associated with Michael."
"Which might not be reflected in the current presentation."
"Correct."
"Or might be reflected somewhere we haven't found."
"Also correct."
Keane leaned back. "How'd you find it?"
"The older financing documents were publicly available. I followed the cross-references."
"Why now?"
"Because I've spent enough time with financial documents to know Dad's annotations weren't random. I wanted to understand exactly what he was worried about."
"You didn't know before?"
"No."
"Not even the participation agreement?"
"No."
"Michael ever mention it?"
"Not to me."
"Did you ask him?"
"No."
"Why not?"
Caroline gave him a look. "Would you?"
Keane almost smiled. "No."
He tapped the document. "So you're telling me Richard suspected a problem, and you've found something that may explain his concern."
"Yes."
"Not proof of fraud."
"No."
"Not proof of murder."
"Certainly not."
"Proof that more investigation is warranted."
"That would be my conclusion."
Keane nodded. "Mine too."
He turned to the financial implications. "Let's say the transaction goes ahead. Aurelius raises its money, gets its Nasdaq listing and the stock performs well."
"That's a series of assumptions."
"I know. Assume them."
Caroline did a calculation on her laptop. She gave him a range.
Keane stared. "Millions."
"Potentially."
"On top of Michael's Caldwell compensation?"
"Depending on whether the interests overlap, yes."
"On top of his disclosed Aurelius investment?"
"Again, that's what we need to establish."
"Could the total be substantially larger than we thought?"
"Yes."
"How much larger?"
"Enough that Richard's questions could have mattered to Michael personally, not just to the firm's fees."
Keane wrote that down. It was the distinction he'd come to understand over the previous week. Richard wasn't merely interfering with a transaction Michael had originated. He might have been questioning financial interests from which Michael stood to benefit directly.
"Did your father know that?" Keane asked.
"He knew something needed checking."
"Anything more?"
"I don't know."
Keane looked at the handwritten notes. Neither did he. Not yet.
"Did Jonathan know about these financial interests?" Keane asked.
Caroline considered. "I don't know."
"Did you ever discuss Aurelius with him?"
"Generally. It's Michael's big project. Everybody knew my father was unhappy with it."
"Did Jonathan know the details?"
"He's an economics professor, not a securities lawyer."
"Not what I asked."
"I don't know how much he knew."
"Michael ever show either of you the ownership chart?"
"Not me."
"Your father?"
"We all heard him complain about the deal."
"About ownership?"
"About everything, according to Michael."
Keane nodded. There was no reason to demand a date for a particular gathering. He was trying to establish who knew about the ownership structure, not reconstruct every family conversation.
He returned to the documents. "Let's talk about the pause."
Caroline nodded. "Michael requested it."
"I know."
"Monday after your father's death."
"I know."
"Why would someone who wanted to protect a questionable deal voluntarily ask for an independent review?"
Caroline considered. "Because Richard's questions were already on record."
"Go on."
"The firm knew he'd objected. Peter knew. Counsel had been discussed. Richard dies, and everybody knows the unresolved issues haven't magically disappeared."
"So?"
"If Michael had pushed to close immediately, the firm would've had to explain why it was proceeding without answering those questions."
"Would've looked bad."
"Possibly. More importantly, it could have been commercially and legally risky."
"Then he requests the review."
"Yes."
"Even if there's something the review might discover."
Caroline paused. "It's possible he believed the documents would support his position."
"Or?"
"Or he thought the problems could be corrected."
"Or?"
She looked at him. "Or he believed that pausing the deal was the only responsible option."
Keane held her gaze. "You're giving him the benefit of the doubt."
"I'm giving you explanations that fit the decision."
"And which one do you believe?"
Caroline looked down at the amendment. "I don't know."
Keane wrote that. He meant it as a fact. For the moment, Caroline did not know what the independent review would establish. Neither did he.
 
After the interview, Caroline found Ellen Roth waiting near the elevator. Ellen had been at the building on Rebecca's behalf, discussing the documents separately with the investigators. She hadn't participated as Caroline's lawyer.
"How'd it go?" Ellen asked.
"Keane asked questions."
"He has a reputation for that."
"Then his reputation is entirely justified."
The elevator button lit up.
Ellen looked at Caroline. "You should get independent counsel."
Caroline sighed. "Again?"
"Again."
"For examining public documents?"
"For being repeatedly interviewed about a homicide in which your financial affairs are relevant."
"I was in Manhattan."
"Your whereabouts are important. They don't replace legal advice."
Caroline looked toward the elevator doors. "Do you think I killed my father?"
Ellen considered the question. "I haven't reached a conclusion about who killed Richard. I'm also not your lawyer."
"Rebecca thinks I'm innocent."
"Rebecca loves you."
Caroline looked at her.
Ellen continued: "That's important. It isn't an answer to every question the police might ask."
The elevator arrived. Caroline stepped inside. "You're beginning to sound like Keane."
"That's the cruelest thing anyone's said to me this week."
The doors closed.
 
Rebecca spent that evening trying not to telephone Michael. She was at home in Summit. The children were upstairs. Daniel sat at the kitchen table, looking through a hospital document.
Michael's name was on Rebecca's screen. She had opened their conversation three times. Hadn't called. Hadn't written.
Daniel looked up. "You want to ask him."
"Of course I do."
"What would you ask?"
Rebecca stared. "Whether he owns all these shares."
"Do you think he'd be able to answer in one sentence?"
"No."
"Would you know whether his answer was accurate?"
"No."
"Then Ellen's advice makes sense."
Rebecca put down the phone. "I hate it when everybody's reasonable."
Daniel smiled. "That's becoming quite frequent."
"Don't enjoy this."
"I'm not."
"You are a little."
He reached across the table and took her hand. "He's your brother."
"I know."
"You don't have to decide what you believe tonight."
Rebecca looked away. "Keane seems to think I do."
"Keane's trying to establish where Michael was on Friday."
"And now what he had to lose."
"Yes."
Rebecca looked back at him. "Michael paused the deal because Dad's questions deserved answers."
"That's what he did."
"And now the answers may be about him."
Daniel didn't respond. There was nothing useful to say. Michael called twenty minutes later. Rebecca stared at the screen.
Daniel saw the name. "Michael?"
"Yes."
"You can speak to your brother. Just don't discuss the investigation until you've talked to Ellen."
Rebecca looked at the ringing phone. That was sensible. It was also infuriating. The call ended before she answered.
A message appeared.
Michael: Everything okay?
She began typing. Yes. Long day.
Stopped. Deleted it. Another message arrived.
Michael: Caroline's been unusually quiet. Have you two finally started a secret club?
Rebecca almost laughed. That was Michael. Ordinary Michael. The one who made everyone laugh at funerals without being offensive. The one who had stayed at her house. The one who'd stood beside her when Teresa called. The one who defended her to Keane. The one who'd paused Aurelius because their father's questions deserved answers. Now there were documents suggesting those questions might concern Michael himself.
Rebecca typed: Long day. I'll call you tomorrow. Love you.
She sent it. His reply came quickly.
Michael: Love you too, Beck.
She put the phone down.
Daniel watched her. "Feel better?"
"No."
He nodded. "Fair."
The following morning, Peter Caldwell called Thomas Keane. "Detective."
"Mr. Caldwell."
"Do you have a moment?"
"Depends. Is this gonna involve more acronyms?"
"Probably."
"Go ahead."
"We've received preliminary findings from the independent ownership review."
Keane sat straighter. "What'd they find?"
"Overlap."
"What kind?"
"Not proof that all the supposedly separate shareholders have a common owner."
Keane closed his eyes. "Everybody keeps telling me what things aren't."
"Because the distinctions matter."
"I know. Keep going."
"Several holders have historical financing or economic relationships with entities associated with Michael. Some of those relationships aren't apparent from the summary ownership chart."
Keane picked up a pen. "Such as?"
"Participation rights. Earlier financing agreements. Side arrangements that the reviewers are now reconciling with the disclosed interests."
"MJA Strategic?"
"Yes."
"North Lake?"
"Yes."
"Harbor Point?"
"It's among the entities being examined."
"Anything confirmed?"
"There's a documented economic participation associated with MJA that wasn't clearly identified in the disclosure materials our transaction team had been using."
Keane stopped writing. "Michael's entity."
"Associated with Michael, yes."
"Meaning Michael may have had more money riding on this than we understood."
"Yes."
"How much?"
"We don't have a final number. Some rights overlap, and the calculations depend on the final transaction structure."
"Give me the range you're testing."
Peter hesitated. "Under an optimistic outcome for the transaction and the share price, the exposure could reach low eight figures."
Keane stared at the page. "Ten million dollars?"
"Potentially. That is not a current valuation or a confirmed additional holding. It's an upside scenario if the relevant interests prove to be attributable as the review is examining."
"Understood."
"Do you?"
"Yeah. Possible. Not proved."
"Exactly."
"Does counsel think the investor disclosures were misleading?"
"Counsel hasn't reached a final conclusion. They're testing whether these economic interests were disclosed elsewhere, whether they should have been aggregated, and whether the presentation accurately described the shareholder base."
"Fraud?"
"I didn't say that."
"I know."
Peter was silent for a moment. Then: "Richard was right to ask the questions."
Keane looked at the handwritten note on his desk. TELL ME WHO OWNS THE STOCK.
"Yeah," he said.
"He was."
Nolan arrived a few minutes later. Keane handed him the notes.
Nolan read them. "Ten million."
"Potential upside. Maybe. Not an established number."
"That's your word now."
"Peter's."
Nolan kept reading. "Michael's disclosed interest. MJA. Participation agreements. Other entities."
"Yeah."
"Richard wanted outside counsel Monday."
"Yeah."
"Michael knew."
"Yeah."
"Then he requested the hold."
"Also true."
Nolan looked at him. "So he might've had more at stake than the firm knew."
"That's what the review is testing."
"And Richard might've uncovered it."
"Maybe."
Nolan smiled. "You said it."
"Don't start."
He looked toward the whiteboard. "Add the new information," Keane said.
Nolan uncapped a marker.
Under Michael's name, he wrote:
ADDITIONAL ECONOMIC INTEREST?
Beneath it:
MJA PARTICIPATION - DOCUMENTED LINK
Then:
AMOUNT / DISCLOSURE / CONTROL - REVIEW PENDING
He stepped back. "That's a different picture."
"Yeah."
"Rebecca has lemon cake."
Keane looked at him. "Don't."
"I'm making a point."
"Make it better."
Nolan considered. "Rebecca's apparent financial motive keeps getting weaker. Michael's business motive may be considerably stronger than we knew."
"Better."
"But we still don't know where Michael was before Summit."
"Correct."
"And we still don't know where Tavrenol came from."
"Correct."
Nolan capped the marker. "So what next?"
Keane looked at the board. "Finish both."
 
Rebecca learned none of the new details immediately. She knew only what Caroline had shown her. The participation agreement. MJA Strategic Holdings. A financial relationship that wasn't clearly explained in the current presentation. Enough to understand why Richard had written questions in the margins. Not enough to know what the answers would be.
That evening she opened the family group chat. Jonathan had posted a complaint about Sarah's study material for the second examination.
Jonathan: The recovery section is unnecessarily adversarial.
Caroline: It's an exam. It isn't trying to make friends.
Michael: Neither is Jonathan.
Jonathan: Some of us understand multisignature recovery.
Michael: Your first result suggests otherwise.
Rebecca could almost hear them. Jonathan irritated. Caroline dry. Michael impossible.
She typed: Rebecca: Children. Behave.
Michael: Rebecca has spoken.
Caroline: Teacher's pet.
Jonathan: She passed. Unlike certain people.
Michael: I intend to appeal on the grounds of discrimination against charming people.
Rebecca: That won't help you.
Michael: See? More discrimination.
Rebecca laughed. Actually laughed. For a moment she could almost imagine Richard reading the messages over her shoulder, preparing an unnecessarily elaborate reply.
Then Michael sent another. Michael: Dinner together after the retakes? Somewhere Dad would've complained about the wine list.
Jonathan responded first. Jonathan: Somewhere with a wine list Dad wouldn't have had to correct.
Caroline: Such a place does not exist.
Rebecca smiled. Her thumb hovered over the keyboard. Then she typed: Rebecca: Let's get through the exams first.
She sent it. The conversation continued without her. Rebecca put down the phone and looked toward the darkened kitchen window. She had known her siblings all her life. She knew the jokes they made, the arguments they repeated and the things that embarrassed them. She knew what Michael sounded like when he was trying to make her laugh. She knew he loved their father. None of that had changed.
What had changed was that she had begun to encounter facts she couldn't explain by referring to the brother she knew. An ownership document. A Friday-night gap. An unanswered question about a Saturday visit. She didn't know what those facts meant. She wanted them to mean nothing. And that, she realized, was precisely why she would have to be careful.
Her father had said it often enough. Don't believe what you want to be true. Check. Verify. Follow the facts.
 
Chapter Nineteen
Fairfield
Thomas Keane left Morristown shortly after seven. He regretted it before reaching the George Washington Bridge. Connecticut was one of those places that looked close on a map because maps did not include traffic. By the time he crossed the Bronx and worked his way toward Fairfield County, he had spent enough time surrounded by brake lights to reconsider several life choices.
Nolan had offered to accompany him.
Keane had declined. "Somebody ought to stay in New Jersey doing useful work."
"You're interviewing a murder suspect."
"I'm interviewing a witness."
"With a telephone blackout, a multimillion-dollar motive and three and a half hours of Friday night we can't account for."
"Witness."
"You're very committed to vocabulary."
"Words matter."
"Tell that to the Cross Bronx."
Keane had hung up. Now, surrounded by trucks and people who apparently regarded lane markings as suggestions, he was beginning to think Nolan had had the better idea.
His appointment with Michael wasn't until eleven. That was deliberate. He wanted to see something of Michael's life before sitting across from him again.
Michael was forty. Married. Childless. A successful investment banker, though not quite successful enough to escape his father's professional shadow.
He lived in Fairfield, worked partly there and partly in Manhattan, belonged to a local club and drove the sort of dark SUV that half the northeastern United States appeared to own. He had also spent the night after Richard's death at Rebecca's house. According to his account, he'd driven directly there from Connecticut.
Keane knew where Michael had ended Friday evening. What he didn't know was where he'd spent the preceding hours. Today wasn't going to solve that question by itself.
But Keane wanted to understand the man whose movements he was trying to reconstruct. He wanted to see his house. His office. The places he went. The people who knew him. A person's ordinary life could tell an investigator things that an interview never did. Sometimes those things were useful. Sometimes they were merely ordinary. The trick was not deciding which before he'd found them.
Detective Mara Bennett of the Fairfield Police Department met him at a diner off the Post Road. Forty-six. Short dark hair. Coffee already in front of her. She'd reviewed the background Keane had sent, including Michael's account of Friday, the unresolved Aurelius questions and the circumstances of Richard's death.
"You're late," she said.
"Connecticut's farther away than advertised."
"Where'd you start?"
"Morristown."
"Then you're lucky you got here at all."
Keane sat opposite her.
Bennett pushed a second coffee toward him. "I ordered it when you called."
He looked at the cup. "That's presumptuous."
"Correct."
He took it.
She smiled. "Your guy know I'm coming?"
"Yeah."
"Agreed to talk?"
"Yeah."
"Counsel?"
"None requested for today's interview."
Bennett raised an eyebrow. "Either very innocent or very confident."
"Those aren't mutually exclusive."
"Neither are guilty and confident."
Keane looked at her. "We'll get along."
"Possibly."
She opened her notebook. "What's the objective?"
"Learn who Michael is when he isn't explaining why he didn't kill his father."
"That's ambitious."
"Yeah."
"Anything specific?"
"Home. Work. His Friday routine. Whether there's anything independently establishing when he left Fairfield."
"And the car?"
"We look at it. We don't turn it into Teresa's SUV because it's dark."
Bennett nodded. "Good."
She closed the notebook. "Let's go meet your witness."
Michael Ashcroft lived on a quiet residential street several minutes from downtown Fairfield. Large house. Not enormous. Stone and shingles. Well maintained. A neat front lawn. A dark SUV in the driveway.
Bennett looked at it. "That the one?"
"Same general description."
"Which description?"
"Dark. SUV."
She glanced down the street. "Half the county."
"Exactly."
Michael opened the door before they rang. "Detective Keane."
Then he noticed Bennett. "And company."
"Detective Bennett. Fairfield Police."
Michael extended his hand. "Michael Ashcroft."
They shook. "Come in."
No hesitation. No obvious annoyance. If having a local police detective accompany Keane bothered him, he didn't show it.
The house was comfortable without being ostentatious. Good furniture. Books. Photographs. A large kitchen visible through an open doorway. An elaborate coffee machine that appeared to require professional training.
Keane glanced at it. "That's a lot of equipment for coffee."
Michael smiled. "Laura's."
"She a coffee enthusiast?"
"She's a coffee fundamentalist. Apparently what I make doesn't count."
Keane looked at the machine again. "Mine comes out of a pot."
"Then you'd be asked to leave."
Laura appeared from the kitchen. She was in her mid-thirties, athletic, with dark hair pulled back and a handbag over one shoulder.
"Hi."
Michael introduced the detectives.
Her smile faltered slightly. "Oh. Of course."
Keane said: "Mrs. Ashcroft."
"Laura, please."
She glanced at Michael. "Still about Richard?"
"Yeah," Michael said.
Laura nodded. "Right."
She looked at Keane. "I hope you're making progress."
"So do I."
For a moment she seemed about to say more. Then she shook her head. "I'm sorry. I have an appointment, and I'm already late."
Michael smiled. "That's not my fault."
"It generally is."
She kissed him on the cheek. "Don't forget the delivery this afternoon."
"I won't."
"And the pharmacy."
"Got it."
"You're going to the club anyway, aren't you?"
"After lunch."
"Then you can stop on the way back."
"I know."
"Last time you forgot."
"I was one day late."
"Which is forgetting."
Michael looked toward Keane. "Marriage."
Bennett smiled.
Laura gave Michael another quick kiss and left. The front door closed.
Michael turned back to the detectives. "Sorry. Where were we?"
Keane looked around the hall. "Coffee, apparently."
Michael laughed. They sat in the living room. Bennett chose an armchair.
Keane sat opposite Michael. "Nice place," he said.
"Thanks."
"How long you been here?"
"Seven years."
"Bought it together?"
"Yeah."
"You and Laura?"
Michael smiled. "I generally try to involve her in major purchases."
"Good policy."
"So far."
Keane glanced toward the photographs on a nearby shelf. Michael and Laura skiing. Michael and Laura on a beach. Richard at a birthday gathering. A wedding photograph. A group picture of the four Ashcroft children.
No photographs of Michael and Laura with their own children. That was hardly remarkable. Plenty of people didn't have children. But the family arrangement had made Keane attentive to it. Rebecca had three. Jonathan and Caroline had none. Michael and Laura had none either.
Four heirs. One with children. He wondered whether Richard had ever commented on that.
Then he decided it was not the question he'd come to ask. "How's Laura doing?" he said.
Michael looked at him. "With my father?"
"Yeah."
"Rough. They were close."
"She knew Richard a long time."
"More than ten years."
"What did he think of her?"
Michael smiled. "My father thought I married above my station."
"Did he say that?"
"Repeatedly."
"Was he right?"
"Obviously."
Keane glanced at Bennett. She didn't react.
Michael laughed. "That word doesn't go over well with you, does it?"
"Depends what follows it."
"Fair enough."
Keane opened his notebook. "Let's talk about Fairfield."
Michael looked amused. "The town?"
"Your life here."
"That's broader."
"Work. Home. Club. Whatever keeps you busy."
"Usually work."
"Where?"
"Depends on the day."
"Manhattan?"
"Some days."
"Fairfield?"
"Most days lately."
"Caldwell has an office here?"
"A small satellite office. Mostly client meetings and a workspace for me. The main operation's still Midtown."
"Richard's old office."
Michael smiled faintly. "I use that when I'm in New York."
"His actual office?"
"Yeah. He rarely went in anymore."
"That ever bother him?"
"Not particularly. He liked knowing somebody was using it."
"Did he ever come in and find you at his desk?"
"A few times."
"How'd that go?"
"Depends whether the deal was any good."
Keane almost smiled. "Aurelius?"
Michael's expression changed slightly. "Among others."
"How's the review?"
"Still underway."
"Anything new?"
"Nothing conclusive."
"Peter keeping you informed?"
"Of course."
"Deal still on hold?"
"Yes."
"Frustrating?"
"Very."
"Your decision."
"Yes."
Keane nodded. "That doesn't make it less frustrating."
Michael looked at him. "Exactly."
They went over Friday again. Not the entire evening. Just the portion Michael said he'd spent in Fairfield.
"What time'd you finish work?"
Michael considered. "Early evening."
"Six?"
"Somewhere around there."
"Where were you working?"
"The Fairfield office."
"Anybody see you?"
"People were in and out."
"Names?"
Michael gave them. Bennett wrote.
"Then what?" Keane asked.
"Home."
"Straight home?"
"As far as I remember."
"What'd you do?"
"Changed. Went through emails. Got ready to drive."
"Eat?"
"Something."
"What?"
Michael smiled. "You're getting very interested in my dinner."
"Food's useful. People remember restaurants."
"I wasn't at a restaurant."
"Takeout?"
"Don't think so."
"Then home."
"Yeah."
"What time'd you leave?"
"Around eight. I may have left earlier."
"That's a fairly wide range."
"I wasn't timing myself."
"You remember why you were going?"
"To stay with Rebecca."
"And see Richard Saturday."
"Yeah."
"You didn't see him Friday?"
Michael looked directly at Keane. "No."
"You've already told me that."
"Yes."
"Still your answer?"
"Yes."
Keane nodded. He didn't press. Bennett watched the exchange.
Michael noticed. "What?"
"Nothing," she said.
He looked between them. "You two have a system?"
"Not a particularly complicated one," Keane said.
"Good. I'd hate to be outnumbered by two complicated systems."
Keane asked about the drive. Michael repeated that he had taken his usual route toward New Jersey and had switched off his phone because he wanted some peace.
"Before leaving?" Keane asked.
"Somewhere around then."
"Your last ordinary phone activity was shortly after six."
Michael frowned. "Okay."
"That's before the departure time you gave us."
"I wasn't using my phone continuously, Detective."
"Didn't say you were."
"I might've turned it off early."
"Do you remember?"
"No."
Keane made a note.
Michael watched him. "You're going to ask me this until I produce a time-stamped photograph of myself backing out of the driveway."
"That would help."
Michael laughed. "Next time."
"Try to make sure there isn't a next time."
The smile remained on Michael's face for a moment. Then faded. "Yeah." He looked down. "I'd rather there hadn't been this time."
Keane let the silence stand. The interview lasted a little over an hour. They discussed Richard. Caldwell. Fairfield. Michael's working arrangements. His regular trips to Manhattan. The club. His habit of playing tennis when he could get away from the office. His relationship with Rebecca.
When they finally stood, Michael walked them to the door. "Anything else?"
"Probably," Keane said.
Michael smiled. "There's always one more thing."
"Occupational hazard."
"Yours or mine?"
"Both."
Michael held the door open. "Call if you need anything."
"Will do."
Bennett thanked him.
As they walked toward the car, Michael remained in the doorway. Then he went inside.
Bennett waited until the door closed. "Well?"
Keane looked at her. "What?"
"He's easy to talk to."
"Yeah."
"Seems comfortable."
"Yeah."
"Does that mean anything?"
"Not by itself."
"You're going to be exhausting."
"I've been told."
She looked toward the dark SUV. "He drives the right general kind of car."
"Yeah."
"And he could've left Fairfield earlier than he says."
"Maybe."
"How much earlier?"
"That's what we're checking."
Bennett nodded. "Let's go see his office."
Caldwell Capital's Fairfield office occupied a modest suite in a commercial building. It was considerably less impressive than the firm's Midtown headquarters. A reception area. Two conference rooms. Several private offices. A small kitchen. A printer that appeared to be permanently angry. Michael's name was on one of the doors.
The local office manager met the detectives. She knew they were coming. Michael had told her to cooperate with questions about his general schedule, and the firm had referred formal requests for records to counsel.
Keane appreciated the distinction. He wasn't conducting a search. He was asking people what they knew and identifying what records might need to be obtained.
"Michael's here most weekdays?" Bennett asked.
"Depends on his meetings. Lately, yes."
"Friday before Richard died?"
"He was here."
"All day?"
"I saw him in the afternoon. He had calls and paperwork."
"Last time you saw him?"
She thought. "Toward the end of the day. I couldn't swear to the time."
"After six?"
"Possibly. I'd have to check."
"Please don't guess," Keane said.
She smiled gratefully. "Then I'd rather not guess."
"Good answer."
They discussed office access records, parking arrangements and visitor logs. The manager identified the people Michael had met that week. A client. A junior colleague. An outside adviser. Nothing unusual.
Michael had been working hard on Aurelius, but he'd also been handling other accounts. He wasn't a man whose entire professional life had stopped because one transaction was under review.
Keane looked into Michael's office. A tidy desk. Two monitors. A photograph of Laura. A framed tennis photograph. Richard beside him in another picture, both men holding rackets and looking as though one had just won an argument.
"Was Richard a good player?" Keane asked.
The manager smiled. "Apparently he was very competitive."
"That wasn't the question."
"That's what Michael says."
Keane nodded. It sounded plausible.
The club was a short drive away. Michael played tennis there, sometimes had lunch and occasionally met clients.
Bennett knew the manager. He agreed to speak with them. Michael was a familiar member. Regular. Friendly. Tipped well. Played doubles when his schedule allowed.
"Good player?" Keane asked.
"Better than he thinks."
"That unusual?"
"Very."
Keane smiled.
The manager recognized Richard's name. "He played here a few times with Michael."
"Father and son?"
"Yeah."
"Who won?"
The manager laughed. "Depends which one you asked."
Another familiar answer.
They spoke with a member who knew Michael socially. He described him as outgoing, dependable and good company. A man who brought clients to lunch and remembered people's names.
He remembered Michael mentioning that his father had died. "Hit him hard," the man said.
"How could you tell?" Keane asked.
"He talked about him."
"What'd he say?"
"That they argued too much. He wished they hadn't."
Keane wrote that down.
The man continued: "Michael said his dad was a pain in the ass."
"Was he?"
"Didn't know him well enough."
"And Michael?"
"He said he would've given anything to have one more argument."
Keane looked up. "His words?"
"Pretty much."
He wrote those down too. They were not evidence of innocence. But they belonged to the picture of Michael as much as the Aurelius documents did.
Bennett asked about Friday. Had anyone seen Michael at the club that evening? The manager checked his records. There was no Friday-evening booking under Michael's name. No member they spoke to recalled seeing him there. That established very little.
People didn't have to book a tennis court to enter a club. People could meet friends without leaving useful records. People could also stay home. Keane thanked them.
As they walked outside, Bennett nodded toward a pharmacy in the nearby shopping area. "That's the one by the club."
"What is?"
"The pharmacy Michael's wife mentioned."
Keane looked. A chain pharmacy. Ordinary storefront. Cars coming and going. He remembered Laura in the hallway. And the pharmacy. You're going to the club anyway, aren't you? Then you can stop on the way back. Another domestic errand.
"Yeah," he said.
Bennett looked at him. "Want to ask them anything?"
"About what?"
"Michael's routine."
Keane considered. "Not yet."
They got into the car. The pharmacy disappeared behind them. They had lunch before Keane returned to New Jersey. Bennett chose the place. Keane accepted because his experience of Connecticut navigation had not inspired confidence.
She opened her notebook over a sandwich. "So?"
"So what?"
"Impressions."
"Nice house."
"Very investigative."
"Good coffee."
"You declined it."
"Still looked good."
Bennett shook her head. "Michael."
Keane considered. "People like him."
"Yeah."
"Seems to have a stable marriage."
"Yeah."
"Works hard. Familiar routines. Plenty of people know him."
"None of whom can tell us what happened between six and nine forty-six Friday."
"Correct."
Bennett took a bite. "Interesting family."
"Very."
"Oldest brother's a professor."
"Yeah."
"Sister's in finance."
"Yeah."
"Youngest has three kids."
"Yeah."
"Michael and Laura?"
"No kids."
Keane looked down at his notebook. He'd noticed the photographs. No children's drawings on the refrigerator. No toys in the living room. A house that looked as though two adults lived in it. He wondered, briefly, whether Richard had been disappointed. Then he stopped himself.
People had children for all sorts of reasons. They didn't have them for all sorts of reasons too. He had no business turning an absence of photographs into an explanation.
Bennett watched him. "What?"
"Nothing."
"You've got a thought."
"Not a useful one yet."
"Then don't improve it."
He smiled. "Now you sound like me."
"Occupational hazard."
Before driving home, Keane called Nolan.
"Anything?"
"Michael's Friday departure still isn't nailed down."
"How close?"
"Office records establish he was working in Fairfield that afternoon. Formal access data are still being processed. Nobody's given us a reliable departure time yet."
"Car?"
"Nothing useful from the first batch."
"Road cameras?"
"Preservation requests are moving. Some footage is already gone."
"Figures."
"How's Connecticut?"
"Expensive-looking."
"Michael?"
"Very good answers."
Nolan laughed. "Of course."
"House looks like two people live there. Office checks out. Local people know him. Club's part of his routine."
"Anything strange?"
"Nothing I can establish."
"That's disappointing."
"No. It's information."
"Right."
Keane looked at the road ahead. "Keep checking Friday."
"Already am."
"And Nolan?"
"Yeah?"
"Don't assume the lack of a record from the club proves he wasn't there."
"Wasn't planning to."
"Good."
He ended the call. Then he began the drive back.
 
Keane spoke with Jonathan later that afternoon. He was reviewing the family's accounts of Michael's usual behavior, rather than revealing a new finding.
"Professor."
"Detective."
"Got a minute?"
"Apparently."
"Your brother."
"Which one?"
"Michael."
"What's he done now?"
"Nothing I'm calling to announce."
Jonathan sighed. "Good."
"How often did he see Richard?"
"More than I did."
"Because of Caldwell?"
"Partly."
"Fairfield to Madison isn't exactly next door."
"No. But they were involved in the same business."
"Get along?"
"Usually."
"Argue?"
"Of course."
"About what?"
"Markets. Deals. Risk. Whatever Dad thought Michael hadn't checked properly."
"Aurelius."
"Recently, yes."
"Did Michael ever tell you his father was becoming a problem?"
Jonathan considered. "He complained about the objections."
"Serious complaints?"
"Michael was frustrated."
"Angry?"
"Sometimes."
"Enough to stop seeing Richard?"
"No."
"That you're sure of?"
"They talked all the time."
Keane wrote.
Jonathan continued: "Michael's the easiest of us to get along with. My father liked that."
"Did he?"
"Yes."
"Trust him?"
Jonathan paused. "Personally?"
"Let's start there."
"Yes."
"Professionally?"
"Not always."
"Difference?"
Jonathan gave a humorless laugh. "Quite a large one, as it turns out."
Keane didn't press further. Jonathan had nothing to add about Michael's Friday movements. He hadn't witnessed them. That was the answer.
 
Caroline answered Keane's call with considerably less enthusiasm.
"Detective."
"Caroline."
"What do you want?"
"Michael."
She was quiet. "What about him?"
"His relationship with Richard."
"We've discussed that."
"Some of it."
"He loved our father."
"Yeah."
"Our father loved him."
"Yeah."
"They argued about Aurelius."
"Yeah."
"Are we finished?"
"Almost."
Caroline sighed. "Of course."
Keane asked whether Michael regularly came to Manhattan, whether the Fairfield office was his usual base and whether Richard had continued talking to him after the Aurelius dispute became serious.
Caroline answered what she knew. Michael divided his time between Fairfield and Midtown. He had plenty of contacts in both places. Richard had been furious about parts of Aurelius, but father and son hadn't stopped speaking.
"Michael was still planning to see our father," she said.
"When?"
Caroline hesitated. "That weekend, I think."
"Friday?"
"I don't know."
"Saturday?"
"That's what I understood."
"From Michael?"
"Probably."
Keane wrote the distinction.
Caroline heard the pen. "There it is again."
"What?"
"The pen."
"Can't afford a better one."
"Ask the estate."
He almost smiled. "Thanks."
"Was there anything else?"
"Not today."
"Good."
She hung up.
Keane looked at the notes. Neither Jonathan nor Caroline had supplied independent information establishing Michael's Friday route. He hadn't expected them to. But he'd wanted to hear their descriptions of him again. Now he had. A likable man. A good brother. A son who loved his father. A professional disagreement. A weekend visit. Still no account of the missing hours.
 
Rebecca met Keane and Ellen Roth the following morning in Ellen's office. The meeting had already been arranged to clarify a few family matters arising from the latest interviews. Rebecca was not delighted to be there. Keane suspected she'd have preferred almost any activity involving her children, including searching for Charlie's shoes.
Ellen took her usual seat beside her. "What's this about, Tom?"
"Family background. Nothing dramatic."
"You say that a lot."
"Sometimes I'm right."
Rebecca looked at him. "Occasionally."
Keane smiled faintly. He opened his notebook. They discussed Richard's relationships with the children. Not their financial conflicts. Their ordinary relationships. Who visited. Who telephoned. Who spent holidays together. Michael and Laura came up naturally.
"How often did you see them?" Keane asked.
"A few times a year. More at holidays."
"Close?"
"Yes. Michael's probably the sibling I'm closest to."
"Laura too?"
"Of course."
"Richard like her?"
"He adored her."
"Really?"
Rebecca smiled. "He used to tell Michael that marrying Laura was the most intelligent decision he'd ever made."
"That's what Michael told me."
"Well, my father said it often enough."
Keane glanced at his notebook. "He ever talk about grandchildren?"
Rebecca looked surprised. "Constantly. He had three."
"Yours."
"Yes."
"Did he ever press the others about having children?"
She frowned. "Why?"
"Trying to understand the family."
Rebecca considered. "Not really. Jonathan and Caroline never seemed interested."
"And Michael?"
Her expression changed. Not alarm. Something quieter. "That's different."
Keane looked up. "How?"
"Michael and Laura wanted children."
He waited.
Rebecca continued: "They couldn't."
"I'm sorry."
"It's all right. Well, it isn't. You know what I mean."
"Yeah."
She looked down. "Laura has a heart condition. The doctors told her carrying a pregnancy would be too dangerous. They were devastated."
Keane stopped writing. Not because the sentence proved anything. Because he remembered something. The Fairfield hallway. Laura with her handbag. Michael at the door. And the pharmacy. You're going to the club anyway, aren't you? Then you can stop on the way back.
He looked at Rebecca. "Heart condition?"
"Yes."
"What kind?"
"I don't know all the details."
"How long's she had it?"
"Years."
"Does she see a specialist?"
"I imagine so."
"Does Daniel know about it?"
Rebecca looked at him. "Of course he knows Laura has a heart problem. He's family."
"Does he treat her?"
"No."
"Know her prescriptions?"
"I don't think so."
She frowned. "Why are you asking?"
Keane considered his answer. "Because I'm trying to understand the family circumstances."
Ellen watched him. "Tom."
He looked at her. "What?"
"You've just become very interested."
Keane closed his notebook. "Rebecca's given me something I need to check."
Rebecca looked between them. "What?"
"Her health history isn't something I'm going to speculate about."
"Does it have something to do with my father?"
"I don't know."
Ellen held his gaze. "Then don't ask my client to guess."
"Wasn't going to."
Rebecca looked troubled. "Laura's a wonderful person."
"I believe you."
"She and Michael went through a terrible time over the pregnancy question."
"I'm sorry to hear that."
"Is that why you're asking about children?"
"It was a general question. I didn't know the answer."
She studied him. Then nodded. "All right."
The meeting moved on. Keane asked two final questions about Richard's ordinary visits with Michael. Rebecca answered them. Nothing unusual emerged.
When the meeting ended, she left with Ellen. Keane remained in the conference room for a moment. Then he took out his phone.
Bennett answered on the third ring. "Fairfield."
"Keane."
"I know. Your name's on the screen."
"Need you to check something."
"Go ahead."
"Remember the pharmacy by Michael's club?"
"Yeah."
"Laura asked him to pick up her prescription."
"Yeah."
"She's got a heart condition."
Bennett was quiet. Then: "Okay."
"We know what drug turned up in Richard's toxicology."
"Yeah."
"We haven't found a source."
"Correct."
"See whether there's a lawful way to determine if her prescription is relevant."
Bennett understood. "You're thinking she might take Tavrenol."
"I'm thinking we should check."
"Could've asked her."
"Could've. Didn't have a reason at the time."
"And now?"
"Now we do."
Bennett considered. "Medical records aren't available just because we're curious."
"I know."
"I'll speak to the prosecutor here. We can establish the proper process for a targeted request."
"Good."
"Want me to approach the family?"
"No."
"Pharmacy?"
"Preserve what can be preserved. Don't ask anyone to disclose protected medical information without the right authorization."
"Understood."
"And Mara?"
"Yeah?"
"Keep it between us and the people who need to know."
A pause. "You don't want Michael tipped off."
"Not until we know whether there's anything to tip him off about."
"Fair."
She hung up. Keane sat back. For weeks, the investigation had been looking for a route by which Richard Ashcroft might have obtained Tavrenol. They had examined Daniel because he was a cardiac surgeon. A perfectly understandable lead. It had produced nothing.
Daniel had no relevant prescribing or dispensing connection. Rebecca had no identified access through him. Keane had accepted that conclusion. He still did. But a different fact had now appeared.
Michael's wife had a heart condition. Michael routinely collected her prescriptions. And Tavrenol was a cardiovascular drug. There were many cardiovascular drugs. Many possible conditions. Many possible treatments. The connection might amount to nothing. He would not know until he checked.
He called Nolan. "Got a possible medication lead."
Nolan sat straighter. "Who?"
"Michael's household."
Silence. Then: "What?"
"Laura, his wife, has a heart condition. Michael collects her prescriptions."
Nolan was quiet for a moment. "Does she take Tavrenol?"
"Don't know yet."
"Jesus."
"That's why we're checking."
"How'd you find out?"
"Rebecca mentioned the heart condition. I remembered a pharmacy errand in Fairfield."
"Michael's pharmacy errand."
"Yeah."
Nolan exhaled. "That would be something."
"Would."
"You want me to tell the team?"
"Only the prosecutor and whoever needs to handle the records. No family interviews about it yet."
"Understood."
"And keep working on Michael's Friday departure."
"Already am."
Keane ended the call. For the first time since returning from Fairfield, he felt that the day's entirely ordinary conversations might have produced something useful.
He disliked getting ahead of himself. So he didn't. He waited for the records.
Bennett called the next afternoon. "Got the first part."
Keane closed the folder he'd been reading. "Go ahead."
"Proper authorization's in place. We've confirmed Laura Ashcroft has an active prescription for Tavrenol."
Keane said nothing.
Bennett continued: "Legitimate prescription. Nothing irregular about it."
"How long?"
"More than a year in the records we obtained. We don't need her entire medical history for this."
"Agreed."
"Recent refill?"
"Yes."
"When?"
"Nine days before Richard died."
Keane picked up his pen. "Dispensed?"
"Yes."
"Collected?"
"The pharmacy has a pickup acknowledgment. Michael's listed."
Keane stopped writing. "His name?"
"Yes. They have a household pickup arrangement, and the acknowledgment identifies him. We're obtaining the original transaction material through the same process so we can preserve the record properly."
"Anything else?"
"A receipt from the transaction includes an ordinary store purchase. That'll help corroborate the pickup if we need it."
Keane looked down at the paper. "Laura's Tavrenol. Nine days before Richard dies. Michael collects it."
"That's what the records show."
"Anybody at the pharmacy spoken to Michael since?"
"Not on our behalf."
"Good."
"Still don't want me approaching the house?"
"No."
Bennett was quiet. Then: "Tom."
"Yeah?"
"That's a real lead."
"Yeah."
"It's not proof he took any tablets."
"No."
"Or that Richard got the drug from Laura's prescription."
"No."
"But it puts it in Michael's hands."
"Routine access," Keane said.
"Yeah."
"Ordinary, lawful access."
"Which is why nobody would've thought twice about it."
Keane looked out of his office window. "Exactly."
He called Nolan into his office.
Nolan arrived carrying a folder. "Got something on Friday?"
"Not yet. Sit."
Nolan sat. Keane placed Bennett's notes in front of him. He read. Stopped. Read again.
Then looked up. "Laura takes Tavrenol."
"Yeah."
"Michael picked it up."
"Nine days before Richard died."
Nolan stared. "Jesus Christ."
Keane waited.
Nolan read the pickup acknowledgment details again. "No stolen prescription."
"No."
"No hospital connection."
"No."
"No need for Daniel."
"No."
"Michael could've had access to the medication in his own house."
"Yeah."
"And nobody thought to ask."
Keane looked at him. "We didn't have the reason before."
"Now we do."
"Now we do."
Nolan looked down again. "Does Laura say any tablets were missing?"
"We haven't asked her."
"Why not?"
"Because we haven't decided how to approach the household. We should first see what can be established independently."
"Prescription quantities?"
"Within the scope of the records we're obtaining."
"Refill history?"
"Yeah."
"Can we prove he removed tablets?"
"Not from a pickup acknowledgment."
Nolan nodded. "And a routine refill wouldn't be suspicious by itself."
"Correct."
He looked up. "But when the same drug's in Richard's toxicology..."
"It's relevant."
"Very."
Keane put Laura's prescription record beside Daniel's interview summary. For weeks, a vague medical connection had kept Rebecca in the picture. Her husband was a cardiac surgeon. A cardiovascular drug had appeared in her father's system. It had sounded like something. But the investigation had found no route from Daniel to the drug.
Now there was a different connection. Not a surgeon's access to hospital medication. A husband picking up an ordinary prescription for his wife. Keane found that considerably more persuasive. Not because it proved murder. Because it was a documented route to the substance they had been trying to trace.
Nolan stood. "Whiteboard?"
"Not yet."
He looked surprised. "Why?"
"Because I want the pickup record preserved and the Friday work completed before we start congratulating ourselves."
"I'm not congratulating anybody."
"You look like you're about to."
Nolan sat again. "All right. What do you want?"
"Everything we can lawfully establish about Michael's movements Friday."
"We're already doing that."
"Now it's a priority."
"Office records."
"Yeah."
"Vehicle."
"Yeah."
"Roadside footage."
"Whatever still exists."
"Friday communications."
"Yeah."
"Any independent evidence of a Madison stop."
"Especially that."
Nolan leaned back. "Without talking to Michael."
"For now."
"He'll know eventually."
"Of course."
"But he doesn't know we've found the prescription."
"Not from us."
Nolan looked at the record again. "He may not know we're looking at Laura."
"Exactly."
Keane continued: "And don't treat the pickup as proof of what happened Friday. We still need to establish the route. We still need to establish whether the drug could've come from that particular prescription. We still need evidence of administration."
"Understood."
Nolan stood. This time Keane didn't stop him.
At the door, Nolan turned. "Tom."
"Yeah?"
"Daniel."
"What about him?"
"Shouldn't a cardiac surgeon have recognized the possibility?"
Keane considered. "Recognized what? That his sister-in-law had a heart condition?"
"Yeah."
"He knew that much."
"That she might take Tavrenol?"
"There are plenty of medications and plenty of heart conditions. She's not his patient. We had no reason to assume he knew what she takes."
Nolan nodded slowly. "Fair."
"Besides, we weren't asking him to list every cardiac patient in the family. We were checking whether he supplied or had access to this specific drug."
"Which he didn't."
"Which he didn't."
Nolan opened the door. "Right."
He left. Keane spent the rest of the afternoon reviewing what they had. Michael's phone had gone quiet after six. He had said he left Fairfield around eight, possibly earlier. Teresa had seen an unidentified dark SUV at Richard's house. Rebecca had seen Michael arrive in Summit at 9:46. The route from Fairfield through Madison to Summit was physically possible if Michael left early enough.
Aurelius provided a serious professional dispute. The ownership review suggested Michael's potential financial exposure might be larger than Caldwell had understood. Richard had intended to involve outside counsel on Monday. And now: Laura had a legitimate prescription for Tavrenol. Michael had collected a refill nine days before Richard died.
Keane looked at the list. It was a much stronger collection of facts than he'd had the previous week. It still contained gaps. No independent proof of Michael arriving at Richard's house. No proof that the tablets found in Richard's system had come from Laura's supply. No proof that Michael had administered anything. No account of what had actually happened inside the house on Friday evening.
He refused to fill those gaps himself. Instead, he began making calls. The prosecutor. The records team. Bennett. Nolan. Preservation requests were expanded. The relevant financial and travel records were prioritized. A plan was developed for obtaining and reviewing the pharmacy documentation without unnecessarily disclosing Laura's private medical information.
No one contacted Michael. Not yet.
Late that afternoon, Nolan returned. He looked tired. "Everything moving?"
"Yeah."
"Good."
Nolan placed a folder on the desk. "Fairfield office access records are on their way. The garage data too. Connecticut's helping with what they can recover from the roads."
"Any results?"
"Nothing I'd put in an affidavit yet."
"Then don't."
Nolan nodded. He looked toward the whiteboard. "Now?"
Keane considered. Then stood. Together they walked across the room. Nolan uncapped the marker.
Under Michael's name, he added: LAURA - PRESCRIBED TAVRENOL
Then: MICHAEL - DOCUMENTED PRESCRIPTION PICKUP, NINE DAYS BEFORE DEATH
He stepped back. "That's ugly."
"Yeah."
"Does Rebecca know?"
"No."
"Jonathan?"
"No."
"Caroline?"
"No."
"Michael?"
"Not from us."
Nolan looked at the board. "So when do we tell them?"
"When there's a reason to. And when we're prepared to answer the questions that follow."
"Michael's lawyer?"
"Not yet. We're not seeking another interview until we've finished the next checks."
Nolan capped the marker. "What're you thinking?"
Keane looked at the facts. "That we've finally found an identifiable route to the drug."
"And?"
"That a route isn't a murder."
Nolan nodded. "Right."
Keane pointed at the earlier entries.
FAIRFIELD - DEPARTURE UNVERIFIED
MADISON - POSSIBLE STOP, NOT ESTABLISHED
SUMMIT - ARRIVAL CONFIRMED
"Finish that."
Nolan looked at the map. Then at the prescription record. "Yeah."
He returned to his desk. Keane remained at the board. Richard Ashcroft had spent years telling his children not to believe something merely because it sounded right. Check. Verify. Follow the facts.
Keane had liked the advice when it was nothing more than a dead man's philosophy. Now it was becoming inconvenient. The facts suggested a direction. The missing evidence refused to provide the answer.
He picked up the Fairfield folder. Somewhere between a legitimate prescription pickup nine days before Richard died and Michael's arrival at Rebecca's house on Friday night was a story Keane had not yet established. He wasn't going to ask Michael to tell it again. Not until he had something with which to check the answer.
 
Chapter Twenty
Very Good Answers
Michael Ashcroft arrived at the Morris County Prosecutor's Office at nine twenty-three Tuesday morning. He was not alone.
Thomas Keane watched through the glass as the receptionist spoke with the man beside him. Sixty, perhaps. Dark suit. Silver hair. Leather briefcase. No wasted movement.
Nolan looked over Keane's shoulder. "Who's the lawyer?"
"Sam Adler."
"You know him?"
"Yeah."
"Good?"
"Very."
"That's inconvenient."
"For us."
Adler had spent eleven years as an assistant prosecutor before moving three blocks away and making considerably more money defending people he used to prosecute. His office was in Morristown. His clients were not always. Executives. Doctors. Accountants. The occasional politician who had discovered that public service involved considerably more subpoenas than anticipated.
Adler did not shout. He did not posture. He did not threaten to call reporters. He listened, identified the weakest part of an argument and returned to it until the person making it wished he'd taken a different line of work.
Keane respected him. That didn't mean he enjoyed finding Adler on the other side of a conference table.
"Michael went local," Nolan said.
"Smart."
"Could've hired Manhattan."
"Could've."
"Why Adler?"
Keane looked through the glass. "Because Michael's smart."
Keane had spoken with Adler the previous afternoon. He had explained that the investigation had developed new information concerning the medication found in Richard Ashcroft's toxicology and that he wanted another interview with Michael.
Adler had asked whether Michael was under arrest.
No.
Whether the interview was voluntary.
Yes.
Whether Michael was free to decline.
Yes.
Adler had agreed to discuss the request with his client. An hour later, he'd called back and arranged Tuesday morning. The legal preliminaries had therefore been settled before either man left home. Keane saw no reason to conduct them all over again merely because a recorder was present.
Adler entered the conference room first. "Tom."
"Sam."
They shook hands.
Adler nodded toward Nolan. "Detective."
"Mr. Adler."
Michael followed. He looked tired. Not frightened, at least not visibly. "Detective."
"Michael."
They took their seats.
Adler put his briefcase on the table. "Same understanding as yesterday?"
"Yeah," Keane said. "Voluntary interview. Your client can end it whenever he wants."
"Thank you."
Keane placed the recorder in the center of the table and switched it on. Date. Time. Names. He confirmed that Michael understood he was attending voluntarily and had his attorney with him.
Michael said he did.
Then Keane opened the first folder. "All right."
Michael leaned back. "All right."
Keane looked at him. "We've found something new about your father's death."
Michael's expression became serious. "What?"
"Tavrenol."
Michael frowned. "What's that?"
"A prescription medication."
"Okay."
"The medical examiner identified it in your father's toxicology. Richard wasn't prescribed it. The examiner concluded that it caused the fatal cardiac event."
Michael stared at him.
Keane continued. "That's part of the basis for treating his death as a homicide."
For several seconds nobody spoke. Michael looked toward Adler. Then back at Keane. "Why are you telling me?"
"Because we've identified a possible source."
Michael waited.
Keane placed a document on the table. "Your wife has a legitimate prescription for Tavrenol."
Michael looked at the paper. Then at Keane. "Laura?"
"Yeah."
Michael's expression changed. "Jesus Christ."
Keane said nothing.
Michael looked down again. "She's taken medication for her heart for years."
"We understand."
"Does Laura know about this?"
"About what we found in Richard's toxicology? Not from us."
Michael turned to Adler.
Adler said quietly: "Take your time."
Michael looked at Keane. "You're saying my father died because of the same medication my wife takes."
"That's what the toxicology and prescription records indicate."
"How did he get it?"
"That's what we're investigating."
Michael sat back. For the first time since arriving, he seemed to have no immediate answer.
Keane let the silence settle before continuing. "Nine days before your father died, you picked up Laura's Tavrenol prescription."
Michael looked at him. "Yes."
"You remember doing that?"
"I pick up her prescriptions all the time."
"That particular refill?"
"If the pharmacy records say I collected it, I did."
"Why you?"
Michael stared. "Because she's my wife."
Keane waited.
Michael gave a small, tired smile. "You want more?"
"Usually."
"The pharmacy's near my club. I'm there several times a week. If Laura has something ready, I pick it up."
"Did you know it was Tavrenol?"
"Yes."
"Know what it's for?"
"Her heart condition."
"How long's she taken it?"
"Years."
"Where'd you take the prescription after collecting it?"
"Home."
"Where was it kept?"
"Usually in our upstairs bathroom."
"Original bottle?"
"Yes."
"Did you have access to it?"
Michael looked at him. "I live there."
"Yeah."
"Then yes."
"Could you have opened the bottle?"
"Physically?"
"Yeah."
"Of course."
Adler leaned forward slightly. "Tom, let's be clear about what you're asking."
Keane looked at him. "Access."
"Then ask about access. Don't turn the mere possibility of opening a bottle into an implication that he removed something."
"Fair."
Keane looked back at Michael. "Did you remove any Tavrenol from Laura's prescription for your father?"
"No."
"Did you give Richard Tavrenol?"
"No."
"Ever bring any to his house?"
"Not deliberately."
Keane stopped writing. "Not deliberately?"
Michael sighed. "Laura and I have visited my father many times. We've stayed overnight. If her medication was in a suitcase, then technically I might have carried it into his house. I can't tell you what was in every bag we've taken there over the years."
Adler nodded slightly.
Keane considered. "Fair answer."
"I'm trying to give you accurate ones."
"I appreciate that."
Michael looked at the document again. "Did Laura's prescription actually cause my father's death?"
"We haven't established where the medication administered to Richard came from."
"Then you don't know it was hers."
"No."
"Could he have obtained Tavrenol somewhere else?"
"That's one of the possibilities we're examining."
Michael nodded. "Good."
Keane looked at him. "Good?"
"Good that you're examining it."
Keane turned a page. "Have you ever seen your father take Tavrenol?"
"No."
"Did he ever ask you for it?"
"No."
"Did he know Laura took it?"
"I assume he knew she took medication. I don't know whether he knew the name."
"Did he ever discuss her prescription with you?"
"Not that I remember."
"Did you notice any tablets missing from her bottle?"
"No."
"Have you counted them?"
Michael looked surprised. "No."
"So you wouldn't necessarily know whether any were missing."
"Not necessarily."
Keane nodded. "What about Rebecca?"
Michael's expression tightened. "What about her?"
"Do you know whether she ever had access to Laura's medication?"
"No."
"That's a definite no?"
"She doesn't come to our house looking through Laura's prescriptions, if that's what you mean."
"Not what I asked."
Michael glanced at Adler. Then corrected himself. "I have no reason to believe she ever had access to it."
"Jonathan?"
"Same answer."
"Caroline?"
"Same."
"Daniel?"
"Daniel's a surgeon, Detective. That doesn't mean he has access to my wife's bathroom."
Keane almost smiled. "Fair."
Michael looked directly at him. "But I do."
"Yeah."
"And that's why we're having this conversation."
"Partly."
Michael nodded. "All right."
There was no denial of the obvious. No argument that husbands were somehow prohibited from touching prescription bottles. No invented recollection of checking the medication every day. Just a series of answers that conceded what the records established and denied what they did not. Keane wrote that down.
Michael was still giving very good answers.
Keane closed the medication folder. "Aurelius."
Michael laughed once. Without humor. "Of course."
"How's the independent review?"
"Still underway."
"Peter says counsel's identified some additional economic relationships."
"Yes."
"Related to you."
"Some."
Keane opened another folder. Richard's annotated presentation. The ownership chart. The participation agreement Caroline had found. The preliminary information supplied by Caldwell's independent counsel.
He placed the papers on the table. Michael looked at them. Adler did too.
"Your father kept asking who owned the stock," Keane said.
"He did."
"You told him the ownership disclosures were accurate."
"Yes."
"Still your position?"
"I believe the relevant interests can be accurately disclosed."
"That's a different answer."
Michael considered. "Then yes. Some of the summary materials may need to be clearer."
"Richard was right about that."
"About some of it."
"Which parts?"
"Customer descriptions. The distinction between certain registered holdings and economic participation rights."
Keane nodded. "Things he asked you about."
"Yes."
"Things he wanted independent counsel to verify."
"Yes."
"And now independent counsel is verifying them."
"Yes."
Keane looked at the documents. "Why wasn't that done before he died?"
Michael took a moment. "Because I thought the information we'd provided was sufficient, and my father disagreed."
"Sounds like your father was right."
"About asking more questions? Apparently."
Keane almost smiled.
Michael caught it. "Don't enjoy that too much."
"I'll try."
Keane slid the participation agreement forward. "MJA Strategic Holdings."
"Yes."
"Your entity."
"I'm its manager and have an ownership interest."
"North Lake Ventures."
"Separate entity."
"Harbor Point."
"Separate."
"Quarry Hill."
"Also separate."
Keane nodded.
"Separate legal entities."
"Yes."
"Now let's talk about who benefits."
Michael looked at him. "Meaning?"
"Money."
Michael almost smiled. "That narrows it down."
Keane tapped the amendment. "Part of North Lake's economic return is assigned to MJA."
"Under a participation agreement."
"Which means?"
"MJA is entitled to a portion of the proceeds under the contract, subject to its terms."
"And you benefit from MJA."
"Yes."
"So North Lake appears on the shareholder list, but some of the financial upside goes to an entity associated with you."
"Yes."
"Was that clear in the presentation your father reviewed?"
"It was reflected in the underlying documents."
"Not what I asked."
Michael looked down. "No. Not in the summary chart."
"Should it have been?"
"That's part of what counsel is reviewing."
Keane nodded. "Harbor Point?"
"There's another financing relationship."
"With MJA?"
"With an entity in which MJA participates."
"Which means more potential upside for you."
"Potentially."
"Quarry Hill?"
"No direct participation agreement with MJA that I'm aware of."
"Any indirect interest?"
"Not that I'm aware of."
Keane made a note. He looked at Adler. "Am I asking fair questions, Sam?"
"You're asking broad financial questions. Michael's entitled to distinguish between ownership, contractual rights and control."
"Good. That's what I want."
He turned back to Michael. "Do you control how North Lake votes its shares?"
"No."
"Have authority to sell them?"
"No."
"Receive some proceeds if the investment performs?"
"Under the participation agreement, yes."
"Does Harbor Point involve a similar arrangement?"
"Not identical. Related."
"So when your father wrote record owner does not equal beneficial owner, he was looking at exactly these distinctions."
"He was looking at the structure."
"Because the chart made it look simpler than it was."
"Yes."
Keane sat back. That answer, at least, was uncomplicated. "How much do you stand to make if Aurelius works?"
Michael looked toward Adler.
His lawyer said: "Separate the different interests. Don't offer a combined figure unless you can support it."
Michael nodded. "My compensation through Caldwell depends on the transaction closing and the applicable arrangements."
"We've got those figures."
"My disclosed equity has potential upside. Its value depends on what happens to the company and the market."
"Got that too."
"And the participation rights could add to it."
"How much?"
"It depends on the final financing, the contract terms and the eventual share price."
"Peter mentioned low eight figures under a strong outcome."
"That's an optimistic scenario, not money sitting in my bank account."
"Ten million?"
"Potentially."
"More?"
"Under sufficiently optimistic assumptions, yes."
"Less?"
"Considerably less. It could be worth very little."
Keane nodded. "So your father wasn't just threatening a fee."
"He wasn't threatening anything."
"He intended to involve outside counsel."
"Yes."
"Counsel might have required changes."
"Yes."
"Might have stopped the transaction."
"Yes."
"Might have found that some representations were materially misleading."
"Possibly."
"With consequences for you."
"Depending on what they found."
"Financial consequences."
"Possibly."
"Professional."
"Possibly."
"Legal."
Michael looked at him. "You're stacking possibilities."
"I'm counting them."
"That's not the same thing."
Keane considered. "No. It isn't." He tapped the papers. "Which is why we're getting somebody independent to examine the actual arrangements."
Michael nodded. "Good."
Keane closed the financial folder. "Here's what we know."
Adler looked at him. "Tom."
"I'm not giving a closing argument, Sam."
"Then keep it to questions."
"Fair."
Keane looked at Michael. "Your father was concerned about Aurelius. You knew he intended to involve outside lawyers. The transaction could've made you a substantial amount of money."
"Yes."
"Two days after his last email to you, he died."
Michael said nothing.
"And now we've established that you had ordinary access to a prescription for the drug that caused his death."
Michael looked at him.
Keane continued: "Do you understand why we need to examine your Friday evening more closely?"
"Yes."
"Did you kill your father?"
"No."
The answer was immediate. No performance. No speech. Keane nodded. Nolan took over.
"Friday," Nolan said.
Michael looked toward him. "What about it?"
"You were working in Fairfield."
"Yes."
"Then went home."
"Yes."
"What time?"
"Early evening."
"Specific?"
"I don't remember."
"Left for Summit?"
"Somewhere around eight. Maybe earlier."
"How much earlier?"
"Seven-thirty, perhaps. I didn't look at the clock."
Nolan checked the earlier statement. "You previously said around eight."
"I said around eight or maybe earlier."
"Now seven-thirty."
"I'm trying to give you a range, not a timestamp."
Keane glanced at Nolan. That was a fair correction.
Nolan continued: "Your phone's last ordinary activity was a little after six."
"Okay."
"You said you turned it off for the drive."
"Yes."
"At six?"
"I don't know."
"Seven?"
"Don't know."
"Eight?"
"I don't remember the exact time."
"So we can't use the phone records to establish when you left Fairfield."
"No."
"Can you?"
"Not to the minute."
"To the hour?"
Michael thought. "Early evening. Later than six. Before eight, I think."
Keane watched him. The answer had shifted slightly, but not into a contradiction large enough to bear the weight Nolan wanted to put on it. A person could genuinely forget whether he'd left at seven-thirty or eight. A person could also exploit that uncertainty. The problem was establishing which.
"Why switch the phone off?" Nolan asked.
"Wanted quiet."
"For the drive."
"Yes."
"No navigation."
"I know the route."
"No calls."
"Didn't want calls."
"No messages."
"Phone was off."
Nolan waited.
Michael looked at him. "What?"
"Directly to Summit?"
"Yes."
"Any stops?"
"Not that I remember."
"Gas?"
"No."
"Food?"
"No."
"Bathroom?"
"No."
"Madison?"
Michael looked at him. "No."
"Your father's house?"
"No."
"Not for a few minutes?"
"No."
"Not for half an hour?"
"No."
Michael sat very still.
Keane leaned forward. "You're certain you didn't see Richard Friday evening?"
"Yes."
"After Rebecca left?"
"No."
"At any time Friday night?"
"No."
Keane nodded.
Michael looked at him. "Good enough?"
"It's an answer."
"It's a true answer."
Keane wrote it down. He took out Teresa Alvarez's statement.
"Teresa saw a dark SUV near your father's house that evening."
Michael looked up. "Okay."
"Around eight-thirty."
"Okay."
"You drive a dark SUV."
"So does Connecticut."
Bennett had made almost the same observation.
Keane smiled faintly. "Fair."
"Did Teresa identify my car?"
"No."
"Plate?"
"No."
"Make?"
"No."
"Then it could've been anybody."
"Yeah."
Michael looked at Adler. Then back at Keane. "What else can I tell you?"
"Anything that independently establishes where your car was between Fairfield and Summit."
Michael thought. "I don't know. Traffic cameras? Toll records?"
"We're checking."
"Then check."
Keane nodded. "That's the plan."
He turned to Rebecca's account. "Friday afternoon, your father told Rebecca the two of you were going to have another go at Aurelius."
Michael looked at him. "Okay."
"You remember arranging that?"
"We were supposed to talk again."
"When?"
"I intended to stop by Saturday."
"Did you confirm Saturday with Richard?"
Michael hesitated. "I thought we had."
"You thought?"
"We'd been talking all week. I don't remember the exact wording of every conversation."
"Rebecca told Richard you intended to visit Saturday morning."
"Yes."
"She says he sounded surprised."
Michael sighed. "That's her impression."
"You can't explain it?"
"I wasn't there when they spoke."
"Could Richard have expected you Friday?"
Michael looked directly at him. "No."
"How do you know?"
"Because I didn't arrange to see him Friday."
"But you can't remember precisely how you arranged Saturday."
Michael's expression hardened. "You're making a contradiction out of a conversation I didn't hear."
Keane considered. "Maybe."
Michael looked toward Adler. "That's what he does."
Adler said: "Then don't try to answer a question about a conversation you weren't part of."
Michael nodded.
Keane wrote: SATURDAY VISIT - MICHAEL'S ACCOUNT; RICHARD'S UNDERSTANDING UNCLEAR.
He didn't need to improve the evidence. The uncertainty was already there.
"Let's go back to Aurelius," Keane said.
Michael laughed tiredly. "I thought we'd finished."
"One more point."
"Of course."
"You requested the hold Monday morning."
"Yes."
"Why?"
"Because Dad had raised questions that needed answers."
"Questions you'd previously called overstated."
"Both things can be true."
"Why pause a transaction he'd been challenging?"
Michael considered. "Because my father had just died."
No one spoke. He continued: "Even before we learned his death was suspicious, it would've been grotesque for me to walk into a board meeting and say, 'Well, my father's gone, let's close the deal.'"
Keane nodded. "So you wanted independent review."
"Yes."
"Knowing it might uncover additional financial interests associated with you."
"I knew the lawyers would review the documents."
"Didn't concern you?"
"Of course it concerned me. Any investigation into a transaction you've spent a year building concerns you."
"What'd you hope they'd conclude?"
"That the structure could be properly disclosed, any problems corrected and the transaction completed legally."
"You still want it to close."
"If it can."
"Still want the money."
Michael looked at him. "I worked on it for a year, Detective."
"That a yes?"
"Yes."
Keane nodded.
Michael continued: "Wanting a transaction to succeed doesn't mean wanting it to succeed by concealing material information."
"Did you conceal material information?"
"No."
"Did you tell your father everything he asked?"
"I gave him the information I believed he needed."
Keane looked at the ownership chart. "And now counsel is asking for more."
"Yes."
"Which means?"
"Which means perhaps I should've listened earlier."
Keane said nothing.
Michael looked down at the table. "My father would've enjoyed hearing me say that."
For a moment nobody spoke.
Then Adler said: "I'd like a short break."
Keane nodded. "Ten minutes."
In the hallway, Nolan found Keane drinking water from a paper cup. "He's good."
"Yeah."
"Everything has an answer."
"Most things."
"You believe him?"
"About which answer?"
"Any."
"Some."
"Friday?"
Keane crushed the cup. "That's the one we need to check."
"Too neat?"
"Unverified."
Nolan smiled. "You complain when people lie badly. Now you complain when they answer well."
"I'm versatile."
"You're impossible."
"Also true."
Nolan leaned against the wall. "What about the prescription?"
"Access established."
"Denies giving it to Richard."
"Yeah."
"Any way to prove tablets were removed?"
"Not yet."
"Any way to prove it came from Laura's bottle?"
"Not yet."
"So we still need more."
"Yeah."
Nolan looked toward the conference-room door. "Think Adler will let him keep talking?"
"Depends on Michael."
When they resumed, Adler spoke first. "I want to clarify something for the recording."
Keane nodded. "Go ahead."
"My client has cooperated voluntarily with this investigation. He has answered questions about his father's business, his financial interests, his movements and his telephone records."
"Correct."
"Today, for the first time, you've informed him that the medication identified as a cause of his father's death is the same medication legitimately prescribed to his wife."
"Correct."
"He's entitled to legal advice. His decision to retain counsel should not be interpreted as evidence of guilt or as a withdrawal of cooperation."
"It won't be."
Adler studied him. "You mean that."
"Yeah."
"Good."
He closed his notebook. "One final point, Tom. Michael has provided his account of Friday. If you develop independent evidence that contradicts it, contact me. I don't think repeating the same questions will help anybody."
Keane considered. "Fair."
Michael looked at him. "That's it?"
"For today."
"You're not going to ask me where I was at exactly seven forty-three?"
"Not unless you've found a way to remember."
Michael almost smiled. "Sorry."
"No need."
Keane switched off the recorder. The interview was over.
Nolan watched Michael and Adler leave. Then he turned toward Keane. "Well."
"Yeah."
"Very good answers."
"Yeah."
"Good enough?"
Keane looked at the recording equipment. "Good enough to tell us what he says."
Nolan smiled. "And what don't we know?"
"Whether the independent records agree."
 
Rebecca met Keane later that afternoon at Ellen Roth's office. Ellen was present.
Rebecca sat with her arms folded. "Michael has a lawyer."
"Yeah."
"Sam Adler."
"Yeah."
"Daniel knows the name."
"He's well regarded."
Rebecca looked alarmed. "Why are you telling me that?"
"Because it's true."
"Do you think Michael needs a very good lawyer?"
Ellen looked toward her. "Rebecca."
"No. I'm asking."
Keane answered. "Anybody being questioned about a homicide should have good legal advice."
Rebecca hated that answer. He could tell.
"How bad was the interview?"
"He answered our questions."
"That's not what I asked."
"I know."
She waited.
Keane said: "Your brother gives very good answers."
"Because he's telling the truth."
"Some of his answers are supported by the records."
Rebecca looked up. "Which ones?"
"He collected Laura's prescription. The pickup was routine. He requested the hold on Aurelius. The board minutes support that."
"Good."
"His account of Friday's route is still not independently established."
Rebecca looked away. "Did you ask him whether he went to my father's?"
"Yeah."
"And?"
"He says he didn't."
"Then I misunderstood what Dad said."
"Not necessarily."
Rebecca closed her eyes. "Of course."
Keane continued: "Your father said they were going to discuss Aurelius again. Michael says he intended to visit Saturday. You remember Richard sounding surprised when you told him about Saturday."
"Yes."
"Those facts don't establish which day Richard expected him."
Rebecca looked at him. "That's a very long way to say you still don't believe Michael."
"I don't know where he was before he arrived at your house."
"Do you have anything proving he went to Madison?"
"No."
Rebecca leaned back. "There."
"That matters."
She looked at him.
He continued: "It matters enough that I'm not going to tell you we've proved he was there."
Rebecca was quiet. That answer was less satisfying than she'd expected.
She looked toward Ellen. "Can I ask him what happened?"
Ellen shook her head. "I'd prefer you didn't discuss the investigation with Michael."
"He's my brother."
"I know."
"He called me last night."
"You can talk to your brother about ordinary life. But you don't need to become the person carrying questions between him and the police."
Rebecca looked down. "Everything's becoming so complicated."
Ellen said nothing. Keane closed his folder.
Rebecca looked up again. "Did Michael say anything about our father?"
Keane hesitated. "He said he wished he'd listened to him earlier about parts of Aurelius."
Rebecca's expression softened. "That sounds like Michael."
Keane didn't answer.
"Don't," she said.
"What?"
"Do the silence thing."
He almost smiled. "I wasn't."
"You were about to."
"Maybe."
Ellen laughed. For a moment the room became almost normal.
Then Rebecca looked at the folder again. "Is that all?"
"For today."
"Good."
She stood. At the door, she turned back. "Detective?"
"Yeah?"
"If you find something that proves Michael went to our father's house, are you going to tell me?"
Keane considered. "When there's something we can properly disclose, you'll hear it through Ellen."
Rebecca nodded. It wasn't the answer she wanted. But it was an answer.
 
The second Bitcoin examinations took place on Friday. Individually. Sarah Chen had been explicit about that from the beginning. The candidates were being tested on their own decisions. There would be no family audience, no helpful hints from siblings and no opportunity for Jonathan to answer everybody else's questions.
Jonathan went first. He appeared on Sarah's secure video link at ten.
"Good morning," she said.
"Morning."
"Ready?"
"Yes."
Sarah looked at him. "That's a confident answer."
"I've studied."
"Good. Let's begin."
This time, she didn't ask him to explain Bitcoin's monetary policy. He would have enjoyed that. Instead, she gave him a recovery scenario. Three-of-five multisignature wallet. One working signing device. Two destroyed devices with seed backups. Incomplete wallet configuration records. A separate archive that might contain the missing information.
"Can you guarantee recovery?" Sarah asked.
Jonathan read the scenario. Then read it again. "No."
Sarah waited.
"Not from the information currently provided."
"Why?"
"Because the seed backups don't necessarily contain everything required to reconstruct the complete multisignature wallet. We need to establish whether the wallet configuration, policy and cosigner information have been preserved."
"Next step?"
"Verify what exists in the separate archive."
Sarah made the relevant material available in the simulation. Jonathan examined it.
"What else?" she asked.
"Check that the archive is authentic and belongs to this wallet. Then verify that the recovered signing keys and configuration correspond to the intended arrangement before authorizing any movement."
"Would you send a test transaction immediately?"
"Not until the recovery procedure and proposed destination were independently verified."
Sarah nodded. "Continue."
He did. Carefully. No assumptions. No unnecessary lectures. When he encountered missing information, he asked for it. When the scenario presented something that looked authoritative, he verified it.
At the end, Sarah closed her notes. "Pass."
Jonathan stared. "That's it?"
"That's it."
"No commentary?"
"You requested less commentary last time."
"I've reconsidered."
Sarah smiled. "Pass, Jonathan."
He leaned back. "Excellent." Then, after a moment: "Thank you."
"You're welcome."
 
Michael took his second examination that afternoon. He appeared alone on the secure video link from his Fairfield office.
Sarah checked the simulation. "Ready?"
"Ready."
"You understand that this is your final official attempt under the accelerated procedure?"
"Perfectly."
"Any questions before we start?"
"Only whether your grading system has become more forgiving."
"No."
"Didn't think so."
Sarah began. The first scenario was a proposed transfer. Destination address. Amount. Fee. Accompanying instructions. Two screens displaying matching information. Michael examined everything. Then stopped.
Sarah waited. "Approve?" she asked.
"No."
"Why?"
"Because I haven't independently verified the destination."
"The address matches the instructions."
"Both could be wrong."
"What would you need?"
"The destination information established through a trusted, separate channel. Something that doesn't depend on the email or the computer presenting this request."
Sarah supplied the relevant part of the simulation. Michael checked it. Then compared the transaction details displayed on the simulated signing device. Destination. Amount. Fee. He checked again.
"Now?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"Because I've independently verified where the funds are supposed to go and confirmed that the signing device is authorizing that exact transaction."
Sarah nodded. "Continue."
There were additional scenarios. An urgent instruction supposedly from a custodian. A backup that might have been compromised. A change in personnel at an institution responsible for a signing key.
Michael handled them carefully. He asked questions. He checked authorizations. He refused to be hurried. When the final exercise ended, Sarah looked through her notes.
Michael waited. "Well?"
"You passed."
He stared. "Really?"
"Really."
"No material errors?"
"No."
He smiled. "See? Teachable."
"Occasionally."
"That'll do."
Sarah smiled faintly. "Congratulations, Michael."
For a moment his expression changed. Then he nodded. "Thanks."
 
Martin arranged a family video meeting for the following Monday. Not another examination. An administrative update. All four children attended. Sarah was there. Martin was there. Six faces on the screen. Just as before.
But this time, Rebecca thought, something had changed. Not the grief. Not the investigation. Not the problems hanging over the family. Only the examination results. All four children had now passed.
Martin began. "Thank you for joining. Sarah has certified that each of you has satisfied the competence requirement."
Michael raised a hand. "Before we proceed, I'd like it entered into the record that I passed on my second attempt."
Jonathan looked offended. "So did I."
"Yes, but I did it with greater charm."
"That's not a recognized assessment criterion."
"It should be."
Caroline sighed. "Can we have the meeting?"
Rebecca smiled. For a moment it felt like the family calls they'd had when Richard was alive.
Martin waited. Then: "Now that we've established the relative importance of charm, I'd like to explain what happens next."
Michael lowered his hand. "Fine."
"Your examination results satisfy the condition for the Key Five procedure. They do not distribute any Bitcoin. They do not determine anyone's entitlement to the estate."
Caroline nodded. "We know."
"I appreciate that. I'm repeating it because circumstances remain complicated."
Martin looked toward the camera. "Sarah will submit the formal certification. We can then begin the documented process for making Key Five available and, when legally and operationally appropriate, use the required three-key authorization to transfer the estate's Bitcoin into an appropriate post-death custody structure."
Rebecca said: "Martin, Sarah and the Key Five arrangement."
"Correct. Keys Two, Three and Five."
"And the time-locked key?"
"Key Four remains the alternative route after twelve months. We don't need to wait for it if the accelerated procedure can be completed."
Michael asked: "When?"
"Once the necessary documentation and custody arrangements are ready."
"Distribution?"
"No."
Jonathan smiled. "Obviously."
Sarah looked at him. He corrected himself. "Clearly."
Michael laughed. Even Caroline smiled.
Martin continued. "Existing secured borrowing arrangements still have to be respected. There are tax and estate matters. And the homicide investigation creates questions about entitlement that cannot responsibly be ignored."
Nobody spoke. Martin didn't elaborate. He didn't need to.
Rebecca looked at her siblings. Jonathan. Caroline. Michael. All of them had passed. But passing wasn't the same as inheriting. And inheriting wasn't the same as having an estate asset available for distribution. Richard had been very particular about such distinctions. Apparently he had chosen his estate lawyer well.
Sarah spoke before the meeting ended. "I'd like to say one thing."
Michael smiled. "Does it count toward the exam?"
"No."
"Then I'm listening."
Sarah looked at the four children. "Your father wanted you to learn the mechanics of Bitcoin custody. But the most important part of the examination wasn't remembering terminology."
Jonathan looked almost disappointed.
Sarah continued. "It was knowing when not to trust an answer simply because it sounded correct."
Rebecca looked at the screen.
Sarah said: "In the practical exercises, every one of you encountered information that appeared reliable. Sometimes the information was accurate. Sometimes it wasn't. Your responsibility was to distinguish the two before taking an irreversible action."
Michael nodded. Jonathan looked thoughtful. Caroline said nothing.
"Verification is a habit," Sarah continued. "It isn't something you do only when you suspect somebody is lying. You do it because people can be mistaken. Records can be incomplete. And confidence isn't evidence."
Rebecca thought about her father. Don't believe what you want to be true. Check. Verify. Follow the facts.
She'd heard the words for years. In arguments about school. In conversations about money. In lectures about Bitcoin. Now they seemed to follow her everywhere. Into Ellen Roth's office. Into Thomas Keane's notebook. Into the increasingly uncomfortable conversations about Michael.
She looked at his square on the screen. He caught her looking and smiled. Rebecca smiled back. She couldn't help it. He was her brother.
Sarah finished. "That's all. Congratulations to all four of you."
Martin thanked everyone. The meeting ended.
 
Back at the Prosecutor's Office, Keane spent the afternoon reviewing the latest records concerning Michael's Friday movements.
Nolan came into the office carrying a folder. "Anything?"
"Some Fairfield records. Still working through them."
"Departure time?"
"Not established."
"Vehicle?"
"Nothing that confirms a Madison stop."
"Pharmacy?"
"The pickup record's preserved. Still no evidence establishing that Richard's Tavrenol came from Laura's bottle."
Keane nodded. "All right."
Nolan looked toward the whiteboard.
Under Michael's name:
AURELIUS - POTENTIAL FINANCIAL EXPOSURE
OUTSIDE COUNSEL PLANNED FOR MONDAY
TAVRENOL - HOUSEHOLD ACCESS
PRESCRIPTION PICKUP DOCUMENTED
FRIDAY ROUTE - UNVERIFIED BEFORE SUMMIT
Then: DENIES VISITING RICHARD FRIDAY
Nolan read the entries. "He gave you good answers."
"Yeah."
"Some of them might even be true."
"Some definitely are."
"Which ones?"
"He picked up the prescription. He paused Aurelius. He arrived at Rebecca's house."
"And the one we're trying to prove?"
Keane looked at the final line. "That he never went to Madison."
Nolan nodded. "What's next?"
Keane opened the travel records. "Keep looking for independent evidence."
"No more interviews?"
"Not the same interview."
Nolan smiled faintly. "Adler made that clear."
"Adler's right about one thing."
"Only one?"
"For now."
Keane looked down at Michael's statement. He had denied visiting his father Friday evening. Not once. Repeatedly. Clearly. With a lawyer sitting beside him. It was an answer that could be checked. And Keane intended to check it. He closed the folder.
Michael Ashcroft gave very good answers. Now Keane needed to find out whether they were true.
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
Thursday Night
The discovery began with a file nobody had bothered to read properly. That bothered Thomas Keane afterward. Not because it was unusual. Homicide investigations produced paperwork in quantities that made a tax audit look recreational. Most of it contained nothing useful. But sometimes the useful thing was already there. Waiting.
On Tuesday morning, Nolan was reviewing the records from Caroline Ashcroft's apartment building. The building had supplied several days of access information during the earlier investigation of her Friday-night alibi. The detectives had concentrated on Friday because they wanted to know whether Caroline could have left Manhattan, traveled to Madison and returned without anyone noticing.
She couldn't, as far as the available records showed. Her apartment, video call, doormen and vehicle records all supported her account. The investigators had moved on.
Now Michael was becoming the focus of a different problem. His telephone had gone quiet shortly after six Friday evening. He claimed to have driven directly from Fairfield to Rebecca's house in Summit. There was no independently established departure time. No confirmed route. No evidence placing him at Richard's house. And no evidence ruling out a stop there.
Keane had instructed Nolan to look again at everything they possessed that might help establish Michael's movements. That included records from places Michael visited regularly. Including Manhattan. Including Caroline's building.
Nolan was halfway through the electronic visitor log when he stopped scrolling. He looked at the screen. Then looked again. "Tom."
Keane was at his desk. "What?"
"Come here."
"Why?"
"Because you're going to want to see this."
Keane looked up. Nolan was fifteen feet away. "You're developing management skills."
"Tom."
Something in his voice made Keane stand. He walked over.
Nolan pointed at the monitor. "Thursday."
Keane looked. The date was the Thursday before Richard Ashcroft died. A visitor entry appeared at 7:18 p.m.
JONATHAN ASHCROFT Destination: Apartment 11B Resident: Caroline Ashcroft
Keane leaned closer. "Jonathan."
"Yeah."
"Thursday evening."
"Yeah."
"Caroline's apartment."
"Yeah."
Keane looked at Nolan. "Anything else?"
Nolan scrolled. A second entry appeared. 8:06 p.m. MICHAEL ASHCROFT Destination: Apartment 11B
For several seconds neither man spoke. Then Keane said: "Oh."
Nolan nodded. "Yeah."
Keane looked at the two names. Jonathan. Michael.
Caroline's apartment. The night before Richard died.
He pulled up his chair. "Show me everything."
The building records were remarkably ordinary. Visitor registrations. Lobby-camera timestamps. Doorman entries. Resident access. Deliveries. Nothing resembling a criminal conspiracy. No mysterious stranger carrying a suspicious case. No unidentified van. No dramatic sequence of people slipping through a service entrance.
Just two men arriving to visit their sister. Jonathan at 7:18. Michael at 8:06. Both admitted to Caroline's apartment. Both leaving later that evening. Michael shortly after ten. Jonathan a little later.
Nolan looked at Keane. "Well?"
"Well what?"
"All three were together."
"Looks that way."
"Thursday night."
"Yeah."
"Day before Richard died."
"Yeah."
Nolan leaned back. "That's interesting."
Keane was already opening another file. "Find the interview summaries."
"Which ones?"
"All three."
Nolan turned toward his desk. "Now?"
"Now."
They found Jonathan's first. Keane read the relevant passage. When was the last time you saw your brother and sister together before your father died? Jonathan had said Richard's birthday in April.
Michael had given essentially the same answer. Caroline had identified the birthday gathering as the last time she'd seen both brothers in person.
Rebecca had described the same event. Only Rebecca's answer appeared to be accurate.
Keane laid the statements beside the visitor log.
Nolan stood over his shoulder. "All three lied."
Keane considered. "They gave answers contradicted by the records."
Nolan rolled his eyes. "Tom."
"Yeah. All three lied."
"Thank you."
"Doesn't tell us why."
"No."
Keane looked at the entry times again. "Check whether the video supports the names."
"Already asked building security to preserve the footage when we requested the original records."
"Good. Get the relevant clips reviewed."
"On it."
"And check whether either registration could've been entered by somebody else."
Nolan looked at him. "You're seriously considering that?"
"I'm seriously considering establishing what the records prove."
"Fair."
He turned back to his computer. Within the hour, the uncertainty about the visits had narrowed. The building's preserved lobby footage matched the entries. The doorman had registered both visitors under their own names. The available footage showed two men consistent with Jonathan and Michael entering at the recorded times. Keane compared the images with photographs from their files. There was no reasonable doubt that the brothers had gone to Caroline's apartment.
The footage did not establish what happened upstairs. It did not contain the conversation. It did not reveal whether the three had ordered food, argued, watched television or played bridge. It showed arrival and departure. That was all. But it was enough to establish that their earlier answers were false.
Nolan returned with a printed chronology. He put it on the table. "All right."
Keane read. Thursday. Three adult children. One apartment. Several hours. The night before their father died.
"Why would they hide that?" Nolan asked.
"Don't know."
"All three had problems with him."
"Yeah."
"Jonathan's institute."
"Yeah."
"Caroline's bond position."
"Yeah."
"Michael's deal."
"Yeah."
Nolan spread his hands. "That's a hell of a coincidence."
Keane looked at him. "Three siblings get together to complain about their father. Alert the media."
"I'm serious."
"So am I."
Nolan frowned.
Keane continued: "If getting together to complain about Richard Ashcroft is a crime, we're going to need a bigger jail."
"Then why lie?"
"That's the interesting part."
Nolan nodded. "Exactly."
Keane looked at the records again. The meeting was real. The false answers were real. What happened between those facts remained unknown.
He picked up his phone. "Let's ask."
Jonathan answered from his office at Manhattan University. "Detective."
"Professor."
"Something else?"
"Yeah."
Jonathan sighed. "Of course."
"Thursday."
A pause. "What about Thursday?"
"The Thursday before your father died."
"What about it?"
"You told me the last time you saw Michael and Caroline together was your father's birthday."
"I believe so."
"No."
Silence. Then: "No?"
"You visited Caroline's apartment that Thursday evening."
A longer silence. Keane waited.
Finally Jonathan said: "How do you know that?"
"Building records."
Another pause. "I see."
"Yeah."
Jonathan sounded as though he'd moved away from his desk. "All right."
"All right what?"
"We met."
"You, Caroline and Michael."
"Yes."
"Why'd you tell me April?"
Jonathan took a breath.
"I didn't think the meeting was relevant."
Keane looked down at the interview transcript. "I asked you when you last saw them before your father died."
"Yes."
"You said April."
"Yes."
"Thursday was after April."
"Thank you, Detective. I'm familiar with the calendar."
"Then let's try again."
Jonathan sighed. "We didn't want to talk about it."
"Why?"
"It was private."
"What was?"
"Family business."
"Your father."
"Among other things."
"Money?"
A pause. "Yes."
Keane opened his notebook. "Tell me."
Jonathan took his time. "We were having dinner."
"At Caroline's."
"Yes."
"All three of you."
"Yes."
"Who suggested it?"
"I don't remember exactly."
"Try."
"Caroline may have. We'd all been talking separately about various problems."
"Problems with Richard."
"Yes."
"Yours was the institute."
"Yes."
"Caroline's was her investment position."
"I knew she was having difficulties."
"Michael's was Aurelius."
"Yes."
Keane leaned back. "So you got together to complain about your father."
Jonathan laughed without much amusement. "That is an uncharitable summary."
"Inaccurate?"
A pause. "No."
"Was Rebecca invited?"
"No."
"Why not?"
"She would've defended him."
Keane looked up. "Against what?"
"Us."
"Be specific."
Jonathan sighed. "Rebecca believes our father's money was his money. If Caroline complained that he wouldn't lend her anything, Rebecca would've said he was entitled to refuse. If I complained about the institute, Rebecca would've said I had no right to promise money our father hadn't agreed to give."
"And Michael?"
"Aurelius was a business dispute. A little different."
"Would Rebecca have sided with Richard anyway?"
"Probably."
"Why?"
"Because she thought he was usually right."
Keane smiled faintly. "Was he?"
Jonathan didn't answer immediately. "More often than any of us enjoyed admitting."
"What happened at dinner?"
"Nothing happened."
"Three hours is a long time for nothing."
"We ate. Drank some wine. Talked."
"Argued?"
"Not with each other particularly."
"With your father?"
"He wasn't there."
"You know what I mean."
Jonathan sighed. "We complained."
"How much?"
"Enough."
"About his money?"
"Among other things."
"About how long you'd have to wait for it?"
Jonathan went quiet. Keane waited.
Finally: "There were jokes."
"What kind?"
"Family jokes."
"About Richard living to a hundred and two?"
Jonathan exhaled. "That's an old family joke."
"Did it come up Thursday?"
"I don't remember the exact conversation."
"Nobody remarked that he might live another twenty years?"
"Probably somebody did. That's what the joke was about."
"Did anybody say they wished he wouldn't?"
Jonathan's voice hardened. "Detective, I'm not going to reconstruct every stupid thing three people said over dinner and pretend each sentence was a declaration of intent."
Keane considered. "Fair. Did anyone discuss harming your father?"
"No."
"Did anyone suggest going to his house?"
"No."
"Did anybody leave dinner intending to confront him that night?"
"Not that I know."
Keane wrote down the answers. The denials did not establish what had happened. Neither did the jokes. Richard was seventy-eight and had expected to live a long time. His children had apparently discussed that prospect. Given their financial difficulties, the subject was hardly surprising. Keane needed more than a joke about longevity to turn dinner into murder.
"Why lie about it afterward?" he asked.
Jonathan sounded tired. "Because our father died."
"Initially you thought natural causes."
"Yes."
"So?"
"Do you really need this explained?"
"I do."
Jonathan paused. Then spoke more quietly. "Three adult children meet the night before their father dies. They complain about his money, his judgments and the way he interferes in their lives. The next day, he's dead."
"And?"
"How would you feel?"
Keane didn't answer.
Jonathan continued: "I felt ashamed."
That was a different answer. Not irrelevant. Not private. Ashamed.
"By the time you started asking detailed questions and you told us he'd been murdered," Jonathan said. "I was already in trouble with the university. Caroline had her financial problems. Michael had Aurelius. I knew how that dinner would sound."
"Like motive."
"Exactly."
"Turns out I didn't need the dinner to identify those disputes."
"No."
"So why not tell me?"
"Because I didn't want to repeat what we'd said."
Keane considered Jonathan's history. The institute. The unauthorized fundraising. The painstaking way he'd tried to avoid admitting that his father had refused. Shame was a plausible explanation. It wasn't proof that shame was the only explanation.
"Did you discuss the dinner afterward?" Keane asked.
"With whom?"
"Caroline and Michael."
"We spoke after Dad died."
"About not telling the police?"
Jonathan hesitated. "I don't remember a formal conversation like that."
"Formal?"
"We didn't sit down and agree on a script, if that's what you're asking."
"Then how'd all three of you give the same answer?"
Jonathan sighed. "Because the birthday was the last time we'd all been together with Dad."
Keane looked at the record. "That's not the question I asked you."
"I know that now."
"You knew it then."
Jonathan said nothing.
Keane let him have the silence. "Friday night," he said.
Jonathan sounded relieved by the change of subject. "What about it?"
"Nine-oh-seven."
"We've done this."
"You called your father."
"Yes."
"He didn't answer."
"Yes."
"What'd you do next?"
"I probably went back to work."
"You called Caroline."
A pause. "Did I?"
"At nine-eleven."
"Then I called Caroline."
"Why?"
Jonathan was quiet. "Because Dad hadn't answered."
Keane looked at his notes. "You call him. No answer. Four minutes later, Caroline."
"Yes."
"Why her?"
"We'd talked the night before. I was upset."
"About the institute?"
"Yes."
"Wanted to complain some more."
Jonathan exhaled. "That's not a flattering way of putting it."
"Inaccurate?"
"No."
"How long'd you talk?"
"I don't remember."
"One minute, twenty-two seconds."
Jonathan laughed faintly. "Then apparently I didn't complain for long."
"What'd you say?"
"That our father wasn't answering."
"What'd Caroline say?"
"I don't remember the exact words."
"Concerned?"
"Not particularly. Dad sometimes didn't answer his telephone."
"Did you ask her to check on him?"
"No."
"Call Rebecca?"
"No."
"Why not?"
"Because I wasn't calling to raise an alarm. I was annoyed that Dad wouldn't answer."
Keane stopped writing. "That's an important distinction."
"Is it?"
"Yeah."
Jonathan sounded puzzled.
Keane continued: "You weren't worried something had happened to him."
"No. Not at the time."
"You were angry."
"Yes."
"Caroline knew that."
"Yes."
Keane nodded. That accounted for one part of the telephone sequence. Possibly.
 
He called Caroline next.
She answered: "Please tell me this isn't another train journey."
"Telephone."
"Wonderful."
"Thursday."
Silence. Then: "Ah."
Keane sat back. "Ah?"
"My building keeps visitor records."
"Yeah."
"I wondered when you'd look at them."
"You could've saved me the trouble."
"I could've."
"Why didn't you?"
"Because I didn't want to discuss Thursday."
"Which is becoming a popular answer."
Caroline sighed. "So you've spoken to Jonathan."
"Not discussing his interview."
"Michael?"
"Not discussing his either."
"Of course."
"Tell me what happened."
Caroline's account began much like Jonathan's. Dinner. Wine. Complaining. Richard. Money. Aurelius. Three siblings who'd had a difficult week.
"Why get together?" Keane asked.
"Because we were all miserable."
"About different things."
"Yes."
"All involving your father."
"Yes."
"Why not invite Rebecca?"
Caroline laughed. "Because Rebecca would've ruined it."
"How?"
"By telling us we were behaving like spoiled children."
"Would she have been wrong?"
"Don't."
"I'm asking."
Caroline sighed. "Rebecca's position on Dad's money was always simple."
"Which was?"
"It's his."
Keane stopped writing.
Caroline continued: "If I complained that Dad wouldn't lend me money, Rebecca would've said it was his money."
"Jonathan's institute?"
"His money."
"Michael?"
"Business dispute. Different problem."
"Richard owned twenty-five percent of Caldwell."
"Yes."
"So he had a professional reason to challenge the transaction."
Caroline hesitated. "Yes."
"And Rebecca would've said that too."
"Probably."
"So you didn't invite her."
"No."
"Because she'd defend Richard."
"Because she'd make us feel worse."
Keane smiled faintly. "Different?"
"Very."
"What'd you say about your father?"
Caroline became quiet. "Various things."
"Financial?"
"Yes."
"Personal?"
"Yes."
"His age?"
She sighed. "Here we go."
"Did it come up?"
"The usual jokes."
"Hundred and two."
"Yes."
"Somebody say he was taking too long to die?"
Caroline didn't answer immediately. Then: "People make ugly jokes about inheritance, Detective."
"Did one of you?"
"I don't remember who said what."
"Was it said?"
"Something along those lines, probably."
"Did you mean it?"
"No."
"Did Michael?"
"I can't tell you what Michael meant by a joke."
"Jonathan?"
"Same answer."
Keane nodded. "Anyone discuss hurting Richard?"
"No."
"Anyone suggest visiting him Friday evening?"
"No."
"Anyone talk about his medication?"
Caroline sounded genuinely puzzled. "His what?"
"Medication."
"Dad wasn't on heart medication, as far as I knew."
Keane wrote that down. He hadn't told her why he asked. He didn't intend to. Not yet.
"Why'd you lie afterward?"
Caroline took a breath. "Because he was dead."
"At first you thought he died naturally."
"Yes."
"Then why hide dinner?"
She sounded impatient. "Have you ever said something cruel about somebody you love, then regretted it?"
"Sure."
"Well, there you are."
"Doesn't explain the false answer."
"Fine. I didn't want you looking at the three of us as if complaining about our father made us responsible for his death."
"By then I was asking questions because his death was a homicide."
"Exactly."
"Did you tell Jonathan and Michael not to mention Thursday?"
"No."
"Did either of them tell you?"
"We spoke about how awful the whole thing was after Dad died. I don't remember anybody issuing instructions."
"Did you discuss what to tell the police?"
A pause. "We knew Thursday would sound terrible."
"That's not what I asked."
"I don't remember agreeing on an answer."
Keane made a note. It was a narrow denial. Not proof of coordination. Not proof there hadn't been any.
He moved on. "Friday night. Nine-eleven."
Caroline sighed. "What now?"
"Jonathan calls you."
"Yes."
"One minute, twenty-two seconds."
"All right."
"Why?"
"He was upset."
"Because Richard hadn't answered."
"Yes."
"Concerned something had happened?"
"Not particularly. Our father ignored calls all the time."
"So why call Michael at nine-fourteen?"
A pause. "I wanted to know whether he'd spoken to Dad."
"Why Michael?"
"They'd been arguing about Aurelius. And Michael was supposed to see him that weekend."
"Saturday."
"That's what I understood."
"Did you call Rebecca?"
"No."
"She lives close to Richard."
"I know where Rebecca lives."
"Could've asked her to check."
"Check what? Jonathan had called once and Dad hadn't answered."
"So this wasn't an emergency."
"No."
"Then why call Michael?"
Caroline sounded irritated. "Because we were already talking about Dad. Michael was part of the same conversation the night before. I wanted to know whether he'd heard from him."
Keane wrote that down. The explanation worked. A sibling calls another sibling to complain. That sibling calls a third. Ordinary. Except the records placed the third sibling somewhere Keane still couldn't independently establish.
"Michael didn't answer."
"Apparently."
"His phone was quiet."
"So you've told me."
"He called you back at nine-forty-nine."
"Yes."
"Eighteen seconds."
Caroline sighed. "Detective, I don't time my siblings."
"What'd he say?"
"That he'd seen my missed call. I think he said he'd reached Rebecca's."
"Did you tell him Jonathan couldn't reach Richard?"
"Yes."
"Concerned?"
"Not particularly."
"Did he ask whether somebody should check on Dad?"
"No."
"Did you?"
"No."
"Why not?"
"Because people don't send someone to check on a seventy-eight-year-old man every time he ignores a telephone call."
Keane nodded. "Fair."
"Thank you."
"Did you call Jonathan back afterward?"
"No."
"Why?"
"What for?"
"To tell him Michael hadn't heard from Richard."
"Maybe I should have. I don't remember thinking it was important."
"Did you call Richard yourself?"
"No."
"Rebecca?"
"No."
"Teresa?"
"No."
"Okay."
Caroline went quiet. Then: "You're doing it."
"What?"
"Putting ordinary telephone calls together until they look sinister."
Keane looked at the sequence on his desk. "Maybe."
"Stop saying maybe."
"Can't."
She sighed. "Is that all?"
"For now."
She hung up.
Keane sat with the call records for several minutes. Friday evening. 9:07. Jonathan calls Richard. No answer. 9:11. Jonathan calls Caroline. One minute, twenty-two seconds. 9:14. Caroline calls Michael. No answer. 9:46. Michael's telephone becomes active in Summit. 9:49. Michael returns Caroline's call. Eighteen seconds.
There was a perfectly ordinary explanation. Jonathan was angry because Richard wouldn't answer. He called Caroline because they'd discussed their problems Thursday night. Caroline called Michael because Michael was also involved in the disputes with Richard. Michael called her back when he reached Rebecca's house. That could be all. But the records also showed that the three people exchanging calls had met privately the previous evening and concealed that meeting during their interviews.
Keane put the two chronologies side by side.
He called Sam Adler. "Sam."
"Tom."
"Need to ask Michael a few more questions."
"About?"
"Thursday evening."
A pause. "What's significant about Thursday?"
"Michael visited Caroline's apartment. Jonathan was there too."
Adler was quiet. Then: "All right."
"Michael previously told us he'd last seen both of them at Richard's birthday."
"That's his recorded answer?"
"Yeah."
"Send me the visitor records you're relying on."
Keane almost smiled. "Want the whole building?"
"Just the relevant material, Tom."
"Fair."
"What else?"
"Friday telephone calls involving the same three people."
"Ordinary calls?"
"Maybe."
Adler sighed. "There's that word again."
"Occupational hazard."
"Send me the records and the questions you're prepared to identify. I'll discuss whether Michael wishes to participate in another voluntary interview."
"Call me afterward."
"I will."
Keane hung up. He didn't expect an immediate answer. Sam Adler did not conduct homicide interviews because a detective had become impatient.
The call came later that afternoon. Adler put Michael on the line with him. "Detective."
"Michael."
"Sam says you've found Thursday."
"Yeah."
"I should've mentioned it."
"Why didn't you?"
Michael paused. "Embarrassment."
"Another popular answer."
"It's a popular emotion."
Keane looked at the visitor log. "Tell me about the meeting."
Michael described dinner at Caroline's apartment. The wine. Jonathan complaining about the institute. Caroline worried about her investments. His own frustration with Aurelius. Richard being difficult. All three talking more than was wise.
"Why no Rebecca?" Keane asked.
Michael gave a small laugh. "Because she would've told us to grow up."
"That's what your brother and sister say."
"Well, they're right about that."
"Did you agree not to mention Thursday afterward?"
Michael hesitated. "We were embarrassed about what we'd said."
"That's not an answer."
"No. I didn't sit down with Jonathan and Caroline and agree on a story for the police."
"Did you talk about the meeting afterward?"
"Of course."
"When?"
"After Dad died. We spoke a lot that week."
"About how it would look?"
"Yes."
"And you all gave me April."
Michael was quiet. Then: "I shouldn't have."
Adler said: "Michael has acknowledged the earlier answer was inaccurate. He isn't claiming the visitor records are wrong."
Keane nodded. "Good."
"What did you discuss about inheritance?" he asked.
Michael sighed. "General family complaints."
"Your father's age?"
"Jokes."
"Living to a hundred and two?"
"Yes."
"Anyone suggest your problems would be solved if he died?"
Michael was quiet. "Detective, people say terrible things when they're frustrated."
"Did somebody say that?"
"I don't remember the exact words."
"Did you?"
"I don't remember."
Keane let the answer stand. There was no way to establish from that telephone call exactly what Michael had said Thursday evening. And even if somebody had wished Richard dead, that alone would not establish an agreement to kill him.
He moved on. "Friday. Nine-fourteen. Caroline called you."
"I know."
"You didn't answer."
"My phone was off."
"Then you called her back at nine-forty-nine."
"Yes."
"From Summit."
"Yes."
"What'd she want?"
"She said Jonathan had called Dad and he hadn't answered."
"What'd you say?"
"Probably that Dad wasn't answering because he didn't feel like talking."
"Probably?"
"Detective, it was an eighteen-second call."
"Did you tell her you'd arrived at Rebecca's?"
"I think so."
"Did she ask where you'd been?"
"No."
"Did you tell her you'd driven directly from Fairfield?"
"I don't remember discussing my route."
"Did you ask Caroline to check on Richard?"
"No."
"Call Rebecca?"
"No."
"Why not?"
"Because Dad hadn't answered one phone call. That wasn't unusual."
Keane nodded. "All right."
Michael continued: "Look, I know what you're doing. You're connecting a family dinner and some phone calls because they involved the same people."
"They did."
"Yes."
"And the dinner was concealed."
"Which I've acknowledged."
"Okay."
Adler spoke. "Tom, unless you have additional questions based on independently verified facts, I think we've covered Thursday and the calls."
Keane considered. He could ask Michael whether he killed Richard. Again. He could ask whether he went to Madison Friday. Again. He could listen to another denial. It would produce another entry in a file already full of denials.
"One more thing," Keane said.
Michael waited.
"Thursday night. Did anyone discuss a plan to confront your father together?"
"No."
"Any plan involving his house Friday?"
"No."
"Any plan to keep Rebecca out of a family decision?"
"We didn't invite Rebecca to dinner. That was the extent of it."
Keane wrote down the answers. "All right."
"That's it?" Michael asked.
"For today."
Adler said: "Thank you, Tom." The call ended.
Nolan stood beside Keane's desk. "Well?"
"All three acknowledge the meeting."
"Yeah."
"All three say they were embarrassed."
"Yeah."
"All three say they complained about Richard."
"Yeah."
"All three deny anything beyond that."
"Yeah."
Nolan looked at the two chronologies. "And none of it contradicts the phone records."
"No."
"So their explanation works."
"It could."
"Then why doesn't it feel right?"
Keane looked at him. "Because they lied."
"Exactly."
"But the lie still needs an explanation."
"They gave you one."
"Yeah."
Nolan waited.
Keane continued: "I want evidence that tests it. Not a feeling that it isn't good enough."
Nolan sighed. "You're going to make me read more records."
"Now you're getting it."
 
Rebecca learned about Thursday later that afternoon. Keane arranged the meeting through Ellen Roth. Ellen sat beside her client in her Morristown office.
Keane kept the explanation brief. "Jonathan, Caroline and Michael were together Thursday evening."
Rebecca looked surprised. "Where?"
"Caroline's apartment."
"All three?"
"Yeah."
"The night before Dad died?"
"Yeah."
She stared. "They didn't tell me."
"Did they invite you?"
"Apparently not."
"Would you have gone?"
"What were they doing?"
"Having dinner. Discussing their problems with Richard."
Rebecca looked at him. Then laughed. It surprised all three of them.
Keane raised an eyebrow. "What's funny?"
"Caroline told you why I wasn't invited, didn't she?"
"Tell me."
Rebecca shook her head. "Because I would've annoyed everybody."
"How?"
"By defending Dad."
"All three disputes?"
"Probably."
"Jonathan's institute?"
"He had no right to promise Dad's money."
"Caroline?"
"She made the trade."
"Michael?"
Rebecca hesitated. "Different."
"Why?"
"Aurelius wasn't Dad's personal money. It was a business disagreement."
"Richard owned twenty-five percent of Caldwell."
"Yes."
"And had questions about the transaction."
"Yes."
"So he was entitled to ask."
Rebecca sighed. "Fine. I would've annoyed Michael too."
Keane almost smiled. "What would you have said?"
She looked at him. "It's his money."
"Even when he's being difficult?"
"Especially then."
"Does it surprise you they met?" Keane asked.
"No."
"That they didn't tell you?"
"A little."
"That they lied about it to the police?"
Rebecca stopped smiling. "Yes."
"Why do you think they did?"
She considered. "Because they're idiots."
Ellen smiled faintly.
Rebecca continued: "They must've known how it would sound."
"Three adult children complaining about their wealthy father."
"Exactly."
"The night before he died."
"Yes."
Keane waited.
Rebecca looked at him. "Detective, if complaining about Richard Ashcroft made you a murderer, my mother would've killed him thirty years ago."
The room went still. Rebecca closed her eyes. "Oh God."
Ellen put a hand over her mouth.
Keane said: "Your mother died before him."
"I know."
"So she's off the list."
Rebecca laughed despite herself. Then the laugh disappeared. "Sorry."
"No need."
Keane placed the Friday telephone chronology on the table. Rebecca read it. 9:07. Jonathan calls Richard. No answer. 9:11. Jonathan calls Caroline. 9:14. Caroline calls Michael. No answer. 9:46. Michael's phone active in Summit. 9:49. Michael returns Caroline's call. Eighteen seconds.
Rebecca looked up. "What's wrong with that?"
"Maybe nothing."
"Jonathan couldn't reach Dad, so he called Caroline."
"Yeah."
"Caroline called Michael."
"Yeah."
"Michael called back after he arrived at my house."
"Yeah."
She looked at Ellen. "Am I missing something?"
Ellen said: "Keane is asking whether those calls have any significance beyond the explanation they've given."
Rebecca looked back. "Do they?"
Keane shook his head slightly. "I don't know."
She sighed. "At least you're consistent."
She read the times again. Then frowned. "Why didn't Jonathan call me?"
Keane waited. "If he was worried Dad wasn't answering, why Caroline?"
"He says he wasn't particularly worried. He was upset and wanted to complain."
Rebecca considered. "That sounds like Jonathan."
"Maybe."
"And Caroline called Michael because they'd all talked the night before."
"That's her explanation."
Rebecca looked down again. "But if they were genuinely worried about Dad…" She stopped. Keane waited. "They would've called me."
"Why?"
"I'm closest."
"Yeah."
"Or Teresa."
"Yeah."
"Or tried my father again."
"Nobody appears to have made another call to him in that sequence."
Rebecca sat back. "So maybe they weren't worried."
"That's what they say."
"Then why does it bother you?"
Keane looked at the page. "Because the same three people met Thursday, denied meeting and then contacted one another in sequence Friday evening. I want to know whether those events are connected in some way their accounts don't explain."
Rebecca considered. "They're siblings."
"So are you."
She looked down at the page. That was the part she didn't like. When the meeting ended, Rebecca remained in her chair.
Ellen was gathering her papers. "Rebecca?"
She didn't answer immediately. Then: "I still don't think they planned anything."
Keane looked at her. "All right."
"You're not going to argue?"
"Don't have evidence to."
She looked surprised.
He continued: "I have evidence they met. Evidence they lied about it. Evidence of the calls. I don't have evidence of what they discussed beyond their accounts."
Rebecca nodded slowly. "Good." Then she looked at him. "But you're going to keep looking."
"Yeah."
She stood. "Of course you are."
 
That evening, Nolan reconstructed both nights on the whiteboard.
Thursday:
7:18 P.M. - JONATHAN ENTERS CAROLINE'S BUILDING
8:06 P.M. - MICHAEL ENTERS
APPROX. 10 P.M. - MICHAEL LEAVES
LATER - JONATHAN LEAVES
Then Friday:
9:07 P.M. - JONATHAN → RICHARD - NO ANSWER
9:11 P.M. - JONATHAN → CAROLINE
9:14 P.M. - CAROLINE → MICHAEL - NO ANSWER
9:46 P.M. - MICHAEL'S PHONE ACTIVE IN SUMMIT
9:49 P.M. - MICHAEL → CAROLINE - 18 SECONDS
Nolan stepped back. "Two nights."
"Yeah."
"Same three people."
"Yeah."
"Rebecca nowhere."
"Yeah."
"First night together."
"Yeah."
"Second night phone calls."
"Yeah."
Nolan turned. "You've become very New York today."
Keane looked at him. "Whaddaya want from me?"
Nolan laughed. "There it is."
Keane studied the board. "What bothers me is Rebecca."
"Why?"
"If Jonathan had genuinely thought Richard needed somebody to check on him, Rebecca was close."
"Yeah."
"Teresa was another possibility."
"Yeah."
"But Jonathan says he wasn't worried."
"Yeah."
"He called Caroline to complain."
"Yeah."
"Caroline called Michael to see whether he'd heard from Richard."
"Yeah."
"Michael called back from Summit."
"Yeah."
Nolan smiled. "Now I'm doing it."
"Don't."
He looked at the Thursday entries. "Could all be ordinary."
"Could."
"Then why lie about dinner?"
"Embarrassment."
"That's their answer."
"Yeah."
Nolan folded his arms. "Do you believe it?"
Keane thought. "I believe they had reason to be embarrassed."
"Not what I asked."
"I know."
Nolan looked at the whiteboard. "Jonathan couldn't have been in Madison during the critical period."
"His location's solid."
"Caroline either."
"Yeah."
"Michael could've been."
"Still unverified."
"Michael had access to Tavrenol."
"Documented."
"His Aurelius interests were bigger than we understood."
"Potentially."
"And now all three lie about meeting the night before."
"Yeah."
Nolan considered. "If Michael acted alone, maybe Thursday's irrelevant."
"Maybe."
"Just an ugly family dinner."
"Yeah."
"But if Thursday matters..."
He stopped. Keane waited. Nolan looked at the Friday calls. Then back at Thursday. "Then we need to understand what the other two were doing."
Keane nodded. "That's worth investigating."
"You're not going to say it?"
"Say what?"
"That they might all be involved."
Keane looked at the board. "Three people lying about a dinner doesn't establish participation in a murder."
"I know."
"Then we start with what the lie establishes."
"Which is?"
"They were together."
Nolan looked at the times. "And something about that meeting made all three unwilling to tell us."
"Yeah."
"That's our question."
"Exactly."
Keane drew a box around Thursday. Then another around Friday's telephone calls. He considered drawing a line between them. Didn't.
Nolan noticed. "You want to."
"Yeah."
"Why don't you?"
"Because wanting a line doesn't mean there's one."
Nolan smiled faintly. "Richard would've liked that."
Keane looked at him. "Don't."
"Sorry."
"The dead man was becoming tiresome enough before you started quoting him."
Nolan laughed. Keane looked back at the board. Michael remained the subject of their most substantial unanswered questions. His household had a documented source of Tavrenol. He'd collected the prescription. His financial interests in Aurelius might have been larger than initially understood. His Friday route remained unverified. He denied visiting Richard.
Now there was a concealed family meeting. The new information didn't erase any of the old facts. Nor did it explain them.
Keane opened Richard's file. The email from Wednesday was still there.
Michael, Stop selling me the company. I understand the company. Tell me who owns the stock.
He read it again. Richard had been demanding answers about Aurelius. Michael said they'd planned to discuss the deal Saturday. Rebecca remembered Richard speaking Friday afternoon as though another discussion was imminent. And Michael denied seeing him that evening.
Keane looked at Nolan. "Get the rest of Richard's Friday material."
"What material?"
"His calendar. Business correspondence. Files concerning Aurelius. Anything already inventoried that establishes what he expected to happen that evening."
"From Martin?"
"Start there. We can follow the appropriate process for anything else."
"Think he scheduled Michael?"
"Don't know."
"Think there's a record?"
"Don't know."
Nolan smiled. "Very good answers."
Keane closed the folder. "That's why we're looking."
He stood. The meeting Thursday was now established. The phone calls Friday were established. Michael's arrival in Summit was established. What happened at Richard's house between those events remained a blank. Keane wasn't going to fill it with a theory. He wanted the next fact.
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
The Recording
Peter Caldwell called at nine thirteen the following morning. "Detective."
"Peter."
"I think we've found something."
Thomas Keane stopped reading. "What?"
"A recording."
"Of what?"
"A conversation."
Keane looked toward Nolan's desk. "Peter."
"Friday evening. Richard and Michael."
Keane sat straighter. "Together?"
"Yes."
"Where?"
"That's what you need to hear."
Keane was already reaching for his jacket. "Don't send it by email. Don't make any more copies. Have your compliance people preserve the original and everything associated with it."
"They're doing that."
"Who's listened?"
"Compliance. Counsel. Me. Not the entire recording."
"Why not?"
"Because once I recognized what we had, I thought I should call you."
Keane stood. "Good decision."
"When can you get here?"
"Leaving now."
He ended the call.
Nolan looked up. "What?"
"Midtown."
"Again?"
"Peter found a recording."
"Of?"
"Richard and Michael."
Nolan was on his feet. "Friday?"
"Yeah."
"At Richard's?"
"That's what we're going to find out."
The drive from Morristown took less than an hour. Neither detective complained. That alone distinguished it from their previous journeys into Manhattan. Nolan drove. Keane reviewed the chronology on his lap.
Friday. Richard in Madison. Rebecca's visit in the afternoon. Michael's telephone last showing ordinary activity in Fairfield shortly after six. Teresa's unidentified dark SUV around eight-thirty. Michael's arrival in Summit at 9:46.
Repeated denials that he had visited Richard Friday evening. All the questions about Aurelius. The prescription. The Thursday meeting. The telephone calls. Keane had spent weeks looking for an independent record of Michael's missing hours. Now Peter Caldwell said he had one.
Nolan glanced over. "You're quiet."
"Thinking."
"About?"
"What the recording actually establishes."
"Peter says they're together."
"Peter isn't the evidence."
"Understood."
"Neither is my enthusiasm."
Nolan smiled. "Wouldn't have suspected you of any."
Keane looked down at the timestamps. "Drive."
Peter met them in the lobby of Caldwell Capital Partners. No coffee this time. No preliminary discussion about the firm's history. He took them directly to a conference room where the head of compliance and an outside lawyer were waiting.
A laptop sat on the table. Peter closed the door.
Keane looked at the computer. "Start at the beginning. Where'd you find it?"
The compliance officer answered. "Richard maintained a restricted archive within the firm's legacy deal-management system. It contained material from transactions he continued to review after selling control of Caldwell."
"Documents?"
"Mostly. Correspondence, annotated presentations, memoranda. A small number of audio files."
"Why audio?"
"Richard occasionally recorded business discussions for his own reference. Especially when there had been disagreements about what someone had agreed to do."
Nolan looked at Peter. "Sounds like him."
"Very," Peter said.
Keane turned back to compliance. "Did he tell people he was recording?"
"Sometimes. I can't establish that he did on every occasion."
"Was Michael told about this one?"
"We don't know."
"Then don't tell me he was."
"Understood."
Keane nodded toward the laptop. "Why didn't anybody find it before?"
The lawyer answered. "Richard's account was restricted after his death. The initial estate production concentrated on the documents counsel understood to be relevant. Your subsequent request for the complete Aurelius material led us to restore the archived workspace and search its non-document files."
"Which took a while."
"Yes."
"What's the file?"
The compliance officer turned the screen toward him. 20260612_2006_AUR
"June twelfth," Nolan said.
"Friday," Keane replied.
"Eight-oh-six."
"Recording start," the officer said.
"AUR?"
"Aurelius."
Keane looked at the filename. A recording begun at 8:06 p.m. Friday. Teresa had seen the SUV at approximately eight-thirty. Michael claimed to be driving directly from Connecticut to Summit.
Keane leaned forward. "How do you know when this was made?"
"The original file has creation and synchronization records. The archive's audit trail identifies Richard's account and the registered device that initiated it. We have preserved the original media, metadata and access history."
"Which device?"
"His laptop."
"The one inventoried at his Madison house?"
"That's the registered device identifier, yes."
"Can the file prove the laptop was physically in Madison?"
"Not by itself. It identifies the device and time, not a GPS location. The surrounding records and the conversation may help establish where it was used."
Keane nodded. That was a better answer than pretending a computer automatically knew where every person in the room was standing.
"Have you altered the file?"
"No. What we're about to play is a review copy. The original has been preserved."
"Any cuts?"
"None in the copy."
"Transcription?"
"Not before yesterday. The original had none."
Peter folded his hands. "I recognized Michael's voice within seconds. Once I understood what it was, we stopped and contacted counsel."
Keane looked at him. "Then you called me."
"Yes."
"All right."
He settled into his chair. "Let's hear it."
The recording began with a faint electronic click. Then the sound of a chair moving across a floor. Paper. A man's cough.
Richard Ashcroft's voice. "All right. I've got the documents in front of me."
The voice filled the conference room. Alive. Ordinary. Slightly impatient.
Keane had never met Richard. Until now, he'd known him through photographs, emails, notebooks and other people's recollections. Hearing his voice was different. It gave the dead man an immediate presence that no document had managed to convey.
Another voice answered. "I can see that."
Michael. No mistaking him. Keane looked at Nolan. Nolan didn't move.
On the recording, Richard said: "Thanks for coming over tonight."
Keane felt Nolan's eyes on him. He kept looking at the laptop.
Michael answered: "Well, you weren't going to let this wait."
"No."
"And you're still planning to call outside counsel Monday?"
"Unless I get satisfactory answers before then."
"That's what I thought."
Richard moved some papers. "I don't want another presentation, Michael. I know Aurelius has a product. I know it has customers. I want the ownership and participation arrangements set out clearly."
"I've asked the lawyers to prepare something."
"Your lawyers?"
"The transaction lawyers."
"Then they can send it to independent counsel."
Michael gave a small laugh. "Dad, you really don't trust anybody."
"I trust people to check their own work. Then I check it too."
"That's reassuring."
"It ought to be."
The tone surprised Keane. It wasn't a shouting match. It wasn't even much of an argument. Richard was firm. Michael sounded tired, but there was affection in his voice. They sounded like a father and son who'd been through the same disagreement so often that neither needed to perform it anymore.
Michael spoke again. "Look, I know you think there are problems with the ownership chart."
"I know there are questions it doesn't answer."
"Fine. Questions."
"Important ones."
"Agreed." A pause. Michael continued: "So let the lawyers answer them. If something needs to be clarified, we clarify it. If something needs to change, we change it."
"And if the answers aren't satisfactory?"
"Then we deal with that too."
Richard said nothing.
Michael laughed softly. "Was that sufficiently noncommittal?"
"Beautifully. You should run for office."
"God forbid."
For the first time, Richard laughed. It was a brief sound. Warm. Entirely unlike the humorless man his furious handwritten annotations sometimes suggested.
Peter looked down at the table. Keane noticed. Then turned his attention back to the recording.
Richard spoke again. "Monday stays on the calendar."
"All right."
"You understand why."
"I do."
"And I want the agreements. Not another summary."
"I know."
"All of them."
"Yes, Dad."
"Don't 'yes, Dad' me if you're not going to do it."
Michael laughed. "I'll do it."
Richard's chair moved. "Fine."
There was a pause. Then Michael said: "Can we stop being investment bankers for ten minutes?"
Richard answered: "That would be a first."
"I'm serious."
"So am I."
"Dad."
"What?"
"How about a drink?"
Richard laughed again. "That depends."
"On what?"
"Whether you're going to try to sell me Aurelius over it."
"I promise not to mention Aurelius until Monday."
"That's a remarkably attractive offer."
"I'll make you an Old Fashioned."
"You make a terrible Old Fashioned."
"Then you can supervise."
"Last time you used bourbon."
"Because most people use bourbon."
"Most people are wrong."
Michael laughed. "Blended whiskey. Sugar. Bitters. Ice. I remember."
"And don't drown it."
"I've watched you make the thing since I was twelve."
"Yet somehow you've learned nothing."
Nolan glanced at Keane. Keane was staring at the laptop.
On the recording, Michael said, "Come on. We’ll do it your way."
Richard gave an exaggerated sigh. "Everything has to be my way, apparently."
"That is a sentence I intend to have engraved somewhere."
Richard laughed. A chair scraped. Footsteps.
"Come on, then. Downstairs."
"You first."
"Turn off the light when you come out."
"Yes, Dad."
Another click. The recording ended. Keane waited. Nothing followed. He looked at the screen. Eight seventeen. Eleven minutes. That was all.
"Play the last part again," he said.
The compliance officer moved the playback position. Michael's voice emerged from the speakers. How about a drink?  Richard's laugh. I'll make you an Old Fashioned.
They listened through to the end. "Come on, then. Downstairs."
"You first."
"Turn off the light when you come out."
"Yes, Dad."
Click. Silence. Peter reached forward and stopped playback.
Nobody spoke. Finally Nolan said: "Well."
Keane looked at the filename. "Yeah."
Peter rubbed a hand over his face. "I didn't know Michael went there."
Keane looked up. "Richard didn't mention it?"
"No."
"Michael?"
"No."
"Anybody at Caldwell?"
"Not to me."
Keane turned toward compliance. "How certain are you that we're hearing an uninterrupted file?"
"The original audit information is consistent with a single recording session. Our forensic preservation will allow your specialists to examine that independently."
"And Richard's voice?"
Peter looked almost offended. "I worked with him for decades."
"Michael's?"
"Yes."
"Fine."
Keane closed his notebook. He already knew the voices. The verification mattered anyway.
Nolan was the first to say it. "Michael was at Richard's house Friday night."
Keane nodded. "Yeah."
"Eight-oh-six."
"At least."
"And they were heading downstairs for a drink at eight seventeen."
"That's what the recording indicates."
"Teresa sees the dark SUV around eight-thirty."
"Yeah."
"Michael arrives at Rebecca's at nine forty-six."
"Yeah."
Nolan looked at him. "He lied."
"Repeatedly."
Peter looked between them. "About visiting Richard?"
"Yeah," Keane said. "He told us he drove directly from Fairfield to Summit. He denied seeing his father Friday night. Several times."
Peter stared at the laptop. "Why?"
Keane looked at the blank playback screen. "That's what we need to find out."
He asked the compliance officer to replay one sentence. Thanks for coming over tonight. Richard's voice.
Then Michael's answer. Well, you weren't going to let this wait.
Keane nodded. "That establishes the visit wasn't an accidental encounter."
Peter looked at him. "You think Richard was expecting him?"
"Sounds like it."
"What about Saturday?"
"Michael told Rebecca he was going to see Richard Saturday morning. Richard seemed surprised when she mentioned it."
Peter looked down.
Keane continued: "Now we know they met Friday."
"Maybe they changed plans."
"Maybe."
"But Michael denied it afterward."
"Yeah."
Peter sat back. "Jesus."
The conversation had not established that Michael poisoned Richard. It had not established that Richard drank the Old Fashioned. It had not established what was put into it, who prepared it or when Richard died.
The recording ended when the men left the study. It did not record Michael's departure from the house. It did not prove he remained until Richard's death. But it established something the investigation had been unable to establish for weeks. Michael had gone to Madison Friday night. He had met Richard. And he had lied about it.
That lie now sat beside the other evidence. Laura's Tavrenol prescription. Michael's documented pickup nine days before the death. His routine access to the medication. The unresolved Aurelius questions. Potential financial exposure running into millions. The telephone blackout. The SUV Teresa had seen. The confirmed arrival in Summit.
Keane looked again at the time. 8:17. Michael and Richard were heading downstairs together. There was a window of more than an hour before Michael's confirmed arrival in Summit. The drive between the houses was short. What happened inside that window had suddenly become the most important question in the case.
"One thing," Nolan said.
Keane looked at him. "What?"
"If Michael knew Richard recorded business meetings, why agree to that conversation?"
"We don't know whether he knew this one was being recorded."
Peter spoke. "Richard sometimes told people. Sometimes he just opened the application while he was working."
"You ever see him do that?" Keane asked.
"Yes."
"Secretly?"
Peter considered. "I've seen him click it without announcing it. I couldn't tell you what he believed people understood about the practice."
Keane looked at the filename again. "AUR."
"Yes."
"He starts recording while they're discussing Aurelius."
"Yes."
"Then turns it off when they stop talking business."
"That's how it sounds."
Nolan frowned. "Why record a friendly conversation?"
Peter answered. "Because Richard expected a business discussion. The fact that they ended up laughing doesn't mean he knew that beforehand."
Keane nodded. That was plausible. He didn't need a more elaborate explanation. Richard had wanted a record of the Aurelius discussion. Instead, he'd created a record of his son's presence in the house.
The outside lawyer gathered the preservation documents.
Keane stood. "We'll need the original media and audit records through the agreed process. Also the laptop's application configuration, any synchronization logs and whatever documentation explains the archive."
"You'll have them," the lawyer said.
"Nobody discusses the contents outside the people who need to know."
Peter nodded.
"And no calls to Michael about this," Keane added.
Peter looked surprised. "Why would I call him?"
"Because you've just learned something terrible about a man you've worked with for years."
Peter glanced at the computer. Then back at Keane. "I won't."
Keane believed he meant it. That wasn't the same thing as relying on it.
He turned to the lawyer. "Make sure everybody understands."
"Understood."
By early afternoon, Keane and Nolan were back in Morristown. The recording was being preserved for forensic review. Keane met with the prosecutor. He didn't present it as a confession. He didn't need to. He played the relevant portion and set it beside Michael's recorded statements.
First, Michael's denial. I didn't see my dad Friday night.
Then Richard's voice. Thanks for coming over tonight.
Then Michael. Well, you weren't going to let this wait.
The prosecutor listened without interrupting.
When the recording ended, she looked at Keane. "Same date?"
"Supported by the original file and audit records. Forensic authentication is underway."
"Location?"
"Richard's registered laptop. Conversation refers to the going downstairs. Richard was at his Madison home, and the other evidence supports that location."
"Michael's voice?"
"Peter identifies it. We do too. We'll get formal comparison and authentication."
"How long was he there?"
"Not established. Recording begins at 8:06 and ends at 8:17. Teresa saw a dark SUV around 8:30. Michael arrived at Rebecca's at 9:46."
"Did the recording establish that he administered Tavrenol?"
"No."
"Anything about the drink?"
"They agree to go downstairs and make one. Nothing after that is recorded."
She nodded. "Show me the full evidence summary."
Keane did. The discussion lasted more than an hour. Not because anyone failed to understand the recording. Because an arrest and a conviction were different things. Michael's presence at Richard's house was now established by strong evidence. The false account was established. His access to Tavrenol was documented. His financial interests supplied a possible motive. His telephone records left a gap at precisely the relevant time. But the precise means by which Richard had ingested the medication remained unproved.
The prosecutor wanted the distinction recorded accurately. So did Keane.
"Search warrants?" she asked.
"Michael’s residence. Vehicle. Relevant electronic devices and records, within a properly defined scope."
"Richard’s house?"
Keane shook his head. "Not as a fresh forensic scene. Too much time has passed. The family held the wake there, people have been in and out for weeks, and the house has been cleaned more than once."
"So nothing useful?"
"We still have the photographs and reports from when Richard was found. Anything documented or preserved then is what it is. But I wouldn’t expect to recover meaningful new trace evidence from the house now."
She nodded. "Better."
"The vehicle matters more. So do Michael’s devices, travel records, messages and anything connecting him to the medication."
"And Laura’s prescription?"
"We already have the pharmacy records. I want to know what happened to the pills after Michael picked them up."
She looked through the file again. "That gives us something we can actually prove."
"That’s the idea."
"Proceed with the applications."
Keane nodded. "And the arrest?"
She closed the folder. "Prepare the probable-cause submission. This is no longer just an unexplained gap in Michael's route."
"No."
"He's placed himself elsewhere in repeated interviews. We now have a recording putting him with the victim at the relevant time, alongside the medication access and the other evidence."
"Yeah."
She looked at him. "Don't overstate what the recording proves."
"Wasn't planning to."
"Don't understate it either."
Keane almost smiled. "Also wasn't planning to."
They drove to Richard's house that afternoon. Keane wanted to see the rooms again. The study was exactly as he remembered it. Desk. Bookshelves. Old hunting painting. The chair Rebecca had once described her father occupying when they argued about school fees. A room designed for a man who liked having everything where he could find it.
Nolan stood near the desk. "Recording starts here."
"On the laptop, according to the system records."
"Eight-oh-six."
"Yeah."
"Ends eight seventeen."
"Yeah."
He looked toward the doorway. "Then they go downstairs."
"That's what they say."
They walked into the hall. The house was silent. The kitchen waited below. No voices. No laughter. No Richard.
Nolan looked at the doorway. "Old Fashioned."
Keane nodded. "Yeah."
"Richard's favorite."
"Apparently."
"Think Michael made it?"
"Don't know."
"Think Richard drank it?"
"Don't know."
"Think that's how the drug got into him?"
Keane looked at the kitchen. "That's something we need evidence for."
Nolan sighed. "You never let me have anything."
"You've got Michael in the house."
"True."
"That was the thing we couldn't prove yesterday."
Nolan looked back toward the study. "Yeah."
Keane took out his phone. He called the evidence team. They reviewed the original scene photographs that evening. Kitchen. Study. Dining room. Counters. Sink.
The condition of the house when police examined it after Richard's death had been reclassified as suspicious. They checked the evidence inventory. Which items had been preserved. Which hadn't. Whether any drinkware had been collected. Whether any relevant trace evidence remained available for testing.
Keane requested further forensic assessment of anything potentially connected to the final drinks. He did not tell Nolan they'd found the murder weapon. They hadn't. He did not announce that the Old Fashioned had contained Tavrenol.
The recording had not established that. It had given them a specific event to investigate. And, for the first time, an independently documented visit during the missing period. That was substantial progress.
Keane called Teresa afterward. He didn't tell her they'd found Michael on a recording. He simply asked about Friday. Again. The vehicle. Again.
Teresa sounded tired of him. "Detective, I told you. A dark SUV."
"Yeah."
"Near Mr. Ashcroft's house."
"Yeah."
"About eight-thirty."
"Approximately."
"Yes."
"Did you see who was driving?"
"No."
"Anybody get out?"
"No."
"License plate?"
"I didn't see it."
"Make?"
"No."
"Any details you're certain about that we haven't recorded?"
She thought. "No."
"All right."
There was a pause. "Have you found the car?"
"We're checking something."
"I hope you find out who killed him."
"So do I."
He thanked her and ended the call.
Nolan looked over. "Anything new?"
"No."
"Didn't expect there would be."
"Then why call?"
"Because if she remembers something, I want her actual memory. Not something she constructs after we tell her what we've found."
Nolan nodded. "Fair."
Keane looked at Teresa's statement. Dark SUV. Approximately eight-thirty. Unidentified. It had not changed. The rest of the investigation had.
Keane arranged to see Rebecca through Ellen Roth. He obtained approval to disclose the limited finding necessary to clarify her recollection of Friday, without discussing the pending investigative steps.
Rebecca came with Daniel. Ellen sat beside her. Keane placed his notebook on the table.
Rebecca looked at him. "What happened?"
"We found a recording your father made Friday evening."
She stared. "Aurelius?"
"Yeah."
"Michael called him?"
Keane shook his head. "No."
Rebecca stopped. "Then what?"
"He was there."
Silence. Daniel looked down. Ellen remained still.
Rebecca stared at Keane. "At my father's house."
"Yeah."
"Friday night."
"Yeah."
"What time?"
"The recording began shortly after eight."
Rebecca opened her mouth. Nothing came out. Keane waited. Finally: "No."
He said nothing.
She shook her head. "Michael told me Saturday."
"Yeah."
"He said he was seeing Dad Saturday morning."
"Yeah."
She looked toward the window. Then back. "And my father..."
Keane waited.
Rebecca's face changed. "Friday afternoon. The lemon cake."
"Yeah."
"Dad said he and Michael were going to have another go at Aurelius."
"That's what you told us."
"And I said Michael was staying with us Friday and coming over Saturday." She closed her eyes. "My dad sounded surprised."
"Yes."
"Not about the sleepover."
Keane watched her.
"About Saturday."
He nodded. "That would fit the recording."
Rebecca opened her eyes. "My father expected Michael Friday."
"The recording suggests the visit was expected."
She pressed her fingers against her mouth. Then: "He came to my house afterward."
"Yeah."
"He stayed with us."
"Yeah."
"He was standing beside me when Teresa called."
Keane didn't answer.
Rebecca looked horrified. "He let me tell you he'd driven from Connecticut."
"That's the account he gave us himself."
"And I defended it."
"You described what you knew."
"No. I said he came from Fairfield."
She shook her head. "I didn't know that. I just assumed it."
Ellen touched her arm. Rebecca looked at her. "Don't tell me I couldn't have known."
Ellen spoke quietly. "I wasn't going to."
Rebecca turned back to Keane. "What did they say?"
"Mostly Aurelius."
"Did they fight?"
"No. Not in the recording."
That surprised her. "What?"
"They discussed the outstanding questions. Your father said independent counsel would still be involved Monday. Michael agreed that the lawyers should deal with the issues."
"No shouting?"
"No."
"Threats?"
"No."
Rebecca looked confused. "Then why did Michael lie?"
"That's what we need to establish."
She looked at Keane. "How does the recording end?"
He considered. "They stop talking business."
"And?"
"Michael suggests they have a drink."
Rebecca became very still. "With my dad?"
"Yeah."
"What kind?"
"An Old Fashioned."
She closed her eyes. "Oh God."
Daniel moved his chair closer.
Rebecca whispered: "That was Dad's drink."
Keane nodded. "Apparently."
"Michael used to make them for him."
"Did he?"
"When we were all together. Dad would complain about the whiskey. Then the bitters. Then Michael would tell him to make it himself."
She almost smiled. Then couldn't.
Keane looked at her. "Would you be willing to give us a separate account of that? Through Ellen, if you prefer."
Rebecca nodded. "Yes."
She stared at the table. "Did they actually have the drink?"
"We don't know."
"Does the recording show..."
"It ends when they leave the study. Nothing afterward is recorded."
She looked up sharply. "So you don't know when Michael left."
"Not yet."
"Or when Dad died."
"We know the medical evidence concerning his death. We don't have an exact time from this recording."
Rebecca looked away. For a moment hope seemed to compete with everything else she'd heard. If Richard had still been alive when Michael left… But Keane hadn't said that. He couldn't. The recording ended before anyone left the house.
"Does this prove Michael killed him?" Rebecca asked.
Keane looked at her. "No. It establishes that he was with your father Friday evening, despite repeatedly denying it. That's an important finding alongside the other evidence."
She stared. "The medication."
"Yeah."
"Aurelius."
"Yeah."
"His phone."
"Yeah."
"The car."
"We still can't identify Teresa's SUV from her description."
Rebecca nodded. She looked as though she was struggling to keep each fact separate. Then she began to cry. Quietly.
Daniel put an arm around her. "I kept telling you he was telling the truth," she said.
Keane said nothing.
"Every time you asked."
"Yeah."
"Because he's Michael."
She wiped her face. "Because he's my brother."
Keane waited.
Rebecca looked up. "Dad told us not to do that."
"Do what?"
"Believe what we wanted to be true."
She laughed once through her tears. "He would've hated knowing how many times I've been wrong about this."
Keane shook his head. "You weren't wrong about everything."
She looked at him.
"You knew Michael arrived at your house that night. You knew he stayed. You told us the truth about what you witnessed."
"And I assumed the rest."
"Yeah."
Rebecca looked down. "That's what hurts."
There was nothing useful Keane could say to that. So he didn't.
Afterward, Ellen walked Keane to the door. "What's happening next?" she asked quietly.
"We're pursuing the evidence."
"Tom."
He looked at her. "There's a limit to what I can discuss about pending steps."
She nodded. "Understood."
"Rebecca shouldn't contact Michael about the recording."
"I'll advise her."
"And if he calls her?"
"She can decide whether to answer. I'll make sure she understands why discussing the investigation would be unwise."
Keane nodded. "Thanks."
Ellen studied him. "You're close."
He considered. "We've found something we were missing."
"That's not an answer."
"It's the one I have."
She almost smiled. Then her expression changed. "Take care with her."
"I will."
By late afternoon, the applications were moving. The recording and associated records would be subject to formal forensic authentication. The investigators were seeking authority to examine Michael's residence, vehicle, electronic devices and other specifically identified material relevant to the homicide.
The prosecutor had approved moving forward with the arrest application. Keane reviewed the supporting statement twice. He made one correction himself. A draft sentence described Michael's SUV as the vehicle Teresa had seen. Keane changed it.
Michael owned a dark SUV generally consistent with Teresa Alvarez's description. Teresa did not identify the vehicle or its driver.
Nolan read the correction. "Fair."
"Necessary."
"Yeah."
Another sentence said Michael had served Richard a poisoned drink. Keane removed it.
Nolan looked at him. "Old Fashioned?"
"Proposed. Not proved served."
"Right."
"Drug in the drink?"
"Not proved."
"Right."
They could investigate it. They could not declare it established because it made a satisfying story.
Keane put down his pen. "Now it's accurate."
Nolan looked at the file. "And still plenty."
"Yeah."
Keane called Sam Adler once the necessary decisions and arrangements had been made. "Sam."
"Tom."
"We've developed independent evidence contradicting Michael's Friday account."
Adler was quiet. "What evidence?"
"A recording made by Richard that Friday night."
Another pause. "Michael?"
"On it."
"At Richard's house?"
"That's what the evidence establishes."
Adler exhaled. "I see."
Keane continued: "We're proceeding with an arrest. I'd prefer a controlled surrender to an arrest at his home, provided we can arrange it promptly and safely."
"Is a warrant authorized?"
"The necessary process is being completed. I'm calling to discuss surrender arrangements, not to negotiate away the arrest."
Adler was quiet. Then: "Don't contact Michael directly."
"Wasn't planning to."
"I'll speak with him."
"Call me back."
"I will."
He did. Less than an hour later.
"My client will surrender voluntarily."
"When?"
"Tomorrow morning."
Keane considered. "Seven-thirty."
"Morristown?"
"Yeah."
"No spectacle."
"No spectacle."
"No cameras invited."
"We don't invite them."
Adler paused. "Tom."
"Yeah?"
"This isn't a confession."
"I know."
"His decision to surrender isn't an admission."
"I know that too."
"Good."
The call ended.
Nolan stood in the doorway. "Trust him?"
"Adler?"
"Michael."
Keane looked at him. "The surrender arrangement is with Adler."
"That wasn't my question."
"Doesn't have to be."
Nolan smiled faintly. "Fair."
 
That night, Rebecca sat alone at her kitchen table. The children were in bed. Daniel had gone upstairs. Her telephone lay beside a cup of tea that had long since gone cold. Michael's name was still near the top of her recent messages. He had texted that morning. Nothing important. A joke about Jonathan's approach to the Bitcoin examination. A photograph of something Laura had cooked. Ordinary Michael.
She wanted to call him. She wanted to ask him why he'd gone to Dad's house Friday. Why he'd said Saturday. Why he'd told Keane he'd driven directly from Fairfield. Why he'd stood beside her the following morning while she cried.
He would answer. Michael always answered. He'd explain that the business meeting had looked bad. That he'd been embarrassed. That Aurelius was complicated. That the prescription was Laura's. That a dark SUV could belong to anyone. Some of his answers might even be true.
Rebecca looked toward the dark windows. For once, she didn't want an explanation. She wanted to know what had happened. She left the telephone where it was.
 
At seven twenty-six the following morning, Michael Ashcroft walked through the front entrance of the Morris County Prosecutor's Office beside Sam Adler. No television cameras. No shouting. No police car. He wore gray trousers, a blue shirt and the expression of a man arriving for a meeting he had no desire to attend.
Keane met him inside. "Michael."
"Detective."
Michael looked tired. He glanced toward Nolan. Then back to Keane. "Sam says you found a recording."
"Yeah."
"Friday."
"Yeah."
Michael nodded. For once, he did not immediately offer an explanation. Adler stood beside him.
Keane said: "Michael Ashcroft, you're under arrest for the murder of Richard Ashcroft."
Michael closed his eyes. Only briefly. Then opened them.
Adler touched his arm. "Don't make a statement."
Michael looked at Keane. He said nothing. Keane did not mistake the silence for a confession.
He had spent weeks trying to establish where Michael had been Friday night. Now he knew Michael had gone to his father's house. He knew Michael had lied about it. And he knew the recording ended with a father and son leaving the study to share a drink.
What happened after that remained unrecorded. Michael offered no answer. This time, Keane didn't ask for one.
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
Michael
Rebecca learned that her brother had been arrested from her telephone. Not from Keane. Not from Ellen. Not from Martin. Her telephone.
At eight-oh-four Friday morning, while she was spreading peanut butter on toast, a notification appeared across the top of the screen.
SON ARRESTED IN DEATH OF MADISON FINANCIER RICHARD ASHCROFT
She stopped moving.
Charlie said: "Mom."
Rebecca looked at him. "What?"
"My toast."
She was still holding it. "Oh."
She put it on his plate and picked up the telephone.
Daniel came into the kitchen, fastening his watch. He saw her face. "What happened?"
Rebecca turned the screen toward him. Daniel read the headline. His expression changed. The children were still in the room. He lowered his voice. "It's public."
Apparently.
Rebecca opened the article. There wasn't much to read. Michael Ashcroft, forty, of Fairfield, Connecticut, had surrendered Thursday morning at the Morris County Prosecutor's Office and had been charged with the murder of his father, Richard Ashcroft, seventy-eight, of Madison.
Michael was represented by Morristown attorney Samuel Adler. A detention hearing would follow. The Prosecutor's Office declined to discuss the evidence beyond saying that the investigation remained active. There was a photograph. Not a booking photograph. Worse.
Someone had found Michael's professional photograph on Caldwell Capital's website. Dark suit. White shirt. No tie. Relaxed smile.
Rebecca knew the picture. She'd once told Michael it made him look like a man trying to sell somebody a yacht. He'd replied that nobody wanted to buy a yacht from a man who looked unhappy.
Now the same photograph appeared beneath the word: ARRESTED
Rebecca put down the telephone.
Daniel finished reading over her shoulder. "There's almost nothing there."
"There's enough."
"Yeah."
Charlie looked up. "Is that Uncle Michael?"
Rebecca froze. "What?"
Daniel picked up the telephone and turned it facedown.
"Finish your breakfast, buddy."
Ellie had stopped eating too. At eleven, she'd become very good at recognizing the moment adults began protecting children from something. "What's happened to Uncle Michael?" she asked.
Rebecca sat down. She looked at Daniel. He gave a small nod.
"Uncle Michael has been arrested," Rebecca said.
Charlie frowned. "What's that mean?"
"It means the police think he may have done something very serious. They're investigating what happened to Grandpa."
Ellie looked at her. "Did he hurt Grandpa?"
Rebecca felt the question physically.
"We don't have all the answers," Daniel said gently.
"Is he coming Sunday?" Charlie asked.
Rebecca swallowed. "No, sweetheart."
"Why?"
"Because he can't." That answer was true. She was beginning to value those.
At eight-thirty-one, Ellen Roth called. "Don't speak to anyone."
"Good morning to you too."
"I'm serious."
"I know."
"Reporters?"
"Not yet."
"They'll call."
"How would they get my number?"
Rebecca immediately realized how ridiculous the question was.
Ellen ignored it. "If anyone contacts you, no comment. If somebody comes to the house, don't invite them in."
"I wasn't planning to serve coffee."
"And don't make public statements about Michael's innocence or guilt."
Rebecca went quiet.
Ellen heard it. "Rebecca."
"I don't know if he's innocent anymore."
A pause. "That's not something you say to a reporter either."
"I know."
"Martin is arranging a family call at eleven."
"Michael?"
"No."
The word hurt. Of course not. "Laura?"
"Not on this call. There are separate legal and personal issues to consider."
"Jonathan and Caroline?"
"Yes."
Rebecca looked toward Daniel. "They know?"
"Everyone knows."
By nine-fifteen, everybody did. Daniel found two more articles. A local television station had posted a short report. A financial website had connected Michael to Caldwell Capital and Aurelius. Someone had photographed Richard's Madison house from the street. Someone else had found his biography from an investment-banking conference fifteen years earlier.
Early Bitcoin investor. That phrase appeared quickly. Then: Estate possibly worth hundreds of millions. Then: Family inheritance dispute.
Rebecca threw her telephone onto the sofa. "There wasn't an inheritance dispute."
Daniel looked at her.
"The reporters don't seem to be distinguishing between different things."
"That's because they don't know anything."
She retrieved the telephone and pointed at the article. "Jonathan wanted Dad to fund his institute. Caroline wanted a loan. Michael and Dad were fighting over Aurelius. Those were disagreements with Dad. We weren't fighting over who got what when he died."
"You're right."
"Nobody contested the will."
"No."
"Nobody was demanding a larger share of the inheritance."
"No."
"They're making it sound like we were all sitting around dividing him up."
Daniel said nothing.
Rebecca looked at him. "What?"
"Nothing."
"Don't Keane me."
"I wasn't."
"You were."
He sat beside her. "The stories are conflating the disputes," he said. "That doesn't mean the underlying disputes weren't important."
Rebecca looked away.
Jonathan had wanted five million dollars for his institute. Caroline had needed one and a half million to support her bond position. Michael had stood to gain millions from Aurelius, perhaps considerably more than anybody had originally understood. Richard had refused to give his approval where it wasn't justified. None of that was an argument among the heirs over an inheritance. But the financial conflicts with their father had been real. And one of his children had now been arrested for killing him.
Rebecca put the telephone down again. "God, I hate this."
Daniel took her hand. "I know."
The Google Meet began at eleven. Martin Hale appeared first. Rebecca joined from her kitchen. Jonathan appeared from his office. Caroline joined from her apartment. Four rectangles. Three children and their father's estate lawyer. Michael's absence seemed to occupy more space than any of them.
Rebecca found herself counting the siblings on the screen. Three. She hated the thought that followed. The three who were left. Michael wasn't dead. He was in custody. She corrected herself. It didn't make the empty place feel any smaller.
Martin began. "Before we start, this isn't an estate meeting in the ordinary sense."
Jonathan rubbed his face. "I gathered."
"Reporters have contacted my office."
Caroline said: "My firm too."
Rebecca looked at her. "Already?"
"My name appears in one of the articles."
Jonathan sighed. "The university's communications office called me before nine."
Martin nodded. "That's why we're here."
He looked directly into the camera. "None of you speaks for the estate. None of you speaks for Michael. And none of you should attempt to explain Richard's death on behalf of the family."
Nobody objected. "If contacted by the media, say that you have no comment on an active criminal proceeding. Refer inquiries concerning the estate to my office."
Jonathan frowned. "That'll look evasive."
"It is evasive," Martin said. "That's the point."
Caroline almost smiled. Rebecca wasn't listening. She looked at Jonathan's square. Then Caroline's. "They arrested him."
Jonathan lowered his eyes. "I know."
"Caroline."
"I know, Beck."
The words sounded absurd. Of course they knew. Everyone knew.
Rebecca shook her head. "I still can't quite…" She stopped.
Jonathan looked older than he had at the funeral. Not physically. Something about his expression.
"This isn't where I imagined any of this going," he said.
Caroline stared down at her desk. "No."
Rebecca looked toward her sister. "You found the Aurelius documents."
Caroline nodded. "Some of them."
"Did you really have no idea about Michael's additional interests before you started looking?"
"No."
"You knew he expected to make money."
"Everybody knew that."
"But not the participation agreements."
"No."
"Not MJA?"
"Not the arrangement we found."
Rebecca remembered Caroline's dining table. The paper. The three coffee cups. Her sister patiently explaining why the same name on a shareholder list didn't necessarily tell you who received the money. Caroline had worked her way through the documents because she hadn't understood what Richard was questioning.
Rebecca had watched her discover the significance of MJA Strategic Holdings. She hadn't merely been told about it afterward.
"He never explained it to you," Rebecca said.
"No."
Caroline's voice was quiet. "He didn't."
Jonathan spoke. "I knew Dad had serious objections to the transaction."
Rebecca turned toward him. "Did you know what they were?"
"I thought the presentation was too optimistic. That Michael was pushing the deal harder than Dad thought justified."
"The ownership?"
"Not the details."
"The participation agreements?"
"No."
"MJA?"
"I didn't know the structure."
Caroline said: "Michael James Ashcroft."
Jonathan looked at her. "Yes, thank you. I have since solved that particular riddle."
Ordinarily, Rebecca would've smiled. Nobody did.
Jonathan continued: "I knew Dad believed the ownership information needed checking. I didn't know what the review would find."
"Neither did I," Rebecca said.
Caroline looked down. "Neither did I."
Martin raised a hand. "That's enough."
Rebecca looked at him. "Martin..."
"No. This is precisely what I don't want the call to become."
"What?"
"An informal reconstruction of the criminal case."
"A little late for that."
"Nevertheless."
His voice was firmer than usual. "Michael has criminal counsel. Rebecca, you have criminal counsel. I represent the estate. Those are different responsibilities, and this meeting is not an appropriate place for you to compare evidence or decide what one another knew."
Jonathan leaned toward his camera. "Are you suggesting Caroline and I hire lawyers?"
"I'm telling you that I cannot advise either of you individually about criminal exposure or your dealings with investigators."
Caroline looked irritated. "We haven't been charged with anything."
"I know."
"Then..."
"Which is one reason I'm asking you not to speculate on a recorded family call."
Silence.
Then Rebecca said: "I need to say something."
Martin sighed. "I feared that."
Rebecca looked at Jonathan. Then Caroline. "I think he did it."
The words sounded strange. For weeks, she'd been saying the opposite. Michael didn't do it. Michael loved Dad. Michael was at my house.
Now: "I think Michael killed Dad."
Jonathan closed his eyes. Caroline looked toward the window.
Martin said: "Rebecca..."
"No. I'm not making a legal argument. I'm talking to my brother and sister." Nobody interrupted. "I kept telling Keane he was wrong."
Jonathan looked up. "We've all had things we didn't want to believe."
"Not like me."
Rebecca shook her head. "I wouldn't even consider Michael."
Caroline spoke softly. "He's your favorite."
It was something she would've teased Rebecca about six months earlier. Now it hurt.
"He was," Rebecca said.
Jonathan looked at her. "Is."
She turned toward him.
"Whatever happens, he's still your brother."
Rebecca looked down. She knew that. It was part of the problem. "He lied to me." Neither answered. "He told me he was driving from Fairfield."
Jonathan stared at his desk.
"He came to my house after seeing Dad. He slept in our guest room. He made coffee the next morning."
Her voice cracked. "He stood beside me when Teresa called."
Caroline looked at her. "You couldn't have known where he'd been."
"He wanted me to say he was with us."
"You can say that he was with you," Caroline replied. "Because he was."
"After he left Dad."
"Yes."
Rebecca looked sharply at her.
Caroline continued: "We know now that he visited Dad. We don't know why he lied about the visit."
Rebecca almost laughed. "Why else would he?"
Martin spoke. "That's a question for the investigation."
Rebecca looked at him. "Everything is a question for the investigation."
"At the moment, a great many things are."
She turned back toward her siblings. "Tavrenol."
Jonathan nodded. "Yes."
"Laura's prescription."
"Yes."
"Michael picked it up."
"Yes."
"Aurelius."
Jonathan looked away.
"The money he stood to make," Rebecca continued. "Dad was going to call outside counsel Monday."
Caroline said nothing.
"The recording."
Jonathan nodded.
"Michael was there."
"After telling everyone he wasn't."
"Yes."
"His phone."
"Yes."
"The SUV."
Caroline looked up. "That one isn't established."
Rebecca turned toward her. "What?"
"Teresa saw a dark SUV. She couldn't identify it as Michael's."
"I know."
"Then don't turn it into proof because the other evidence is serious."
Rebecca stared. For a moment Caroline sounded exactly like Richard. Check. Verify. Follow the facts.
Rebecca looked down. "Fine." She took a breath. "The SUV is uncertain."
"Yes."
"But the recording isn't."
"No."
"He was there."
"Yes."
"And he lied about it."
Nobody argued.
Jonathan leaned toward his camera. "Then that's where we have to be careful."
Rebecca looked up. "What?"
"We can't decide what happened based solely on who we think Michael is."
"That's what I've been doing for weeks."
"I know."
His voice was controlled. Professorial. But there was grief beneath it. "Dad would have hated that."
Rebecca almost smiled. "He would."
Jonathan continued: "If the evidence leads to Michael, we can't ignore it because he's our brother."
Caroline remained quiet.
Jonathan looked toward her square. "Caroline?"
She didn't answer immediately. Then: "Yes."
Rebecca waited.
Caroline finally looked into the camera. "I don't know how to reconcile the Michael I know with any of this."
"Neither do I," Rebecca said.
"But that doesn't make the documents or the recording disappear."
"No."
Caroline swallowed. "I don't know what to say about him anymore."
That sounded more like grief than a declaration of innocence. Rebecca understood it. She didn't know what to say about Michael either.
For several seconds, nobody spoke. Martin allowed the silence.
Then he said: "There's one administrative point I need to make before we finish."
Jonathan gave a weary laugh. "Of course there is."
"The estate administration continues."
Rebecca stared. "Now?"
"Yes."
"Michael has been arrested for murdering Dad."
"I'm aware."
"And we're discussing paperwork?"
"I'm telling you that the estate still has obligations."
Martin's expression softened. "Your father's death doesn't stop having financial and legal consequences because the criminal case has become more difficult for the family."
Rebecca looked away. The money. Always the money. Even now. Especially now. Richard would've found that unsurprising.
"Sarah has certified the four examination results," Martin continued. "The condition for the Key Five procedure has been satisfied."
Jonathan nodded.
"The process for recovering the estate's Bitcoin can proceed, subject to the necessary documentation, custody arrangements and existing secured obligations."
"And distribution?" Caroline asked.
"No distribution is being authorized by today's meeting."
"Because of Michael?" Rebecca asked.
"Not solely. The estate was not yet ready to distribute assets in any event."
She nodded.
Martin continued: "Michael's arrest also raises questions concerning his eventual entitlement. A criminal charge is not a final determination of inheritance rights. Those questions must be resolved through the appropriate legal processes."
"So he could still inherit?" Rebecca asked.
"His entitlement has not been finally determined."
"Even though he's charged with killing Dad."
"Yes."
Rebecca shook her head. "That seems absurd."
"I understand why it feels that way. But the distinction matters."
Martin looked at all three of them. "My responsibility is to preserve and administer Richard's assets lawfully, not to decide the criminal case."
Caroline nodded. "Understood."
"Good. I'll circulate an administrative update separately. There's no need to deal with the mechanics now."
Rebecca was grateful for that. She couldn't have endured another explanation of keys and signatures. Not today.
"What happens to Michael?" she asked.
Martin's expression changed. "That's a question for Sam Adler."
"Will he stay in custody?"
"I don't know."
"Can Laura see him?"
"I don't know the arrangements."
Rebecca looked down. "I should call Laura."
Martin said: "Speak to Ellen first."
Rebecca looked up sharply. "She's my sister-in-law."
"I know."
"She hasn't done anything."
"I'm not suggesting she has."
"Then why shouldn't I call her?"
"Because she's an important witness to matters the police are investigating, and you need advice about what you should and shouldn't discuss."
Rebecca hated him for being right. "Everyone's a witness now."
Martin nodded. "A great many people are."
The call ended twenty minutes later. Jonathan disappeared first. Then Caroline.
For half a second, Rebecca remained alone with Martin. "Rebecca."
"What?"
He hesitated. "There's something I want you to remember."
She almost smiled. "Another distinction?"
"Possibly."
"Go on."
"You described what you knew about Friday. You told the investigators Michael arrived at your house and stayed overnight."
"I told them he came from Fairfield."
"Because that's what you believed."
"Because that's what he told me."
"Yes."
She looked away. "I should've known."
"How?"
"Friday afternoon. Dad said Michael was coming to discuss Aurelius. He sounded surprised when I said Saturday."
"That was an ambiguous conversation."
"The phone."
"You didn't have access to Michael's telephone records."
"Aurelius."
"You hadn't seen the complete documentation."
"Tavrenol."
"You didn't know Laura's prescription was the same medication found in Richard."
Rebecca looked at him. "My father would've checked."
Martin considered. "Your father did check Aurelius."
"And look what happened."
He was silent.
Rebecca wiped her eyes. "He trusted Michael."
"Yes."
"He shouldn't have."
Martin took a moment before answering. "Your father could distrust a business presentation and still love and trust his son. Those things aren't mutually exclusive."
Rebecca looked at him. "He agreed to have a drink with him."
"That's what the recording suggests."
"He was laughing."
Martin nodded.
The image hurt. Richard had been alive at eight seventeen. Laughing with Michael. Going downstairs. He hadn't sounded afraid.
Rebecca looked down. "I keep thinking he had no idea what was coming."
Martin didn't try to answer. He couldn't know what Richard had understood. Neither could she. After a moment, he said goodbye. His rectangle disappeared.
 
Daniel found Rebecca sitting at the kitchen table twenty minutes later. No telephone. No laptop. Nothing.
He sat opposite her. "How was it?"
"Awful."
"Useful?"
"No." A pause. "Maybe."
He waited.
"Jonathan says we have to follow the evidence."
"He's right."
"Caroline reminded me that Teresa never identified Michael's car."
"That's true."
"She was the one who found the Aurelius documents, and now she's telling me not to turn everything into proof."
Daniel smiled faintly. "Sounds like Richard."
"Don't."
"Sorry."
Rebecca looked toward the window. "I think Michael did it."
Daniel didn't appear surprised.
She turned back. "You don't seem shocked."
"I'm not."
"How long have you thought it?"
He considered. "Since we learned about Tavrenol, I've worried that he might have."
Rebecca stared. "That early?"
"I said worried. Not knew."
"Why didn't you tell me?"
"Because I didn't have anything more than the police had, and I didn't want to turn a possibility into an accusation."
Rebecca looked at him. "That's a very careful answer."
"It's the only one I have."
She nodded. Then: "What changed for you?"
"The recording."
"Because he lied?"
"Because it puts him at your father's house. He had denied being there, and now we know that denial was false."
Rebecca looked down. "And the drink."
Daniel was quiet.
She looked up. "You're thinking about it too."
"Of course."
"An Old Fashioned."
"Yes."
"Michael offered to make one."
"Yes."
"Then the recording ends."
Daniel nodded.
Rebecca stared at him. "Could the medication have been in the drink?"
"It's a possibility the investigators will have to test. The recording doesn't establish that the drink was made, much less that it contained anything."
"But Dad's taste."
Daniel looked at her. Richard had been complaining about his diminished sense of taste since COVID. Rebecca remembered the lemon cake. More lemon next time. I can barely taste anything these days. She'd laughed and told him it contained enough lemon to strip paint.
"Would he have noticed?" she asked.
Daniel considered. "Possibly not. But we can't know that from what he told you about his taste. And we don't know exactly how he ingested the medication."
"What would prove it?"
"Evidence from the scene, if anything relevant was preserved. The toxicology. Whatever the investigators can establish about the drink and the timing."
Rebecca sat back. "You've thought about this."
"Yes."
"As a doctor."
"As your husband too."
She looked at him. "Does it make medical sense?"
"That someone could ingest a drug without realizing it? Yes. That doesn't tell us whether this particular drink was involved."
Rebecca closed her eyes. "I hate how every answer ends like that."
Daniel reached for her hand. "I know."
They sat quietly. Then Rebecca said: "I keep thinking about Saturday morning."
Daniel waited. "Michael came downstairs before me."
"You remember?"
"Yes."
"He made coffee."
Daniel nodded.
"That's what Michael does. He comes into your house and makes coffee like he lives there."
Daniel smiled faintly. "He does."
"Did." Rebecca caught herself. "Does."
Then Teresa had called. Rebecca remembered Michael standing beside her as she took the news. His face. His voice. The way he'd put his hands on her shoulders.
"He looked shocked," she said.
Daniel didn't answer. "He was shocked."
"Maybe he was."
She looked up sharply. "How?"
Daniel took a moment. "Even if someone knew a death was going to happen, that wouldn't necessarily tell us how they'd react when the family learned about it."
Rebecca stared. It was a horrible possibility. Michael could have known something about Richard's death and still reacted to Teresa's call. He could have grieved. He could have loved his father. He could have done something terrible to him. Those things did not neatly cancel one another.
Rebecca looked away. "I wish people were simpler."
Daniel squeezed her hand. "So do I."
By afternoon, the story had spread beyond New Jersey.
A financial publication ran the headline: CALDWELL PARTNER CHARGED IN FATHER'S DEATH AS AURELIUS QUESTIONS EMERGE
Peter Caldwell issued a short statement. Caldwell Capital Partners is cooperating with law enforcement. The Aurelius transaction remains on hold pending independent review.
Manhattan University issued nothing about Jonathan. Caroline's employer issued nothing about her. Martin issued nothing beyond his earlier response to press inquiries.
Rebecca began to understand that silence could be a form of competence. At four-fourteen, her telephone rang. Unknown number.
She almost ignored it. Then answered. "Hello?"
"Mrs. Mercer?"
"Yes."
"This is Diane Walsh with..."
Rebecca hung up.
The telephone rang again. Another number. She declined. Then a text appeared.
Hi Rebecca, hoping to speak with you about your brother Michael and your father's death. We can speak off the record if...
She deleted it. Another appeared. Then another.
Daniel took the telephone. "Do not disturb."
"I need it."
"For what?"
"My children."
"They're upstairs."
"Martin."
"He has my number."
"Ellen."
"Also mine."
Rebecca sighed. "I hate surrendering my telephone to you."
"I'm not keeping it. I'm stopping it from shouting at you for twenty minutes."
He changed the settings and put it on the table. For a while, there was peace.
At five, Ellen arrived. She had called ahead, but Rebecca had forgotten she was coming.
Daniel opened the door. "You make house calls now?"
"I'm increasing my rates."
"Naturally."
Rebecca was in the living room.
Ellen sat opposite her. "You okay?"
"No."
"Good answer."
Rebecca almost laughed.
Ellen continued: "There's something I want to make clear."
"What?"
"Michael's arrest doesn't mean the prosecution has proved its case."
Rebecca looked at her. "You're defending him now?"
"No."
"Sounds like it."
"I'm defending the distinction between evidence and a final conclusion."
Sarah again. Richard again. Everyone had apparently joined the cult of verification.
Ellen continued: "The authorities believe they have probable cause to charge him. That's serious. But a charge is not a conviction, and the prosecution will still have to prove its case."
"Do you think he did it?"
Ellen considered. "My opinion isn't going to help you."
"It matters to me."
"I understand why, given what you've learned, you're now considering that he may have killed your father."
Rebecca nodded. That was enough. For the moment.
"There's another reason I'm here," Ellen said.
Rebecca closed her eyes. "Of course there is."
"I'd prefer you didn't discuss the evidence with Jonathan or Caroline anymore."
Rebecca frowned. "Why?"
"Thursday."
"What about Thursday?"
"The three of them met the night before Richard died, and they all gave false accounts of when they'd last seen one another."
"They explained that."
"They did."
"Because they were embarrassed."
"That may be true."
Rebecca looked at her. "Then what's the problem?"
"The police haven't established what was discussed at that meeting. They're still investigating it. You don't need to become an intermediary between witnesses."
Rebecca sat back. "You think Jonathan and Caroline are involved?"
Ellen shook her head. "I'm not accusing them. I'm saying their accounts are part of an active investigation, and you should let the investigators test them."
"So I can't speak to my own family."
"You can speak to your family. Ask how they're doing. Talk about the children. Arrange dinner someday. Just don't compare what everyone told Keane or try to resolve the case yourselves."
Rebecca sighed. "Wonderful."
"You hired me to help you avoid making an already difficult situation worse."
"Is that what it says on your business card?"
"It should."
Rebecca almost smiled.
Ellen continued: "Michael has been arrested. The police have work to do. You don't have to do it for them."
"What am I supposed to do?"
"At the moment?"
"Yes."
"Be Rebecca."
"What does Rebecca do?"
"Feeds her children."
"Daniel already did."
"Excellent. My work here is done."
That night, Rebecca waited until the house was quiet. Then she opened Richard's instructional video. She'd watched it several times during the Bitcoin lessons. He appeared on the screen. Alive. Confident. Slightly amused by the fact that he was making an instructional video for four adult children who would eventually complain about it.
Rebecca watched until he reached the passage she'd been avoiding. "Don't believe what you want to be true."
She stopped the video. Richard froze. She looked at his face. Then pressed play again. "Check. Verify. Follow the facts."
She paused it. For weeks she'd thought the message applied to everybody else. Jonathan believed he understood the economics better than his father. Caroline believed interest rates would eventually move in her favor. Michael believed Aurelius would succeed. Richard had challenged all three.
Rebecca had assumed she was different. She didn't care about the money. She hadn't wanted the private schools. She hadn't asked for millions. She wasn't betting on an institute, a bond position or a transaction. So she'd thought her father's warning wasn't really meant for her.
Now she understood. She had wanted something just as badly. She'd wanted Michael to be innocent. Every fact that threatened that belief had received an explanation. His telephone was off. Normal. Laura took Tavrenol. Coincidence. Aurelius. Complicated. Richard's surprise on Friday afternoon. Misunderstanding. Michael's late arrival at her house. Traffic.
And the recording. There had been no explanation for that one. Not yet. The recording established that Michael was at Richard's house Friday night. Michael had repeatedly denied it. Rebecca couldn't turn that into a misunderstanding. She also couldn't turn it, by itself, into proof of everything that followed.
She stared at the frozen image of her father. For the first time, she understood how difficult his advice really was. Verification did not always give you the answer you wanted. Sometimes it took away the answer you'd been relying on.
Rebecca closed the laptop. Her telephone lay beside it. She turned off Do Not Disturb. Messages appeared. Reporters. Friends. Two parents from the children's summer activities. A neighbor. Someone from Richard's tennis club.
Then the family group chat.
Jonathan: Everyone okay?
Caroline: No reporters here now.
Rebecca looked at Michael's name in the list of members. Still there. Of course it was. He was still their brother. Still Richard's son. Still Uncle Michael. Still the man who'd made coffee in her kitchen Saturday morning. None of those facts had disappeared. And neither had the recording.
She typed: We're okay. Kids asleep.
Jonathan replied. Good.
Then Caroline. Try to sleep, Beck.
Rebecca looked at the messages. She did not ask them whether Michael had done it. She put the telephone down. She had loved Michael all her life. She still did.
But for the first time, she was allowing the evidence to take her somewhere she desperately did not want to go. She wasn't certain where it would end. She was certain she could no longer turn away.
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
Three of Them
Jonathan Ashcroft hired a lawyer on Friday. Caroline hired one Saturday. Thomas Keane found the timing interesting. Not incriminating. Interesting.
Both attorneys contacted the Prosecutor's Office before Keane contacted their clients. Both offered limited voluntary interviews. Both wanted essentially the same thing understood. Their clients had lied about Thursday night. They had discussed Richard. They had complained about Richard. They had known Michael was angry about Aurelius. But whatever Michael had done on Friday, he had done alone.
Keane listened. Then listened again. It wasn't the decision to hire lawyers that interested him. They were entitled to legal advice, and after Michael's arrest it would've been sensible to obtain it. It was the explanation they were volunteering.
Neither Jonathan nor Caroline knew what Michael had done after leaving their Thursday dinner. Neither had participated. Michael, they suggested, must have made his own decision afterward. The same conclusion. From two separate people. Keane wanted to know how they'd reached it.
Jonathan came first. His attorney sat beside him in a conference room at the Prosecutor's Office.
Keane put a copy of the Thursday visitor log on the table. "Thursday night."
Jonathan nodded. "We've covered it."
"Not quite."
"What else?"
"You said the three of you were venting."
"Yes."
"About your father."
"Yes."
"Money."
"Partly."
"Your institute."
"Yes."
"Caroline's financial difficulties."
"Yes."
"Michael and Aurelius."
"Yes."
Keane opened his notebook. "Did anybody discuss harming Richard?"
Jonathan's lawyer leaned forward slightly.
Jonathan answered: "No."
"Did anybody discuss what would happen if he died?"
A pause. "We talked about inheritance."
"That's not quite what I asked."
Jonathan sighed. "People talk hypothetically."
"About?"
"Our father was seventy-eight."
"Meaning?"
"Meaning he wasn't twenty-eight."
Keane waited.
Jonathan glanced at his attorney.
He said: "Answer the question you were asked."
Jonathan nodded. "We discussed the fact that he could live a very long time."
"Hundred and two."
"Family joke."
"Twenty-four more years."
"Possibly."
"Did anyone suggest that was too long?"
Jonathan looked at him. "I don't remember the exact words."
Keane wrote that down. Then he said: "Michael has been charged with your father's murder."
Jonathan's expression changed. Not much. Enough. "The evidence appears to point toward him."
"You sound convinced."
"I've spent the last several days trying not to confuse what I want to believe with what's in front of me."
Richard again. Keane was beginning to dislike how often the dead man's language appeared in his children.
"What do you want to believe?"
"That none of us did this."
"But Michael?"
Jonathan looked down. "If the evidence is accurate, then I have to consider what it shows."
Keane nodded. "What did you know about Michael's additional financial interests in Aurelius?"
"Nothing."
"Caroline says the same."
"Because it's true."
"Michael stood to gain considerably more than the original presentation made clear."
"Apparently."
"Why didn't he tell you?"
"You'd have to ask Michael."
"Did learning about those interests change how you understood Thursday?"
Jonathan hesitated. "Yes."
"How?"
"I thought Michael was angry because my father didn't trust his judgment. Because he'd spent a year building a transaction and my father was obstructing it."
"And now?"
"Now I understand my father was asking questions that might have had serious consequences for Michael personally."
"So Michael had a reason to want Richard out of the way that you didn't know about."
Jonathan looked at him. "Yes."
His lawyer glanced toward him.
Jonathan continued carefully: "If Michael left Caroline's apartment Thursday night and later decided to do something terrible because of Aurelius, I knew nothing about it."
Keane put down his pen. "Later."
"Yes."
"After he left."
"Yes."
"That's your explanation."
"That's what I believe happened."
"Based on what?"
Jonathan looked down at the recording summary in front of him. "The evidence you've told us about."
Keane considered. Then closed his notebook. A very good answer.
 
Caroline's interview took place that afternoon. Her lawyer was younger than Jonathan's. Manhattan. Immaculate suit. Very little patience. Keane liked her immediately.
Caroline looked exhausted.
"Thursday," he said.
She sighed. "We talked."
"About Richard."
"Yes."
"His money."
"Yes."
"His control."
"Yes."
"How long he might live."
Caroline stopped. Her attorney glanced at her. Caroline said: "It came up."
"What did?"
"Christmas."
"Your father's joke about living to a hundred and two."
"Yes."
"Twenty-four more years."
"We joked."
"Was it funny?"
Caroline looked away. "No."
Keane waited.
"Not really," she added.
He turned a page. "Did Michael tell you how much money he stood to make from Aurelius?"
"No."
"Did you know about the participation arrangements involving MJA Strategic?"
"Not then."
"North Lake?"
"No."
"Harbor Point?"
"No."
"So when Michael complained Thursday..."
"I thought he was complaining about our Father."
"Meaning?"
"That our father didn't trust him. That he'd sold control of Caldwell instead of putting Michael in charge. That he'd spent a year on Aurelius and our father was threatening to stop it."
"Not that Richard might expose undisclosed financial interests associated with Michael."
"No."
"Not that independent lawyers might uncover a personal problem worth millions."
"No."
Caroline looked directly at Keane. "I didn't know about that until I went through the documents."
Keane nodded. He had seen the results of her work. The participation agreement. The public filing identifying MJA's connection to Michael. The questions she'd raised without pretending the documents proved more than they did. She could have been telling the truth about not knowing the details before Richard died. That did not answer what she'd known about anything else.
"Do you think Michael killed your father?" he asked.
Caroline's expression tightened. "I think Michael was at our father’s house Friday night."
"Yes."
"He lied about it."
"Yes."
"He had access to the medication."
"Yes."
"And he had a financial interest in Aurelius that he never explained to the rest of us."
Keane waited.
Caroline continued: "I don't know what else I'm supposed to think."
"What about Thursday?"
"What about it?"
"Did Thursday have anything to do with Friday?"
Caroline paused. "I don't think so."
"Don't think?"
She looked at him. "No."
"You're sure?"
"No one was planning a murder in my apartment."
Keane looked down at his notes. "Planning."
Her lawyer intervened. "Detective. You know exactly what you're doing with single words."
"Sometimes."
"Then stop."
Fair.
Caroline continued: "We were talking."
"About Richard standing in your way."
Her eyes hardened. "About Richard making all three of us angry."
"Difference?"
"A large one."
"Did Michael decide afterward to kill your father?"
She took a moment. "I think he must have."
Keane looked up. "Must have."
"If he's responsible, then whatever decision he made was his."
"After Thursday."
"Yes."
Keane closed his notebook. Jonathan had said much the same thing. Michael must have decided afterward. Two siblings. The same explanation. He wondered which one had thought of it first.
 
Monday morning, Keane met Sam Adler at the county detention facility. Michael was brought to a private interview room. The setting was stripped of everything that had made him seem so comfortable in Fairfield. No bookshelves. No kitchen. No coffee machine. No Laura reminding him to stop at the pharmacy. No expensive office. A table. Three chairs. A recording device.
Michael looked different. Not broken. Not disheveled. Smaller, somehow. Perhaps the room did that to people.
Adler placed a legal pad in front of himself. "What's this about, Tom?"
"Thursday."
Adler sighed. "Again."
"Yeah."
Michael looked at Keane. "Jonathan and Caroline."
It wasn't a question. Keane sat.
Adler said: "Michael."
"I know."
Keane switched on the recorder. He identified everyone present and confirmed that Michael understood he was under arrest, had counsel beside him and was choosing to participate in the interview. Adler confirmed that he'd spoken privately with his client beforehand.
Then Keane opened the folder. "Jonathan came in Friday."
Michael said nothing.
"Caroline spoke with us separately."
Still nothing.
"Both of them described Thursday as an evening of complaining about your father."
Michael nodded slightly. "That part's true."
"They said they didn't know about your additional Aurelius interests."
"Okay."
"Jonathan says if you killed Richard, you must have decided after you left Caroline's apartment."
Michael looked up. "His words?"
"That's his explanation."
Adler glanced toward Michael. "Don't respond to the characterization. Listen to the question."
Keane continued: "Caroline says much the same thing."
Michael's expression changed. "What exactly?"
"She says she didn't know about the participation agreements."
He said nothing.
"Didn't know the extent of your financial exposure."
Nothing.
"And says whatever decision you made Friday was yours."
Michael stared at him. "She said that?"
"Essentially."
"Both of them?"
"They were interviewed separately."
Michael looked down. Then he laughed once. There was no humor in it. "Of course."
Keane waited. "Of course what?"
"Nothing."
"Sounds like something."
Adler put down his pen. "Michael, don't answer that."
Keane turned the page. "Friday."
He placed the telephone records on the table. "Jonathan called your father at nine-oh-seven."
Michael looked at the page.
"Richard didn't answer."
No response.
"Four minutes later, Jonathan called Caroline."
Nothing.
"Three minutes after that, Caroline called you."
Michael looked away.
"Your phone wasn't showing any activity."
Adler said: "We've discussed these records, Tom."
"Yeah."
Keane looked directly at Michael. "What was Jonathan checking?"
Silence.
Adler spoke immediately. "Don't answer."
Michael stared at the call sheet.
Keane waited.
Finally Michael said: "Whether my father answered."
Adler turned toward him. "Michael."
Keane didn't move. Michael continued looking at the numbers. Nine-oh-seven. Nine-eleven. Nine-fourteen. Nine-forty-nine.
Adler said: "I strongly advise you not to continue."
Michael looked up. "They're leaving me with it."
"I don't care what they're doing. I care about what you're doing."
"Sam..."
"No. We need to speak privately."
Adler turned toward Keane. "I'm requesting a break."
Keane switched off the recorder. "Take your time."
He left them alone. The break lasted seventeen minutes. When Keane returned, Adler looked as though he would have preferred another line of work. Michael sat with his hands folded in front of him.
Adler spoke before Keane sat down. "My client has decided to make a further statement. I've advised him of the consequences and recommended that he not do so. He understands my advice."
Keane looked at Michael. "Is that right?"
"Yes."
"Nobody's promised you anything?"
"No."
"You're choosing to speak?"
"Yes."
Keane restarted the recorder. He confirmed the circumstances. Then he waited.
Michael looked down at the call sheet. "They say I decided afterward."
Keane didn't interrupt.
"After Thursday."
"Yeah."
Michael gave a small, bitter laugh. "That's convenient."
"Why?"
"Because of Aurelius."
Keane waited.
"My money. The medication in my house. I was the one physically there."
"Yeah."
"Then Rebecca's house afterward."
"Yeah."
Michael looked at him. "It works."
Keane nodded. "As an account of what the evidence shows, it works pretty well."
Michael was quiet. Then: "They didn't just know."
Adler closed his eyes. Keane said nothing.
Michael looked directly at him. "We agreed."
Nobody moved. Keane let the words settle. Then: "Who agreed?"
"Jonathan. Caroline. Me."
"And Rebecca?"
"No."
Immediate.
"Did Rebecca know anything about this before your father died?"
"No."
"Afterward?"
"No."
"Did she know why you went to her house Friday night?"
"No."
Keane looked down at the call sheet. "All right." He turned a page. "Start with Thursday."
Thursday
Caroline had ordered Thai food. Jonathan arrived at 7:18. He was the first guest. Michael arrived at 8:06. Those times were fixed by the building records. By the time Michael appeared, Jonathan had already taken off his jacket, poured himself a glass of wine and begun complaining about his university.
Caroline opened the door. Michael looked at her. "That bad?"
"Worse."
Jonathan raised his glass from the living room. "Welcome to the club."
Michael smiled. "Do we have jackets?"
"Only expensive disappointments," Caroline said.
Michael stepped inside. Caroline closed the door. There was no plan when he arrived. Not yet. Only three adult children, each angry with the same father for a different reason.
They knew the broad outlines of one another's problems. Michael knew Caroline had asked Richard for financial help. Jonathan knew she was under pressure, though not the full extent of it. Caroline and Michael knew Jonathan wanted Richard to support the proposed institute. Everyone knew Aurelius had become a source of conflict between Michael and Richard.
What they hadn't done was sit together and explain just how bad things had become. That happened over dinner. Caroline went first. The bond position. The collateral calls. The financing costs. The one and a half million dollars she'd asked Richard to lend her.
Jonathan looked up. "One and a half million?"
"Yes."
"That's how much you need?"
"That's what I asked him for."
Michael took a sip of wine. "You told me the amount."
"I know."
"You didn't tell me the lender was threatening a forced sale."
"Because I was hoping not to discuss my humiliation with the entire family."
Jonathan frowned. "Why not reduce the position?"
Caroline stared at him. "Would you like to go home?"
"I'm asking a reasonable question."
"So was Dad. Repeatedly. You can imagine how much I've enjoyed it."
Michael laughed.
Jonathan held up both hands. "Fine."
Caroline continued: "He could give me the time I need without selling any Bitcoin."
"By borrowing against it?" Michael asked.
"Exactly."
Jonathan shook his head. "Using Bitcoin collateral to sustain a leveraged bond position."
Caroline pointed at him. "Do not become our father."
Michael laughed again. For a moment it was an ordinary evening. A little bitter. A little funny. Three siblings saying things they wouldn't have said with Richard in the room.
Then Jonathan described the institute. The five-million-dollar founding commitment. The donor meetings. The prospectus bearing Richard's name. The increasingly urgent questions from the university. Richard's threat to correct the record.
Michael stared. "You told them Dad was putting up five million before he'd agreed?"
"We'd discussed his support for months."
"That's not what I asked."
Jonathan bristled. "Don't start."
Caroline laughed. "Wonderful. One hour together and Michael's become Dad."
Nobody laughed at that.
Jonathan looked down. "If he calls the university Monday, I'm in serious trouble."
"Fired?" Caroline asked.
"Possibly. At the very least, the institute could collapse before it starts."
"And you don't know how much of the fallout will land on you."
"No."
Michael poured more wine. "So he's got you too."
Jonathan looked at him. "Apparently."
Then Michael spoke about Aurelius. He explained that Richard was refusing to accept the ownership disclosures as presented. That he wanted independent counsel. That the review could delay the transaction or destroy it. He'd spent a year building the deal. Richard was threatening to undo it.
He did not mention North Lake's participation arrangements. He did not mention MJA Strategic Holdings. He did not explain that he might personally receive millions more than the simplified ownership presentation suggested.
Caroline listened. She knew Aurelius mattered to Michael. She did not yet understand how much it mattered financially.
Jonathan asked: "Is Dad right about the disclosure?"
Michael looked at him. "About what?"
"The ownership information."
"There's a lot of perfectly ordinary complexity in an early financing structure."
"That's not an answer."
Michael sighed. "Jesus. You sound like him."
Caroline raised her glass. "Could we have one evening when nobody sounds like Dad?"
Michael drank. "I think the transaction can be properly documented and completed."
Jonathan considered. "Then why not give Dad the documents?"
"We've given him documents."
"Apparently not the ones he wants."
Michael looked toward the window. "The man can never accept an answer."
Jonathan let it go. There was no need to turn dinner into a securities-law seminar. The three of them had come to complain about their father. Not defend him.
For a while the conversation stayed ordinary. Ugly. But ordinary. Richard had too much money. Richard controlled too much. Richard had opinions about universities he didn't work for, businesses he no longer ran and investments he hadn't made. Michael complained that Richard had sold control of Caldwell rather than letting him run it.
Jonathan said: "He built it."
"I know."
"So?"
"So at some point you trust your children."
Caroline laughed bitterly. "Not our father."
Then the Christmas joke returned. Richard living to a hundred and two. His extraordinary family longevity. His parents. The elderly relative who'd reached an age nobody could agree upon precisely.
Richard hiking. Playing tennis. Working in his garden. The recent chest scare that had turned out to be indigestion.
Jonathan did the arithmetic. "Twenty-four years."
Caroline looked at him. "What?"
"If he reaches a hundred and two."
Michael gave a small laugh. "He'd consider that a conservative estimate."
They smiled. Then stopped.
Caroline stared into her glass. "I'd be sixty-eight."
"Seventy-two," Jonathan said.
"Sixty-four," Michael added.
Nobody spoke. Finally Caroline said: "Wonderful."
Jonathan leaned back. "There's a legitimate economic point here."
Michael smiled. "Here comes the lecture."
"I'm serious."
"Of course you are."
"Money has different utility at different points in a person's life. Capital available at forty can fundamentally change what someone accomplishes. The same amount inherited at seventy may do much less."
Caroline pointed at him. "Exactly."
Michael shook his head. "That's still Dad's money."
"Yes," Jonathan said. "I'm aware."
"Then your theory doesn't entitle you to it."
Jonathan looked at him. "And you're angry because he won't let you complete a transaction he has concerns about."
"That's my work."
"And the institute is mine."
Caroline put down her glass. "And this is my life."
The three of them stopped. There it was. Mine. Different problems. The same word.
Caroline looked toward the window. "What exactly is he saving it all for?"
Jonathan sighed. "We've done this."
"No. We haven't."
"It's his money."
"Yes, Jonathan. I'm aware whose name is on it."
Michael said nothing.
Caroline continued: "He lives in the same house. Drives the same cars. Doesn't spend it. Doesn't need it. Meanwhile, three of his children are sitting here wondering how they're going to get through Monday."
Jonathan shook his head. "He doesn't have to rescue us."
"No. He just gets to watch."
"That's unfair."
"So is this."
"Being refused money isn't the same as having money taken away."
Caroline laughed. "You're becoming insufferable."
"That's hereditary."
Michael smiled faintly. But the mood had changed.
Caroline poured the last of the wine. "He's seventy-eight."
Jonathan looked at her. "So?"
"So he's had a good life."
"Caroline."
"A wonderful life. Better than almost anybody."
"That doesn't mean..."
"I know what it doesn't mean."
She looked at the empty bottle. "Twenty-four more years."
Nobody spoke. Then Michael said something he would later tell Keane he wished he could take back.
"If he weren't here, all three problems would go away."
Silence. Michael shook his head immediately. "Forget I said that."
Jonathan stared at him. Caroline didn't look up.
"Forget it," Michael repeated.
Jonathan spoke quietly. "I can't."
Michael looked at him. "Then pretend."
"No."
"No what?"
Jonathan set down his glass. "No. We're not doing this."
Caroline finally looked up. "Doing what?"
Michael stared at her. "You know."
The word hadn't been spoken. Not yet. But it was in the room. Jonathan went to the window. Traffic moved below. Pedestrians. Taxis. People heading to restaurants. Thousands of lives continuing while three siblings sat eleven floors above the street, looking at an idea none of them wanted to acknowledge.
"Our father is seventy-eight," Jonathan said.
"Jonathan," Michael warned.
"He had that chest episode."
"Indigestion."
"That's what the hospital concluded."
"Which means indigestion."
Jonathan didn't answer. He kept looking at the street. "If a man his age dies suddenly at home, people might initially think it's natural."
Michael stared at him. "Stop."
Caroline looked toward Jonathan. Then Michael. "He barely tastes food anymore," she said.
Jonathan turned. "What?"
"Since COVID. He keeps complaining about it."
"Why are you saying that?"
Caroline looked down. Nobody answered.
Michael rubbed his face. "Laura takes medication for her heart."
The room went quiet again. He hadn't said what medication. Neither Jonathan nor Caroline asked for its name. The idea was terrible enough without a pharmaceutical explanation.
Jonathan said: "This is no longer a joke."
Caroline looked at him. "It stopped being a joke a while ago."
Jonathan picked up his jacket. Michael watched him. For a moment, it looked as though he'd leave. Instead Jonathan stood holding the jacket in both hands.
"Let's say what we're talking about."
Michael shook his head. "No."
"We're talking about killing our father."
There it was. A sentence. Something none of them could dismiss as a joke about living to a hundred and two.
Michael looked at the table. "Yes."
Caroline closed her eyes.
Jonathan said: "So we stop."
Neither answered. "Right?"
Silence. Jonathan looked at Caroline. "Right?"
She stared back. "And Monday?"
He said nothing.
"Monday you lose the institute. Michael gets the lawyers. I get another collateral demand."
"That doesn't justify murder."
"No," Caroline said.
Her voice was quiet. "It doesn't."
Michael looked at her. "Dad doesn't deserve this."
"No," Jonathan said.
"No," Caroline agreed.
But none of them left. That was the part Michael would remember. They could acknowledge that Richard didn't deserve to die. They could say the word murder. They could still remain in the room and continue the conversation.
The next part wasn't a sudden decision. It was worse. The three of them began treating Richard's death as though it were an event that might happen independently of their wishes. They discussed what would change.
Jonathan's university would never receive Richard's Monday call. Caroline might obtain breathing room from her lender while the estate was administered. Michael would no longer have his father demanding documents from him.
None of those outcomes was guaranteed. The estate wouldn't distribute money immediately. Caldwell's lawyers might continue asking questions. Caroline's bond position could still deteriorate. But Richard would no longer be there to refuse them. They kept returning to that.
Then Michael said: "I'm planning to call Rebecca tomorrow morning to stay at her house Friday night."
Jonathan looked up. "You are?"
"Yeah."
"I thought you were seeing Dad over the weekend."
"I am. He expects me Friday evening to go over Aurelius."
Caroline frowned. "Friday?"
"Yes. We’d moved the discussion up. Rebecca doesn’t know. When I call her tomorrow, I’ll tell her I’m seeing Dad Saturday."
"So she’ll think you’re seeing him Saturday," Caroline said.
"Yes."
"And you’ll ask if you can stay with her Friday regardless."
"Yes."
Jonathan looked between them. "Michael."
"What?"
Caroline spoke before he did. "You could go to Dad's first."
Nobody answered. "Then Rebecca’s afterward."
Michael stared at her. "She’ll be expecting me by then."
"Exactly."
Jonathan looked at the table. "She'd only know when you got to her house."
Caroline nodded. "She wouldn't know where you'd been before."
Michael said: "She'd never lie for me."
"No," Caroline replied.
"That's the point."
Jonathan closed his eyes. Rebecca. The sibling who didn’t attend their private dinner. The one who would've defended Richard against all three of them. The one who trusted Michael completely. They weren't discussing how to make Rebecca look guilty. They were discussing how to rely on her honesty. That was different. And no less ugly.
Michael looked at Caroline. "If I go to Dad's, Rebecca will know I wasn't coming directly from Fairfield if I tell her."
"Then don't tell her," Caroline said.
Jonathan looked up. "Caroline."
"What?"
"She's our sister."
"I know."
Michael stared at his glass. Nobody answered. He looked toward the door. Then sat back down.
After a long silence, Jonathan said: "If we're actually discussing this..."
Michael looked at him. "We are."
Jonathan swallowed. "Then we'd need to know whether it had happened."
"How?"
"A call."
Caroline looked up.
Jonathan continued: "I call Dad later that evening."
Michael stared at him. "If he answers?"
"Then he's alive. We'd know it hadn't happened by then."
"Or I'd changed my mind," Michael said.
Jonathan nodded. "Yes."
"And if he doesn't answer?" Caroline asked.
Jonathan looked down. "That wouldn't prove anything. He could be asleep. He might have left his phone somewhere."
"Then why make the call?" Michael asked.
"Because it tells us something. Not everything."
Caroline considered. "If Jonathan can't reach Dad, he calls me."
"And you?" Michael asked.
"I call you."
"My phone might be off while I'm driving."
"Then call me when you get to Rebecca's."
Jonathan looked at Caroline. "Don't call Rebecca."
Nobody disagreed. She was to know nothing. Her house wasn't somewhere Michael had invented for the purpose. He'd already planned to stay there. But the three of them were now turning an ordinary family visit into something else. An arrival somebody could verify. A guest who would be remembered. A brother who could be said to have spent the night in Summit.
Caroline understood its value first. Jonathan understood what she'd meant. Michael agreed to use it.
 
Keane interrupted the account there. "Time."
Michael looked up. "What?"
"What time was Jonathan supposed to call Richard?"
"Around nine."
"Who suggested that?"
"Jonathan."
Keane placed the telephone record on the table. "Nine-oh-seven."
Michael nodded. "Yeah."
"And the plan was to call even if you left Richard alive?"
Michael looked down. "Yes."
"Why?"
"Because we wouldn't necessarily know what had happened afterward."
Keane waited.
Michael continued: "I was supposed to leave. The call was a check."
"Not confirmation."
"No."
"Did you agree on another way to confirm your father was dead?"
"No."
"So an unanswered call didn't establish it."
"No."
Keane nodded. That mattered. The telephone sequence had never been proof that Richard was dead by nine-oh-seven. It had been a planned attempt to learn whether he could still answer. An attempt that might produce an uncertain result. The uncertainty had been part of the plan.
Keane turned the page. "Continue."
There was no dramatic oath. No signed agreement. No moment when one of them became the leader and the others followed. The decision emerged through a series of questions nobody refused to answer.
Michael would go to Richard's house Friday. He had a reason to be there. He would leave for Rebecca's afterward. He had arranged the overnight visit already. Jonathan would call later. If Richard didn't answer, Jonathan would telephone Caroline. Caroline would try Michael. Michael would return her call after reaching Summit. Rebecca would know nothing. Michael said the three of them understood what they were agreeing to.
Keane asked him that directly. "You understood that the objective was your father's death?"
"Yes."
"Jonathan?"
"Yes."
"Caroline?"
"Yes."
"Anyone object before you left the apartment?"
"No."
"Anyone say they'd go to Richard and warn him?"
"No."
Keane looked down. "Who supplied the medication?"
"I did."
"Did Jonathan or Caroline know precisely what medication you intended to use?"
"No. They knew I had access to something through Laura's prescription. I didn't give them the details."
"Did Caroline know about your additional Aurelius interests?"
"No."
"Did Jonathan?"
"No."
Keane looked up. "You concealed that from them."
"Yes."
"Why?"
Michael's expression tightened. "Because it was my business."
Keane considered the phrase. My business. Richard would've had something to say about that. But Richard was dead.
"All right," Keane said.
"Friday."
Michael looked down at his hands. "I went to my father's."
"Eight-oh-six?"
"Around then."
"He was expecting you?"
"Yes."
"To discuss Aurelius."
"Yes."
"What happened?"
Michael took a breath. "We talked."
"Argued?"
"Not really."
Keane looked at him. "The recording sounded friendly."
"It was."
"Why?"
Michael gave a small, unhappy laugh. "Because I didn't want another argument."
He looked toward the table.
"My father was in a decent mood. We talked about the documents. He said Monday was still Monday. I told him we'd get the lawyers what they needed."
"Then?"
"I suggested a drink."
"An Old Fashioned."
"Yes."
"His favorite."
"Yes."
"You went downstairs."
"Yes."
"Did you make the drink?"
Michael nodded. "Yes."
"Did he drink it?"
"Yes."
"Did you put Laura's medication into it?"
"Yes."
Keane let the answer stand. He didn't ask Michael to describe the preparation. The important admission was already on the interview recording. He could return to the precise forensic questions separately, with the appropriate specialists and evidence.
"Did Richard know you'd given him medication?"
"No."
"What happened before you left?"
Michael stared at his hands. "He was still alive."
"Conscious?"
"Yes."
"Speaking?"
"Yes."
"Did he appear ill?"
Michael hesitated. "Not when I left."
Keane wrote that down. "Did you know the medication would kill him?"
Michael looked up. "That was what I intended."
Sam Adler closed his eyes.
Keane waited. Then: "And you left."
"Yes."
"Did you know whether he died before Jonathan called?"
"No."
"That's why Jonathan made the call."
"Yes."
Keane nodded. That answered the question the investigators had been unable to resolve. Michael had not stayed to watch Richard die. He'd left after administering the drug, while his father was still alive. The later unanswered call could not tell the conspirators with certainty what had happened. They would not know for certain until Saturday morning.
"You went to Rebecca's."
"Yes."
"Why turn your phone off?"
Michael looked toward the call records. "We didn't want the route to raise questions."
"Was that discussed Thursday?"
"Yes."
"Who suggested it?"
"I don't remember."
Keane didn't press for an answer Michael couldn't reliably give. "Your phone becomes active in Summit at nine-forty-six."
"Yes."
"You call Caroline at nine-forty-nine."
"Yes."
"Eighteen seconds."
"Yes."
"What'd you say?"
Michael looked at the table. "That I'd arrived."
"Did she ask whether Richard answered Jonathan's call?"
"She told me he hadn't."
"What'd you tell her?"
"Nothing definite."
"Meaning?"
"I said I was there. At Rebecca's."
"And she understood?"
"She understood I'd done what we'd discussed."
"Did you know Richard was dead?"
"No."
"Did Caroline?"
"No."
"Jonathan?"
"No."
Keane looked at the telephone sheet again. Three people who had agreed on Thursday. A check call Friday. No answer. A call to Caroline. A call to Michael. A short callback from Summit. For weeks, the sequence had appeared ordinary. Now Michael had supplied an explanation that fit it precisely. But an explanation from a man confessing to murder still had to be tested.
Keane looked back at him. "Saturday morning."
Michael's expression changed. He looked away.
"Teresa called Rebecca."
"Yeah."
"You were there."
"Yes."
"Did you know your father was dead when the phone rang?"
"I suspected it."
"Did you know for certain?"
"No."
"Rebecca didn't know anything about Thursday."
"No."
"Or Friday."
"No."
"She told us you stayed in Summit overnight."
"Yes."
"She believed you drove straight from Fairfield."
"Yes."
"She defended you."
Michael closed his eyes. "Yes."
"She became a suspect."
He didn't answer. Keane waited.
Michael opened his eyes. "Yes."
"You let that happen."
Adler said quietly: "Tom."
Michael interrupted him. "Yes."
For the first time, his voice broke. "We thought she would be questioned and cleared."
"Who's we?"
"All three of us."
"You were willing to have her investigated for murdering your father."
Michael looked down. "We told ourselves she'd be fine."
"Convenient."
"Yes."
"She had no idea what you were doing."
"No."
"And you knew she'd tell us the truth about your arrival."
"Yes."
Keane looked at him. "That's why you used her house."
Michael nodded. "Yes."
Keane switched off the recorder for a short break so he could consult the prosecutor about the scope of the new statement and the next investigative steps. He told Adler what he was doing. When Keane returned, Michael had not moved. Adler looked exhausted. Keane sat. The recorder went back on. He confirmed that Michael still wished to continue. Michael said he did.
"All right," Keane said. "You understand what you've admitted."
"Yes."
"You've admitted killing your father."
"Yes."
"And implicated Jonathan and Caroline in planning his death."
"Yes."
"They may deny it."
"I know."
"They may say you're trying to distribute the blame."
Michael gave a small smile. "Of course."
"Why should anyone believe your account of their involvement?"
Michael pointed at the telephone record. "Because that's what happened."
"Explain."
"Thursday. We were together. We lied about it."
Keane nodded. "Jonathan's call."
"Nine-oh-seven."
"Caroline."
"Four minutes later."
"Her call to you."
"Three minutes after that."
"Your callback."
"From Summit."
Michael looked directly at him. "Ask them why."
Keane did. Not immediately. And not alone.
The prosecutor received Michael's complete recorded statement. The investigative team compared it with the evidence already collected. The building records established the Thursday gathering and its timing. The earlier interviews established the three false accounts of when the siblings had last seen one another. The telephone records established the Friday sequence. The call times matched the checking arrangement Michael described.
Rebecca's account established that neither Jonathan nor Caroline had contacted her to check on Richard. Teresa had received no such call either. And, after Michael's arrest, Jonathan and Caroline had independently offered the same explanation: Michael must have decided alone after Thursday.
That explanation now required considerably more scrutiny. Michael's confession was evidence. It wasn't a verdict against the other two. The prosecutor wanted it corroborated. She also wanted the investigators to distinguish between facts established before Michael spoke and details that depended entirely on his account.
Keane approved. He'd spent too long telling Nolan not to improve the evidence to start doing it himself.
The next piece came from a message Caroline had sent Jonathan after he left her apartment on Thursday night. Investigators recovered it from her account under a court-authorized warrant. It was brief. Tomorrow, around nine. You call Dad first. If he doesn't answer, call me. I'll try Michael. Leave Rebecca out of it.
Jonathan had replied: Understood.
The timestamps and account records were independently verified. The messages did not mention murder, medication or anything that had happened inside Caroline's apartment. On their own, they might have referred to an ordinary family matter. But Michael had described precisely that arrangement before investigators discovered the exchange. And on Friday night, the calls had followed it almost to the minute.
For the first time, Keane had evidence of advance coordination between Jonathan and Caroline that did not depend on Michael's confession. He placed the messages beside the telephone records and sent both to the prosecutor.
Additional interviews and legal process followed. Then arrest applications. Jonathan and Caroline were informed through their attorneys. Both ultimately surrendered. Neither made a confession.
 
Jonathan's interview was brief. His attorney sat beside him.
Keane placed Michael's statement on the table. "Your brother says Thursday was more than venting."
Jonathan looked down. "He says a lot of things."
"He says the three of you agreed to kill Richard."
Jonathan's expression tightened. "Michael is trying to reduce his own responsibility."
"By admitting he physically killed your father?"
His lawyer raised a hand. "Jonathan, don't answer."
Keane waited. Jonathan said nothing.
"Michael says you suggested the telephone check."
No answer.
"Nine o'clock. You called at nine-oh-seven."
His lawyer spoke. "Detective, my client isn't answering questions about the alleged statement without a full opportunity to review it and advise him."
Keane nodded. "Understood."
He had one final question. "Why nine-oh-seven, Jonathan?"
Silence.
"If Thursday was only dinner and Michael decided alone afterward, what made you call your father at the time Michael says you'd agreed to check on him?"
Jonathan stared at the table. His lawyer stood. "We're ending the interview."
Keane closed the folder. "All right."
Jonathan left without answering. Keane didn't treat the silence as an admission. The telephone record was still there. It would have to speak for itself.
 
Caroline's interview lasted longer. Her attorney tried to stop her. Caroline kept wanting to correct things. Keane had noticed that habit in the Ashcroft family. Even when silence was available, one of them would often decide that a slightly better explanation might rescue a bad one.
"Michael says you suggested using Rebecca's house," Keane said.
Caroline's expression changed.
Her lawyer spoke immediately. "Don't respond."
Caroline didn't.
"He says you knew she'd give him a truthful account of where he was after he arrived."
Nothing.
"He says Jonathan proposed checking Richard by telephone."
Caroline looked at the folder.
"He says Jonathan called you when Richard didn't answer because you'd arranged that on Thursday."
She whispered: "He lies."
Keane nodded. "Sometimes."
Her lawyer touched her arm. "Stop."
Keane placed the call records in front of them. "Then there's the sequence."
Jonathan to Richard. Jonathan to Caroline. Caroline to Michael. Michael back to Caroline.
Caroline stared.
"You told me Jonathan called because he was upset," Keane said.
"He was."
"About Richard not answering?"
"Yes."
"And you called Michael immediately afterward."
"Yes."
"Not Rebecca."
"No."
"Not Teresa."
"No."
"Why Michael?"
Caroline looked at him. For several seconds, the polished woman from East Seventy-Ninth Street disappeared. What remained was Richard Ashcroft's daughter. Tired. Frightened. Angry.
"We were all angry," she said.
Her lawyer leaned forward. "Caroline."
"You don't understand what it was like."
"Stop talking."
Caroline looked at Keane. "He had everything."
Keane waited.
"All three of us were drowning in different ways."
"Your father didn't create all those problems."
"You didn't know him."
"No."
"He could've fixed them."
"With his own money. His own business judgment."
Her expression changed. His money. Rebecca's sentence. Richard's sentence.
Caroline looked away. "Easy for you to say."
Keane's voice softened. "Yeah."
She looked back. "That's what Rebecca would've said too."
Keane nodded. "I know."
Caroline stopped talking. This time, her lawyer succeeded.
 
Rebecca learned that Jonathan and Caroline had been arrested from Ellen Roth. Not from the news. From Ellen. That somehow made it worse.
"They what?"
Ellen sat opposite her at the kitchen table in Summit. "Both surrendered through counsel."
Rebecca stared. "Why?"
"Michael gave a statement."
"What kind of statement?"
Ellen took a moment. "A confession."
Rebecca went still. "To killing Dad."
"Yes."
She closed her eyes. She had expected that. Perhaps.
Then Ellen continued: "And he says Jonathan and Caroline planned it with him."
Rebecca opened her eyes. "No."
Ellen said nothing. "No."
"Rebecca."
"Not all three."
Ellen waited.
"Michael killed him."
"Michael says all three agreed."
"He's lying."
The answer came immediately. Rebecca heard herself. Again. He's lying because I need him to be lying. She stopped. Richard on the video. Don't believe what you want to be true.
She looked at Ellen. "What evidence?"
Ellen told her what she could properly disclose. The Thursday meeting. The false statements about it. The Friday calls. Their exact timing. Michael's account of the arrangement. Jonathan and Caroline's earlier insistence that Michael must have decided alone afterward.
Rebecca listened. For once, she did not interrupt.
When Ellen finished, Rebecca sat completely still. Then: "They used me."
Ellen didn't answer immediately. "According to Michael, yes."
"All three."
"That's his account."
"And the calls?"
"They're independently documented."
Rebecca looked down. "They knew I'd say Michael was at my house."
"Yes."
"They knew I wouldn't lie."
"That's what Michael says."
"They let Keane think I might have killed Dad."
Ellen's expression softened. "They didn't correct the investigators' mistaken assumptions. Michael has admitted that he and the others expected you to be questioned."
Rebecca's eyes filled. That hurt most. Perhaps more than the lies. Three siblings sitting together Thursday night. Rebecca excluded because she would've defended their father. Then used the following night because she'd defend Michael. Her honesty had become useful to them.
She'd told Keane exactly what she'd seen. Michael arriving. Michael sleeping in the guest room. Michael making coffee the next morning. And because she'd told the truth, the investigators had spent weeks trying to determine whether her account protected Michael. Or implicated her.
"They let me think I was the one who might go to prison," she whispered.
Ellen said nothing. There was no useful answer.
"Why?" Rebecca asked.
Ellen waited.
"Why would Jonathan do this for an institute?"
"I don't know what Jonathan was thinking."
"Caroline for a bad trade?"
"I don't know."
"Michael for Aurelius?"
Ellen didn't answer. Rebecca stared through the kitchen window. She thought about the three of them. Jonathan with his university. Caroline with her bond position. Michael with his business deal. All three had needed something from Richard. All three had been told no. Not always in the same words. Not always for the same reasons. But no.
She remembered their explanations. Dad controlled too much. Dad didn't trust them. Dad had money he wasn't using. Dad could afford to help. Dad would live forever.
At some point, she thought, they must have stopped describing Richard's money as something he owned. It had become the inheritance. Then family money. Then money they were waiting for. Then, in their minds, something Richard was keeping from them.
She looked at Ellen. "They thought he was taking something away."
"What?"
"By staying alive."
Ellen was quiet.
Rebecca continued: "They thought they were the victims."
"That's one possible explanation for how they justified it," Ellen said. "It doesn't tell us everything each of them was thinking."
Rebecca nodded. She knew that. But the Thursday dinner made a terrible kind of sense now. Richard was seventy-eight. Healthy. Active. Planning Monday. Planning next year. Planning twenty years. His children had looked at those same years and seen something else.
Jonathan's career slipping away. Caroline's leverage becoming impossible to sustain. Michael's transaction facing scrutiny. Twenty-four more years for Richard. Twenty-four years of waiting, as they imagined it, for the others. Same number. Different owner.
Rebecca closed her eyes. Owner. Always ownership. Bitcoin. Aurelius. Inheritance. Life. They had begun to speak of Richard's future as though it belonged to them. She hadn't made that substitution. Not because she was somehow better than her siblings.
She'd had a good life with Daniel. A home. Three children. Enough money for what they needed. And when Richard offered money on terms she didn't like, she'd been able to refuse it.
The others had wanted things he wouldn't give. That didn't explain everything. It certainly didn't excuse anything. But Rebecca could see how they might have convinced themselves that Richard's refusal was unfair. Then intolerable. Then something they were entitled to end.
That evening, Rebecca opened the family group chat. Four names remained. Michael. Jonathan. Caroline. Rebecca. No messages since the arrests. She stared at the names. Three of them.
For weeks she'd thought her father's death was a mystery. Then she'd thought it was Michael. There had been a terrible simplicity in that. One brother. One act. One hidden person inside someone she'd loved all her life.
Now there were three. Three people she'd known since childhood. Three people who'd sat beside her at Christmas. Three people who'd stood around their father's grave. Three people who'd comforted her while Detective Keane wondered whether she had murdered Richard herself.
She thought about deleting the conversation. Then about blocking them. She did neither. She closed the screen. They were still her siblings. That fact hadn't changed. Neither had what she'd learned.
Verification did not require hatred. It required accepting what was there. And what was there was worse than anything she had wanted to believe.
Chapter Twenty-Five
What He Was Saving For
In December, six months after Richard's death, Rebecca took the train into Manhattan alone. The first time she'd gone to Martin Hale's office about the estate, all four siblings had been there. Jonathan. Caroline. Michael. Rebecca. Now there was one.
She tried not to think about that as the train moved toward New York. She failed. Six months had not made anything normal. It had merely made the abnormal things familiar.
Michael had pleaded guilty first. His cooperation had filled gaps the telephone records and building logs could not. Jonathan had held out longer. Caroline longer still. Eventually, all three had entered guilty pleas. There would be sentencing later. Rebecca did not follow the discussions about likely terms. Years. Decades. Numbers large enough to become abstractions. She had already had enough of numbers.
Martin Hale was waiting when she arrived. Same office. Same view. Same orderly desk. He looked older. So did everyone.
"Coffee?"
"No, thank you."
He glanced at her. "Tea?"
"I'm fine."
Martin nodded. He knew. Rebecca and Daniel had told almost no one yet. She was a little over three months pregnant, with the baby expected in June. Far enough along to have begun making plans. Not far enough that she wanted congratulations from the world. Martin did not mention it. Another reason she liked him.
He placed a folder on the desk. "This should be our last major meeting before the estate is ready for distribution."
"That sounds ominous."
"It isn't."
"Everything you say sounds ominous now."
"Occupational damage."
Rebecca sat.
Martin opened the folder. "The probate court has entered the necessary orders regarding Jonathan, Caroline and Michael."
Rebecca said nothing.
"Their guilty pleas established much of the relevant conduct. The court has also made a separate determination for estate purposes, following the pleas and the evidence presented."
"Meaning?"
"They are each legally disqualified from benefiting from Richard's estate."
Rebecca looked toward the window. Manhattan below. People going somewhere. Always going somewhere.
"So that's final."
"For estate purposes, yes."
"And their shares?"
Martin looked at her. "Pass under the alternative provision in Richard's will."
She frowned. "What alternative provision?"
"The provision dealing with a beneficiary who is legally disqualified."
"I don't remember that."
"There was no reason you would."
"What does it say?"
Martin turned the document toward her.
Rebecca didn't read it. She looked at him. "Just tell me."
Martin folded his hands. "Richard directed that if one of his children became legally ineligible to inherit, that child's share would be divided among his remaining eligible children."
Rebecca understood before he finished. "No."
Martin waited.
"Jonathan."
"Disqualified."
"Caroline."
"Yes."
"Michael."
"Yes."
Rebecca stared at him. "Which leaves..."
"You."
Silence. Then: "All of it?"
"Yes."
She stood. Not because she intended to. Her body simply rejected sitting. "No."
Martin remained where he was.
"I don't want theirs."
His answer came gently. "It was never theirs."
Rebecca stopped.
Martin continued: "Your father's property remained his until his death. Their expected inheritances were subject to the law and the terms of his will. They are now disqualified, and the will directs where those shares go."
She looked down at the papers. Jonathan had believed five million dollars should already be helping his institute. Caroline had believed Richard should put his balance sheet behind her position. Michael had believed Richard had no right to stand between him and Aurelius. All three had treated Richard's continued control over his property as an obstacle. Richard had disagreed.
Rebecca whispered: "I know."
This time she did. She returned to the chair. "What about their lawyers?"
"They have had an opportunity to address the estate proceeding. The relevant orders have now been entered."
"Their creditors?"
"They cannot collect an inheritance that the three are legally barred from receiving. That doesn't affect legitimate obligations of Richard's estate, of course. Those still have to be settled."
"Jonathan's university?"
"It has no claim to Richard's estate merely because Jonathan promised it money."
"Caroline's lenders?"
"Caroline's own liabilities remain her problem. They do not become your father's estate's liabilities."
"Caldwell?"
"Richard's shares in Caldwell are estate property. Michael's professional affairs don't give the firm a claim on the inheritance."
Rebecca looked at him. "So it comes to me."
"Yes."
"Everything."
"Everything distributable under the residuary estate, subject to the remaining administration."
The lawyer returned.
Rebecca almost appreciated him. "What remains?"
"Not much." Martin turned a page. "Property expenses. Final tax work. A few conventional assets. The Madison house."
"No buyer."
"Three offers."
"I thought you said no buyer."
"I said three offers. I did not call them serious."
Rebecca smiled faintly. "How bad?"
"One appeared to assume the estate was desperate."
"Are we?"
"No."
"Then no."
"That was also my assessment."
Then there was the Bitcoin. Martin moved another folder forward. Rebecca recognized Sarah Chen's work immediately. No dramatic orange logo. No giant Bitcoin symbol. Sarah disliked decorative Bitcoin almost as much as Richard had disliked custodians.
Martin said: "The principal position is secure."
Rebecca nodded.
Months earlier, after all four children had passed Richard's competence requirement, Key Five had allowed the estate to complete the accelerated recovery procedure.
Martin. Sarah. The conditional key. Three signatures. Exactly as Richard had designed it. His Bitcoin had moved into a temporary estate custody structure. Not an exchange. Not Martin's personal control. Not Sarah's. No single person could move it.
The collateralized loans had been dealt with one by one. One had been repaid using available estate funds. Another had been refinanced temporarily. Collateral had been released where appropriate. No forced liquidation. No panicked Bitcoin sale. The estate had not needed to discover whether Richard's famous unwillingness to sell Bitcoin survived his death. His instructions and financial arrangements had provided a workable way forward.
Martin pointed toward the schedule. "I assume you don't want to make any immediate changes."
"No."
"None?"
"I want Sarah involved."
"She expected that."
"And you."
Martin smiled faintly. "I'm sixty-seven."
"So?"
"So perhaps don't design your next fifty years around me."
Rebecca smiled. "My father would've."
"Your father frequently ignored mortality when it became administratively inconvenient."
"He was very good at that."
Martin nodded. "Sarah has some proposals."
"What kind?"
"Multigenerational custody. Separation between beneficial ownership and signing authority. Recovery mechanisms. Provisions for your children."
"And Daniel."
"If you want."
"I want."
Martin studied her. "You understand you don't have to preserve Richard's system."
"I know."
"You can sell Bitcoin."
"I know."
"Some of it."
"I know."
"All of it."
Rebecca looked horrified.
Martin smiled. "I thought I'd test you."
"Very funny."
She looked again at the numbers. The press had spent months guessing. Tens of millions had become hundreds of millions once someone discovered how early Richard had been in Bitcoin. Financial journalists had produced estimates based on old wallet movements, company records, remembered conversations and people who claimed to have known Richard in 2013.
Some estimates were conservative. Others were absurd. Martin had corrected none of them. Neither had Rebecca. The actual number was nobody else's business. That was another thing she had learned from Richard. Ownership did not require announcement.
"What am I supposed to do with all this?"
Martin looked surprised. "Whatever you want."
"That's not helpful."
"It's also true."
Rebecca looked at him. "Pay off the mortgage?"
"Reasonable."
"We already decided to."
"Good."
"Keep the children in public school."
Martin smiled. "I don't believe wealth legally requires private education."
"You would've gotten along with me better than Dad did."
"I was paid to."
Rebecca laughed. It felt strange. Not wrong anymore. Just strange.
"We're not moving."
"From Summit?"
"No."
"Why would you?"
"Apparently rich people are expected to move."
"You already live in Summit."
"Exactly."
Martin nodded. "Problem solved."
Rebecca rested one hand unconsciously against her stomach. Martin noticed this time. His expression changed. He said nothing.
She smiled. "June."
A smile spread across his face. "Congratulations."
"Thank you."
"Daniel?"
"Very pleased."
"The children?"
"We told them last week."
"Reaction?"
"Two in favor. One reserving judgment."
"Which one?"
"Charlie."
"Of course."
"He wanted to know whether the baby would get his room."
"A legitimate concern."
"He has been assured the baby's financial condition is strong enough to acquire separate premises."
Martin laughed. Then stopped. His eyes had filled slightly. Rebecca pretended not to notice. He would have done the same for her.
"Richard would've been delighted," Martin said.
"I know."
"Four grandchildren."
"Yes."
"Your mother would've been too."
Rebecca nodded. That hurt differently. Older hurt. Softer.
Martin closed the folder. "Perhaps that's enough estate administration for one morning."
Rebecca stood. "Thank God."
"You're welcome."
Before she left, she stopped at the door. "Martin."
"Yes?"
"Do you think he was saving it for us?"
Martin considered. "Your father?"
"All of it. The Bitcoin. The firm. Everything."
Martin leaned back. "Partly."
"That's not much of an answer."
"It's the best I have."
Rebecca waited.
"Your father enjoyed becoming wealthy more than he enjoyed being wealthy."
She smiled. "That sounds right."
"He liked building things. Finding things early. Being right when everyone else thought he was wrong."
"Especially that."
"But after a certain point, the money stopped having much connection to anything he wanted to buy."
"Which drove Caroline crazy."
"Yes."
"So what was the point?"
Martin looked at her. "Perhaps he didn't think everything required a point within his own lifetime."
Rebecca said nothing.
"Ask Sarah," Martin continued. "She'll give you the Bitcoin answer."
"And you?"
"I just gave you the lawyer answer."
"Which is?"
"Sometimes preservation is itself a purpose."
 
The Madison house was cold when Rebecca arrived that afternoon. Not freezing. Just empty-house cold. The thermostat had been turned down.
Daniel was already there with the children. Two cars in the driveway. The old Subaru remained in the garage because nobody had yet worked out what to do with it. Rebecca suspected nobody ever would.
Daniel met her at the door. "How'd it go?"
She took off her coat. "I'm rich."
He looked at her. "You were rich this morning."
"Richer."
"How much?"
"Enough."
"Helpful."
"Martin's rubbing off."
Daniel kissed her. Then glanced down toward her stomach. "You okay?"
"I'm pregnant, not glass."
"I know."
"You don't act like it."
"Doctor."
"Surgeon."
"Even worse."
The children had occupied the house within twenty minutes. That surprised Rebecca. She had expected them to feel Richard's absence. Perhaps they did. Children simply carried absence differently. Charlie ran through the hallway. Someone opened the piano. Someone shouted from upstairs that Grandpa still had books in the guest room.
Daniel ordered pizza. Rebecca stood in the kitchen. For one second, she could see last Christmas again. Richard at the table. Michael making somebody laugh. Jonathan explaining something no one had asked him to explain. Caroline arguing about interest rates. Teresa carrying food in from the kitchen. Laura laughing at Michael before declining another glass of wine. Rebecca telling Charlie to stop tipping his chair backward. All of them together inside the same moment.
She closed her eyes. Then opened them. The kitchen was empty. The past had finally stopped changing.
"Mom!"
Charlie came through the back door. "Where's the telescope?"
"In the car."
"Can I use it?"
"It's four-thirty."
"It's getting dark."
He was right. December in New Jersey. Night arrived before anyone was ready. Daniel brought the box in from the trunk. It was not technically Richard's telescope. Richard had never bought it. He had died first. Rebecca had ordered it weeks afterward, then left it unopened for months because the idea of giving Charlie Grandpa's promised telescope felt unbearable.
Eventually Daniel had said: "Richard wanted him to have a telescope."
That settled it. Charlie called it Grandpa's telescope anyway. Rebecca never corrected him.
He studied the picture on the box. "Can we see Jupiter?"
Daniel glanced toward the window. "Not yet."
"Why not?"
"Because Jupiter hasn't got up."
Charlie stared at him. "Planets don't sleep."
"Then it's very lazy about getting to work."
Rebecca smiled.
Daniel continued: "It'll rise later tonight. We can set everything up now, have dinner and come back outside when it's high enough to see."
"How much later?"
"Pretty late."
Charlie looked toward Rebecca. She knew that expression. It was the one children used when they believed the governing authority might be persuaded to suspend a regulation.
"Special occasion," she said.
Charlie grinned. "How special?"
"Don't negotiate."
"Okay."
He immediately went to find the others. They set the telescope up in the backyard before dinner. The property rose enough that the sky opened above the neighboring trees. Richard had known what he was doing when he bought the place.
Charlie inspected every component. Daniel explained the tripod. The finder. The eyepieces. How to focus. Why people weren't allowed to grab the telescope and turn it while someone else was looking. That rule appeared particularly difficult for the youngest to understand.
Rebecca watched from the patio, wearing Richard's old winter coat. She had found it in the hall closet. Too large. Warm.
Daniel looked at her. "That yours now too?"
"Apparently everything is."
He smiled. She didn't. Not quite.
"Cold?" he asked.
"A little."
"Go inside."
"You go inside."
"I don't fit in Richard's coat."
"Your loss."
Daniel returned to the telescope. Charlie asked whether Jupiter would look as big as it did in the photographs.
"No," Daniel said.
"Why?"
"Because it's very far away."
"How far?"
Daniel began explaining. Rebecca went inside before she became involved in the mathematics.
They ate pizza in the kitchen. The children argued about which planet was the largest. Charlie knew. That did not prevent the others from suggesting Saturn on the grounds that its rings made it bigger. Ellie pointed out that rings did not count. Daniel attempted to establish a definition of size.
Rebecca told him he was turning dinner into a medical conference. He said that wasn't fair to medical conferences. For a little while, they were simply a family eating pizza.
Later, the children put on their coats. Daniel checked the sky. Jupiter had risen, but it would be easier to see once it was higher. They waited. Charlie found this intolerable. Rebecca suggested a board game. He objected that board games had nothing to do with astronomy.
She offered him the option of going to bed. He reconsidered the board game. At last, when the house had been quiet for so long that Rebecca was beginning to wonder whether everybody had fallen asleep, Daniel stood.
"All right."
Charlie was on his feet before the sentence finished. Outside, the December air had turned sharp. The children crowded around the telescope. Daniel found Jupiter and adjusted the focus.
Then stepped aside. "Charlie."
Charlie bent toward the eyepiece. For several seconds he said nothing. Then: "I can see it!"
The others surged forward. "Don't touch it!"
"I'm not!"
"You moved it!"
"Mom!"
Rebecca stood on the patio with her hands in Richard's coat pockets. Daniel was bending over the telescope. The children were arguing about whose turn it was. Charlie had appointed himself director of operations.
Richard would have lasted approximately three minutes before taking control of the instrument. Then lectured them for twenty. They would have loved it.
Rebecca watched them. Her children. Daniel. And another child, not yet visible beneath the coat, who would never know Richard except through the people who had loved him.
She went inside. Richard's study remained almost exactly as it had been. The investigators had finished months earlier. The estate people had organized things. But the room was still Richard. Desk. Chair. Books. Photographs. One of Eleanor. One of all four children when Rebecca was perhaps twelve.
Richard's old yellow legal pads. The ugly hunting picture was gone from the wall. Nobody had wanted it. Rebecca suspected Richard would've considered that vindication.
She sat behind the desk. For the first time. She had been in the room thousands of times. She had never sat in his chair. It felt wrong. Then comfortable. That annoyed her.
A folder remained in the desk. Not evidence. Martin had already cleared it. Copies of the Five Keys material. Sarah's certification. Four names.
REBECCA ASHCROFT MERCER — PASS
CAROLINE ASHCROFT — PASS
JONATHAN ASHCROFT — PASS
MICHAEL ASHCROFT — PASS
Rebecca looked at the page. All four. Every one of them had learned how to verify a Bitcoin transaction. How to check a destination. How to distrust an apparently authoritative screen. How to distinguish possession from ownership. How to reconstruct a wallet rather than assume it would somehow reconstruct itself. Richard had succeeded. Technically.
Rebecca almost laughed. Beneath the certification was an old page from Richard's notes. His handwriting. Don't believe what you want to be true. Check. Verify. Follow the facts. Rebecca traced the words with one finger.
For months she had thought Jonathan had failed Richard's lesson because he believed knowing monetary theory meant understanding Bitcoin. Caroline because she believed rates eventually moving in her favor was enough to justify surviving until they did. Michael because he believed Aurelius succeeding would somehow make misleading people about ownership irrelevant.
All true. But incomplete. Rebecca had failed too. Not the Bitcoin test. The important one. She had known Michael her entire life. Loved him. Trusted him. So every fact suggesting he might have killed their father had been forced to compete with thirty-five years of memory. For too long, memory won. Until it couldn't.
She looked again at the names. Jonathan. Caroline. Michael. What they had done was monstrous. That did not make every memory with them false.
Jonathan really had taught her to ride a bicycle. Caroline really had sat beside her all night when Eleanor died. Michael really had been her favorite. They had loved their father. That was perhaps the worst part.
People liked murder to simplify the murderer. It hadn't. Her siblings had loved their father and convinced themselves they were his victims. They had looked at another twenty-four years of Richard's life and counted those years as something being taken from theirs. Time they believed they should not have to wait. Money they believed they should not have to ask for. A future they had begun to think belonged to them. Rebecca put the page down.
Outside the window, Charlie shouted: "I can see the moons!"
She looked up. Daniel was helping them find the eyepiece. Ellie was insisting she hadn't had a proper turn. Charlie was insisting everybody had. Rebecca smiled. Richard would have been insufferable out there. She wished he were.
She looked around the study. No final envelope. No secret message. No explanation from beyond the grave. Richard had not known he was going to die. He had expected twenty more Christmases. More tennis. More yard work. More arguments. Another grandchild. Perhaps several.
He had expected the inheritance provisions of the Five Keys to matter only after a long life. That was how it should have been. Rebecca no longer needed him to have anticipated what happened. There was something comforting in knowing he hadn't. Until that Friday, Richard Ashcroft had been planning a future.
The house had received three offers. One insultingly low. One opportunistic. One from a developer who apparently viewed the yard as an unfortunate amount of unmonetized land.
Rebecca had told Martin to reject all three. Not forever. She didn't want the house as a shrine. Eventually someone else should live there. Children should run through the hallway. Someone should complain about the hill. Someone should discover how much yard work a large Madison property actually required and begin to understand why Richard owned four different kinds of rake. But not yet. Six months was not long enough.
Rebecca stood. At the door she looked back once. Then turned off the light. Outside, the children were still fighting over Jupiter. She joined them.
Charlie stepped away from the telescope. "Mom. Look."
Rebecca bent carefully. Daniel immediately put a hand near her elbow. She glared at him.
He removed it. "Sorry."
"Thank you."
She looked through the eyepiece. At first, nothing. Black. Then she moved slightly. There. Jupiter. Small. Bright. Farther away than anything in her life had ever seemed. She could see tiny points beside it. Moons.
Charlie said: "Grandpa knew about this one."
Rebecca kept looking. "Yes."
"Did Grandpa ever see it?"
"Of course."
"With this telescope?"
"No."
Charlie thought about that. Then: "He would've liked it."
Rebecca straightened. "Very much."
Daniel put an arm around her. The children returned to the telescope. Rebecca looked toward the house. Richard had lived there for most of their lives. Bought it when Jonathan was small. Expanded it. Filled it. Maintained it. Argued in it. Raised children in it. Accumulated a fortune while changing remarkably little about the way he lived. And still, year after year, he'd kept buying Bitcoin. Rebecca had wondered why.
She looked at Charlie, taking another turn at the telescope. At Ellie, telling her brother where to put his eye. At Daniel, patiently adjusting the focus.
She rested a hand on the child none of them could see yet. For years she had wondered what her father was saving for. Looking at his grandchildren beneath the winter sky, she finally understood.
Not himself. Not even them. Whoever came next.
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