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Dirty Secrets Club
Who would turn murder-suicide into a game?

Jo Beckett is a young San Francisco doctor, a psychiatrist who works with the lost and broken – injured cops, grieving survivors – in a bereavement group at UCSF medical center.  She also works with airport security, doing psych evaluations of berserk passengers to determine whether they’re insane, drunk or terrorists.  

She also does forensic work, performing psychiatric autopsies in criminal cases.  She investigates whether a shooting victim committed suicide, or whether a car wreck was accident or murder.  She examines the lives of lost souls and occasionally brings them redemption.  

Jo’s a puzzle.  She’s beautiful but doesn’t know it.  She’s American with Japanese and Egyptian ancestry, and happily calls herself ‘pure California mutt’.  She has a girl-next-door vibe and a laughing camaraderie with guys.  She comes from a loving family who adore and aggravate her… mostly because they set her up on comically doomed blind dates.  Meanwhile a friend, search-and-rescue expert Gabe Quintana, is patently smitten with her, yet she seems oblivious.  

She could earn millions but doesn’t care about money.  She’ll babysit Quintana’s little girl but won’t go out to dinner with him.  She only buys clothes that allow her to jump out a window if a patient attacks her with a knife.  

And she’s solitary.  She rock climbs, solo, on the towering granite walls of Yosemite.  She has a hunger for heights and open air.  Her friends think she’s an adrenaline junkie.  In fact, she has hideous claustrophobia.  It stems from the day the Loma Prieta earthquake struck San Francisco.  Jo was on the Nimitz freeway when the upper deck of the road collapsed onto the lower.  She had to be rescued from the crushed car, and ever since has loathed small spaces.  And she well knows that the thrillseeking, her craving to grab for fresh air and space, is a compensatory mechanism.  What she refuses to admit is that her claustrophobia has other roots as well, more recent, deadly and devastating.  

Professionally, she is called to perform psychiatric autopsies in cases of ‘equivocal death’ – where the authorities don’t know how the deceased got dead.  Jo must determine what’s known as NASH: was the death natural, accidental, suicide or homicide? 

The psychiatric autopsy requires her to investigate:

· The victim’s history: medical, psychological, educational, sexual.  

· Their relationships; their writings; books and music they owned, web sites visited, phone calls, recent conversations; interests and hobbies; old and current enemies.
· Reactions by friends and relatives to the victim’s death; early warning signs of suicide; whether anyone might have intended harm.    
· Fantasies, dreams, premonitions, IQ, mood swings, fears and phobias.   
· Timeline of events leading up to the day of the victim’s death.

In other words, the forensic psychiatrist doesn’t cut open the victim’s body, but his life. 

Late one night, Jo is called to the scene of a horrific road crash.  Following a police chase, a Porsche has rammed through a bridge railing and plunged onto a busy road below.  The driver and six others are dead.  There’s one survivor, a passenger in the Porsche, critically injured and comatose.  

The police suspect that the driver crashed the car deliberately – that it was murder-suicide.  They want Jo to delve into the life of the driver, Callie Harding, and uncover the truth.  

But this is more than a formality.  It’s urgent.  Callie Harding was a US Attorney who prosecuted organized crime cases.  She put bad guys in prison.  And she put people into Witness Protection.  The cops fear that she may have killed herself because she revealed a witness’s new identity to the bad guys. 

But that’s not what really has the cops twisted.  Callie Harding is San Francisco’s third strange, high profile equivocal death in the last week.  They fear this is some kind of organized killing spree.  They’re twitchy.  It’s a weird time in the city: full moon, Hallowe’en, and there’s been a recent swarm of earthquakes.  Everybody’s spooked.  The cops are frantic for Jo to get to work and figure it out right damned now.  She objects: psychiatric autopsies can take weeks.  She can’t rush a half-assed job.  It’s not just the report’s credibility in court that is at stake; it’s the truth about the victim’s life.

They spring on her: people are dying every two days.  They need to know what – or who – drove Harding to her death, and they need to know yesterday.  Don’t worry about protocol, or court proceedings.  Cut any corners you need to.  You have 48 hours.  

Jo asks the police why they requested her.  She’s young, relatively inexperienced, and this is a high-stakes case.  They tell her it’s because Harding’s death may involve elements of sexual fantasy.  And Jo has previously solved another equivocal death, originally labeled suicide, that proved to be a sexual fantasy gone fatally wrong.  Great, she thinks.  She has a reputation as the queen of autoerotic mortality.  Not why she went to med school.  But she takes the job.  

Jo digs into Harding’s private life and finds that the prosecutor was tough as nails and lived an ascetic life.  And nothing indicates that she had any intention of committing suicide.  Yet the crash seems incontrovertibly deliberate.  Jo then checks into the two other equivocal deaths.  These people, like Harding, had not a single indicator for suicide, and yet very clearly killed themselves.     

Digging deeper, Jo discovers that Harding did indeed have a fantasy life, but it wasn’t sexual.  Callie Harding belonged to a weird clique called the Dirty Secrets Club.  

The Dirty Secrets Club is a virtual confessional where members reveal their worst doings.  Affairs, addictions, betrayals, crimes.  It’s a world of distress, of shame and, worst of all, of pride.  

Club members meet in twos or threes to come clean and brag about their secrets.  It’s part confessional, part ego-trip, part game.  The club gives prizes for the best secret, dirtiest secret, biggest risk taken, etc.  It’s exclusive and elitist: you have to apply to join, and you won’t be admitted unless you’re a power player with something awful in your past. 

You get in by providing a Secrets CV – a resumé that details your prestige, and your dirt.  You have to provide a dirty secret and proof that (1) it’s true, and (2) you’re the one who did it.     

Unburdening yourself is one benefit of the club, but confession only gives you so much satisfaction.  Competition gives you more.  Club members get extra points for returning to the scene of a crime without getting arrested.  Or for carrying on with something, brazenly, without getting caught.  For getting on TV without anybody realizing their connection to the secret.  For lying under oath with a smile or a sad shake of the head.  For risking a high-profile job or political position.  For getting done what they brag that they’re going to, without ever leaving their fingerprints on the disaster.  

This encourages them to take increasing risks of exposure.  They’re thrillseekers.  They like the feeling of power the club gives them, and they begin creating new levels within the group: dirtier levels, more elite, where the truly famous swap bragging rights about truly heinous things.  Blinded by ego, they fail to realize that eventually somebody is bound to talk, or sell them out.  And that their secrets will be told to police, prosecutors, and the vicious criminals they have injured – who will seek revenge.  

The club started out as an intellectual exercise cum joke among classmates at Stanford University.  A law school discussion about courtroom confessions led a group of high-flying, arrogant students to spend a drug-fueled night talking about evidence, and confession, and the value of secrets.  

People love secrets, they realized.  Secrets can be horrible, fun, deadly.  They can weigh on the conscience.  Most of all, they can be valuable.  But only as long as they stay secret.  

Plenty of people, however, love telling secrets.  Look at the Jerry Springer Show: public confession is the rage.  People actually fight to get famous by telling all.  And yet the things they disclose are cheap, sleazy, and eventually… boring.  Check out yourdarksecret.com: I messed around with my sister.  I love Bobby and he’ll never know.  I pissed in the elevator.  If you spill your secret in such a venue, the students decided, you’re plebian.  You’re trailer-trash, a media-whore.  You ruin both the secret and your reputation.  You lose power.   

Sure, you can confess in private.  You can talk to a psychiatrist – they’re sworn to silence by the doctor-patient privilege.  And you can confess to a lawyer – they can get tossed in jail if they spill your secret.  Or you can talk to a priest, and he’ll never tell, under pain of death.  But priests demand something of you in return: remorse.  They demand that you feel bad about your secret.  And they give you penance.  Who wants that?  

Yeah, you can tell any of these people almost anything, without fear of exposure or reprisal.  But none of these professionals will give you what you’re looking for.  

Kudos.  

The students’ discussion became increasingly emotional, riven with shame and excitement, because they themselves had secrets.  Cheating, drug crimes, violent assaults, even rape.  Things that were dirty but also, to their arrogant minds, accomplishments.  They decided they should start a club to confess.  It would require total confidentiality.  But that would not be enough.  There had to be face-to-face contact between you and your confessor.  Otherwise there’s no real courage.  You’re just like an internet jerk-off, or a guy calling into talk radio, trying to fool the host of the show with a wild story while his buddies laugh in the other room.  And, crucially, you would have to prove that what you were confessing had actually happened – and that you were the one who had done it.  

Callie Harding was among those students.  

The club never went anywhere.  It stayed a drug-fueled fantasy.  Or at least it did until recently… but now Callie has turned it into the real deal.  When you confess, it’s validation, it’s telling people I’ve done something amazing.
And it’s a sting.  

It’s a scheme worked up by Callie and law enforcement officers to get people to confess their crimes.  The club is a subterfuge, designed to draw people out – like the ‘you’ve won a free car’ ruse that gets criminals to turn up at the auto dealership, where the police are waiting to arrest them.  Callie was after an old enemy, one of those students she knew back at Stanford, a real jerk who claimed to have raped a classmate.  He’s now an A-lister and has never been punished.  Callie wanted to get him.  And she managed to cajole him into joining the club, but now it’s all gone wrong.  

Lots of people, it turned out, wanted to join the Dirty Secrets Club.  And the police held off arresting members so they could net as many confessions as possible.  But they waited too long.  

The game has got out of the authorities’ control.  The players have turned it into a contest.  Money doesn’t count with this crowd, though; their currency is power and risk, and so they set it up as a game of Truth or Dare.  Whoever tells the best truth – the dirtiest secret – gets to set the dare for the other players.  The winner sends them out to commit acts that will become new dirty secrets.  The club has become a chain reaction, a generator instead of a trap.  

And at least one member of the club has lied his way in.  Jo discovers that somebody in the club is taking credit for an old, buried crime.  In fact, several people are taking credit for it.  They’re bragging, loudly.  

It’s a seamy crime: a drug deal gone bad, a falling-out among thieves.  One of the gang was doublecrossed, brutalized, left for dead, while his enemies got away and got rich.  
And people in the Dirty Secrets Club are confessing to that betrayal and robbery.  They don’t use the victim’s name; they just call him Pray.  Because that’s what he did when they attacked him.  

And now Pray is getting revenge. 

Pray is out to punish the people who hurt him.  And in his mind, he’s acting with complete righteousness.  The thing is, he doesn’t know which member of the Dirty Secrets Club really committed the crime.  He doesn’t care.  Whoever takes credit for the crime is going to pay.  You claim the bragging rights, you claim the consequences too.    

Pray is going through the members one by one.  Eventually, he knows, he’ll get the people who betrayed him.  But in the meantime, others are dying.  

Including Callie Harding.  The creep she was after is still around, but Callie’s dead and so are others.  The real bad guy, Pray, is getting revenge on the entire club for the wrong done to him.  And Jo Beckett must stop it before anybody else dies.   

Then, 24 hours after Harding smashes her Porsche, there’s another suicide.  A young father, a prominent football player, throws himself to his death from the Golden Gate Bridge.  

Pray is eliminating the Dirty Secrets Club, but in a twisted way.  He isn’t killing them.  He’s convincing them to kill themselves.  

But how?  Jo suspects that he is harming their families, driving them to such despair that suicide is the only way to end their shame and pain, but she can’t find proof.  Then she finds an envelope under her door: an invitation.  You killed your husband.  Welcome to the Dirty Secrets Club.  
Pray knows her.  He’s after her.  And, she fears, he’s telling the truth.   

Daniel Beckett was a trauma physician, Jo’s colleague and her passion.  As a young doctor, she was training to join him in emergency medicine.  Having been rescued from the crushed car after the earthquake, she wanted to give back and help others who needed rescuing.  So she joined Daniel on an angel flight, a helicopter mission to pick up a critically ill child from the remote Marin headlands.  But in terrible weather, the helicopter went down.  The child patient was badly injured.  So was Daniel.  Jo had to perform triage, to decide who needed treatment most urgently.  She made the wrong decision.  Both Daniel and the child died.  

She got out of emergency medicine.  Out of anything where she had to treat patients.  Where she could make another mistake.  She became almost hermetically sealed in her loneliness and grief.  She has retreated behind the Hippocratic oath: First, do no harm.  

She doesn’t counsel the bereavement group at UCSF.  She’s a member.  She doesn’t work with airport security just to prevent violence, but to overcome her terror of flying.  She doesn’t see Gabe Quintana’s affection for her.  She only sees him dragging her away from Daniel after Quintana’s Search and Rescue team reached the downed helicopter.  She hears him tell her that Daniel’s gone.  

And she doesn’t perform psychiatric autopsies solely to speak for the dead, though that’s an invaluable service.  Uncovering the truth about someone’s life, and death, brings that person more fully present to those left behind.  But Jo does it because it lets her hide from the living.  Because in forensic psychiatry there are no life and death decisions.  There’s only history.  

But now, if she doesn’t find out who’s after the Dirty Secrets Club, more husbands and brothers and children will die.  She has to get to the truth of Callie Harding’s death and find Pray. 

But, staring at the invitation to join the Dirty Secrets Club, Jo realizes that she hasn’t been chosen at random to work on this case.  For some reason, she is being set up.

The key to Pray’s identity lies not just in Harding’s psyche but her criminal work.  Then Jo figures out that Pray is hurting people’s families because his own tormentors hurt his family as well.  And he’s twisting people into committing suicide because he can’t kill them himself.  He’s a convict.  

He’s serving a sentence for another crime.  He has a confederate out in the city, a creepy minion who is hunting down the Dirty Secrets Club on his behalf.  

Nobody is who they seem, Jo learns.  But just as she narrows down Pray’s identity, another quake shakes the city, causing a blackout and widespread confusion.  And in that confusion, Pray walks out of jail.  

Jo is stuck in the dark, watching Gabe Quintana’s little girl while his search-and-rescue team goes to work.  And Pray is coming after them.  
