



The author of the New York Times bestselling novels featuring Dismas Hardy and Abe Glitsky brings a new hero into the fold….
At first, The Hunt Club had a membership of one: private investigator Wyatt Hunt. Since then, others have joined, both on and off the official payroll. Their common interest is obtaining justice—one way or another. But they don’t mind having a little fun along the way, and that’s exactly what they’re doing one late-spring night at a San Francisco bar….
One of them is missing the festivities, though. Homicide inspector Devin Juhle has just caught a major case: the shooting death of a sixty-three-year-old federal judge and his twentysomething mistress. While Juhle works, Hunt plays, hooking up with TV star and legal analyst Andrea Parisi—once he escorts her safely home and sobers her up, that is.
But before Hunt knows it, Juhle’s case will be of great interest to the members of The Hunt Club. Especially to Hunt himself. Not just because Andrea’s card was found in the wallet of one of the victims, but because just hours after their first romantic encounter, she disappears….
“ENTERTAINING.”
—Chicago Sun-Times
“Lescroart guides the reader skillfully through the maze of clues and suspects, providing a satisfactory conclusion for all.”
—Orlando Sentinel
“[Hunt’s] child-services background gives him the ability to read motives in surprisingly insightful ways.”
—Booklist
“A carefully crafted police procedural…an explosive conclusion.”
—Lansing State Journal
“Longtime Lescroart fans can relax: These pals are at least as interesting and enterprising as Hardy/Glitsky…. Most readers will agree that it’s a great combination, both on the job and on the page.”
—Publishers Weekly
“Grisham and Turow remain the two best-known writers in the genre. There is, however, a third novelist at work today who deserves to be considered alongside Turow and Grisham. His name is John Lescroart.”
—Chicago Sun-Times
“What separates Lescroart from the usual courtroom novelist is his characters…. They tend to come alive as people and not just action figures.”
—Winston-Salem Journal
Praise for John Lescroart’s Previous Novels
The Motive
“Surpasses anything Grisham ever wrote and bears comparison with Turow.”
—The Washington Post
“Unfolds like a classic Law & Order.”
—Entertainment Weekly
The Second Chair
“Lescroart gives his ever-growing readership another spellbinder to savor.”
—Library Journal
The First Law
“With his latest, Lescroart again lands in the top tier of crime fiction.”
—Publishers Weekly
The Oath

A People Page-Turner
“A TERRIFIC CRIME STORY.”
—People
“Hardy and Glitsky are like good wine, improving with time.”
—The Orlando Sentinel
The Hearing
“A SPINE-TINGLING LEGAL THRILLER.”
—Larry King, USA Today
Nothing But the Truth
“RIVETING…ONE OF LESCROART’S BEST TALES YET.”
—Chicago Tribune
The Mercy Rule
“WELL WRITTEN, WELL PLOTTED, WELL DONE.”
—Nelson DeMille
Guilt
“BEGIN GUILT OVER A WEEKEND…. If you start during the workweek, you will be up very, very late, and your pleasure will be tainted with, well, guilt.”
—The Philadelphia Inquirer
A Certain Justice
“A West Coast take on The Bonfire of the Vanities…richly satisfying.”
—Kirkus Reviews
“A gifted writer…. I read him with great pleasure.”
—Richard North Patterson
The 13th Juror
“FAST-PACED…sustains interest to the very end.”
—The Wall Street Journal
Hard Evidence
“ENGROSSING…compulsively readable, a dense and involving saga of big-city crime and punishment.”
—San Francisco Chronicle
Dead Irish
“Full of all the things I like. Lescroart’s a pro.”
—Jonathan Kellerman
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To Justine Rose Lescroart,

daughter of my heart


“You think you know yourself until things start happening, until you lose the insulation of normality.”
—Robert Wilson, A Small Death in Lisbon
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That was then…




1 /(1992)

From the outside, the large four-story San Francisco apartment building on Twenty-second Avenue near Balboa in the Richmond District was well kept up, but I had seen that before when I’d been called on complaints, and by itself it meant nothing. This building probably had forty units, each one a self-contained and discrete universe inhabited by singles, doubles, students, old folks, happy and unhappy, married and unmarried, gay and straight couples, with or without children.
On this cold and dreary morning, the mandated call had come from Cabrillo Elementary, where the kids were in sixth and fourth grade, respectively. Both of them had been absent the entire previous week of school, and no parent had called the office with an excuse. When the school’s attendance officer had phoned the Dades’ home for the first time last Wednesday, she’d left a message that no one returned. On Friday, she called again and talked to Tammy, the sixth grader, who said everybody had the flu, that was all. No, her mother was too sick and sleeping and couldn’t come to the phone. Tammy thought that she and her brother would probably be better by Monday and she’d bring a note from her mother or the doctor. Somebody, anyway. Monday, they didn’t make it, though, and the attendance officer had called Child Protective Services to check out what might really be going on. She noted on the complaint that both children appeared to be under-nourished and poorly clothed.
Now it was Tuesday morning, a little before 10:00. My partner for the call, my favorite partner in CPS, for that matter, named Bettina Keck, stood with me—Wyatt Hunt—outside the building after the first few rings from the button in the lobby went unanswered.
“Why am I not believing nobody’s home?” Bettina said.
It was freezing standing there and I had already had enough waiting. I was going down the list of residents’ namecards, pressing each button one after the other. “I hate when they make us do this. If anyone answers, you up for talking?”
“Why me?”
“You’re smarter? Wait, no, that can’t be it.”
“Funnier, too,” she said. And as if on cue, a squawk came out of the box, the voice of an elderly woman. “Who’s down there?”
Bettina leaned close to the speaker. “FedEx delivery.”
“See?” I said. “Brilliant.”
Bettina shushed me and we heard, “I didn’t order anything.”
“What apartment are you?”
“Eight.”
My finger went to the namecard for Bettina to read. She got it without missing a beat. “You’re Mrs. Craft?”
“I am.”
“Well, you’ve got to sign for your delivery.”
“What is it?”
“Right now, ma’am, it’s a brown box. If you don’t want it, I’ll just have it sent back.”
“To where?”
“Let me see. It looks like a jewelry store. Maybe you won a prize.”
A pause. Then, “Oh, all right.”
And the door buzzed, letting us into the building.
“You might be smarter at that,” I said, holding the door for my partner.
“No might about it.” She smiled at me. “Best part of the job.”
We took the stairs, through a door just inside the entrance, and came out on the third floor. The Dade residence was number 22, down the hallway on our left, and we stood in front of its door, listening to the television playing inside. Bettina nodded and I knocked. Immediately, the TV sound diminished. I knocked again. And again. “Whoever just turned down the television,” I said in a loud and authoritative tone, “open the door, please.”
Finally, a young girl’s voice, thin and timid: “Who is it?”
“Child Protective Services,” Bettina said softly. “Open up, please.”
“I’m not allowed.”
“You’re not allowed not to, honey. Is that Tammy?”
After a hesitation, the voice asked, “How do you know that?”
“Your school called us to check on you. They’re worried about you and your brother. You’ve missed a lot of days.”
“We’ve been sick.”
“That’s what they said.”
“We’d just like to make sure you’re okay,” I put in.
“We might still be contagious.”
“We’ll take that chance, Tammy,” Bettina said. “We’re not allowed to go away until we see you.”
“If you don’t let us in,” I added, “we may have to come back with the police. You don’t want that, do you?”
“You don’t need to call the police,” Tammy said. “We haven’t done anything wrong.”
Effortlessly tag-teaming with me, Bettina spoke. “Nobody’s saying you did, honey. We just want to make sure everything’s okay in there. Is your brother with you?”
“He’s okay, except he’s still sick.”
“How about your mom? Is she there with you? Or your dad?”
“We don’t have a dad.”
“Okay, your mom, then.”
“She’s sleeping. She doesn’t feel good, either. She’s got the flu, too.”
“Tammy,” keeping a rising sense of concern out of my voice, “we need to come in right now. Please, open the door.”
A couple of seconds more and we heard the lock turn, and there she was. Remarkably composed and reasonably well dressed, I thought immediately, for a girl who was clearly starving to death.
Bettina went down on one knee. I heard her asking, “Tammy, honey, have you had anything to eat lately?” while I opened the door and passed behind them, half-hearing the young girl’s response: “Some bread.”
In the living room in front of the television set, an emaciated young boy sat under a pile of blankets, staring with hollow and empty eyes at the silent screen. “Hey, buddy,” I said gently. “Are you Mickey?”
The boy glanced over at me and nodded.
“How are you doing?”
“Okay,” he said in a tinsel voice, “except I’m a little hungry.”
“Well, we’ll get you some food right away, then. How’s that sound?”
“Good. If you want.”
“I do. I do want. Where’s your mom, Mickey?”
Bettina, holding Tammy’s hand, heard the question as she came into the room. “She’s in her bedroom,” Bettina said. “Maybe I should stay with the kids in here a minute, and you go see how she is?”
“On it,” I said.
Mrs. Dade was in her bed, all right, and sleeping. But it wasn’t the kind of sleep where you woke up.
The autopsy later revealed that she had died of an overdose of heroin, probably in the form of black tar, probably on the third or fourth day the kids had missed school. While we were waiting for the unnecessary ambulance, Tammy told us that her mother had lost her job at the Safeway a couple of weeks ago because of her drug problem, which was really a disease she couldn’t help. She had told Tammy and Mickey that she knew she shouldn’t be using drugs, that they were bad, and she was trying to stop, but it was really, really hard. The main thing, though, was that they must never, ever tell anybody because if the police ever found out, they’d come and either take Mom away or take them away from her.
Tammy took DARE at school, and she knew that this was true. Everybody agreed you shouldn’t live with people who used drugs.
Which was why Tammy hadn’t told anybody.
And this hadn’t been the only time with Mom. Sometimes she would disappear into her bedroom for a couple of days. This was just longer than usual. Tammy didn’t want to look in because sometimes her mom would get mad if she checked up on her. She didn’t want her children to see her doing drugs. She was ashamed of it. In a day or two more, Tammy thought, her mom would probably come out of her bedroom, or she would go check when they were really out of food, and then they’d go back to school and Mom would go shopping and get them something to eat. Meanwhile, Tammy just fed herself and Mickey from what was left in the kitchen. She rationed it so it wouldn’t run out. She needed to protect her brother, too, along with her mom.
I went and searched. They were down to three slices of mildewed white bread, some rice crackers, and about a tablespoon of peanut butter.



2 /(1996)

I had been on the job for five years and still didn’t have my own office at Child Protective Services. I didn’t really want or need one. Seventy-five to eighty percent of my work was, after all, in the field. The rest of it was writing reports of what I’d done. The supervisors got the offices, and as far as I was concerned, they could have them. Supervisors worried about closing cases and about numbers and about following established procedures. I cared about saving kids’ lives. There tended to be a difference in approach.
After negotiating the gauntlet of homeless persons camped on the surrounding streets, I would arrive at the Otis Street building every morning somewhere around eight o’clock, check in for any possible true emergency calls, then most days pick up my daily allotment of “normal” cases. Every one of these was an emergency of some kind, although too often not designated as such by the bureaucracy.
To get an emergency declaration and hence the immediate attention of a caseworker or team of them, the home situation of the child had to be defined as life-threatening in the near term. Say, a woman holding her three-year-old by the heels out of a six-story window would be an emergency. Day-to-day problems were of a lesser nature and included chronic starvation or suspected physical abuse or a parent in some drug-induced or otherwise psychically impaired state. Or an uncle in a suspected carnal relationship with his eight-year-old niece.
The more or less routine call this morning was from Holly Park, a housing project near the southern border of the city. Due to its internal and conflicting gang affiliations, its grinding poverty and persistent air of hopelessness, and the astronomical percentage of its population that either used or dealt street drugs, it had the highest neighborhood homicide rate after Hunter’s Point. And was undefeated for number one in most other crimes, violent and not.
I don’t mind fog or rain, heat or cold, but I hate the wind, and today, a Thursday in early April, it was blowing hard. In an effort to save it from the vandalism that plagued Holly Park, I parked my already beat-up Lumina three blocks east of the project, then opened my door to a gust of Alaskan Express against which my parka was about as effective as chain mail. The day was bright and sunny, but the wind was relentless and bitter, bitter, bitter cold.
Hands tucked into the bottoms of my jacket pockets, I got to the address I’d memorized and, from across the street, stared at the tagged and scarred wasteland I was supposed to enter. I knew that fifty years ago the place had once been a showcase of sorts—the barracks-style apartment units freshly painted, with grassy areas and well-kept gardens, even trees. Residents got fined if they didn’t mow their lawns, keep their individual porches and balconies clean and free of laundry or garbage. Now there wasn’t one tree left, no hint of a garden, barely a blade of grass. From my vantage across the street, I picked up hundreds of glints of light in the packed tan earth surrounding the buildings—I’d been here many times before, knew that these were remains of countless discarded and broken bottles of beer, wine, liquor, anything alcoholic that came in glass. Pepsi and Coke weren’t locked in combat in this arena.
Perhaps most disturbing of all, I saw no one. Of course, with the cold and the wind, people wouldn’t be out to bask and frolic, but I kind of expected to see some soul passing between the pods of buildings, some woman hanging laundry, somebody doing something. But the place appeared completely deserted.
I wondered whether I should have waited a few more minutes at the office and hooked up with a partner for this call. One of the relatively new hires, maybe, who still had some fire in the gut. But finding someone in the office I could count on, with whom I could stand to spend much time, had become all but impossible.
Because the office had in the past couple of years become cancerous. This coincided with the appointment and arrival of Deputy Director Wilson Mayhew. From my line supervisors splitting hairs and playing power games, to so many of my fellow emergency response workers putting their experience to work dodging calls when they bothered to report in at all, most people in the department seemed to take their cultural cues from Mayhew. We were all county employees after all, covered by the union and essentially invulnerable to discipline. Without a motivational deputy director, caseworkers who cared about the work and about the kids tended to burn out after a few years. Now most of those who remained stayed on because they couldn’t be touched—between accrued vacation and sick days and cheating on your time card in a hundred clever ways. Fully a third of the caseworker staff did nothing substantive ever. A couple never even came in to work, and it didn’t seem to matter to Mayhew or the lower-ranking supes, who were then spared the hassle of having to confront them.
Bettina, still on the job, was having some substance issues herself in the wake of her divorce, and now I preferred to work alone.
Well, there was nothing for it but to go ahead. I was here now. And Keeshiana Jefferson needed help now. I had to go in and assess how bad it was. I took a step off the curb.
“Hey.”
I turned, stepped back, double-taking at the absolutely impossible sight of another white guy in this neighborhood. Then, the features congealed into something vaguely then very familiar. “Dev?” I said. “Devin Juhle?” Juhle had been the shortstop to my second base on my high school team. Before college separated us, he’d probably been my best friend.
The other man broke an easy if slightly perplexed grin, then his own recognition kicked in. “Wyatt? What are you doing here?”
“Working,” I said, more or less automatically reaching for my wallet, my identification. “I’m with CPS. Child Protective Services.”
“I know what CPS is. I’m a cop.”
“You’re not.”
“Am, too.”
“You’re not dressed like a cop.”
“I’m an inspector. We don’t wear a uniform. I’m with homicide.”
I threw a quick look across the street. “You’re saying I’m too late, then?”
“For what?”
“Keeshiana Jefferson.”
“Never heard of her.”
A rush of relief swept over me. At least Keeshiana wasn’t the victim in the homicide Dev was investigating. I might be in time after all. “Well, hey,” I said, “good to see you, but I got a gig in there.”
Juhle put a hand on my arm. “You’re not going in there alone?”
“That’s my plan.” Seeing Juhle’s concern, I added, “Not to worry, Dev. I do this every day.”
“Here?”
“Here, there, everywhere.”
“And do what?”
“Talk to people mostly. Sometimes take a kid out.”
Juhle cast a worried glance over to the projects, then back to me. “Are you packing?”
“A gun?” I chortled and spread the sides of my parka wide open. “Just cookies and chips in case somebody’s hungry. I really gotta go.”
“What’s the exact address?” Juhle asked me. “I’m hanging here anyway with my partner, looking for witnesses. I’ll stay close.”
“No need,” I said, “but I appreciate the offer. But really, catch you later. I gotta go check the place out now.”
The wooden door to the barrack unit closed behind me, and the hallway went almost pitch-dark. Someone had painted out the long glass windows on either side of the door. I let my eyes adjust for a few seconds, then tried the light switch, which had come into view. It didn’t work.
There was a stink in the hall, the familiar trifecta of mold, urine, animal. I also noted a whiff of pot and tobacco smoke, although the stronger smells predominated. The wind howled outside as it tore between the buildings, and hearing it, I thought to turn back and open the door again slightly to get some light. Just outside in a pile of rubble against the building, I spied a rock that would serve my purpose. I picked it up and propped the door with it, holding it open about five inches.
The Jeffersons lived in number 3, the back unit on the left side. I listened at the door and heard only the familiar drone of a television but couldn’t really tell if it came from this apartment or one of the others. I knocked, got no response, knocked again. “Mrs. Jefferson.”
Finally, a shuffle of feet, then a woman’s voice from inside. “Who’s that?”
I knew a few tricks myself. You say Child Protective Services to some people, the door never opens. But you say Human Resources, of which CPS is a part, they often think it’s about their welfare payments, and it’s open sesame. Mrs. Jefferson opened the door a crack, the chain still on. “What you want?”
“I’d like to talk to you a minute if I could.”
“You doin’ that.”
“We got a call about Keeshiana. Is she all right?”
“Who called?”
“Your mother.” Thank God, I thought. It should have been the girl’s school, since she’d already missed two full weeks, but they hadn’t gotten around to it by the time I called them to verify the absences. Luckily, the grandmother had come by the apartment yesterday and after leaving had called CPS. “She’s worried about you both.” I shifted to another foot, keeping the body language relaxed.
“Ain’t nothin’ to worry ’bout. I be taking care of my baby.”
“I’m sure you are, Mrs. Jefferson, but when somebody’s mom calls in and says they’re worried, I’m supposed to come out and see if everything’s okay.” I pulled the parka closer around me. “If I could just come in and talk to you both for a minute, I could be on my way.”
To my right, the door at the opposite end of the hallway suddenly opened all the way with a bang, and a posse of three men came inside amid a blizzard of profanity and posturing. All of them were layered up with jackets, all of them down with the perp walk. My testicles withdrew into my body as Mrs. Jefferson shut the door on me.
The back door stayed open. The leader of the gang, seeing me, stopped and looked around behind him, then down the hall behind me. “Yo, fuck.”
I nodded. “’Sup,” I said, dishing back some brilliant repartee. But I turned to face them, standing my ground.
“’Sup wi’ this shit?” They’d come up close, surrounding me, all intimidation, the usual. The man’s eyes looked a sickly yellow. He hadn’t shaved in several days. Or, apparently, brushed his teeth ever.
I looked him in his yellow eyes. “It’s no shit,” I said. I held up my ID. “CPS, guys. Just checkin’ on Keeshiana in here. See she’s all right.”
The front man took a beat, another look around. He swore again, cocked his head, and the posse moved past. The last man, eschewing his earlier mannerly approach, hawked and spit on the floor at my feet.
Tempted to tell them to have a nice day, I figured there wasn’t any advantage in it and instead bit my tongue, then turned and knocked again on the door. “Me again,” I said.
The door opened, no chain this time. “You some kind of fool or what?” she asked.
I followed her in, the door closed again and bolted behind. It was the kind of apartment I’d seen on dozens of similar occasions before. Kitchen, living room, two small bedrooms. Neither neat nor clean, with dirty clothes strewn on furniture, paper bags littering the floor, KFC and McDonald’s containers stacked in piles on end tables and bookshelves that hadn’t seen a book in half a century.
She’d pulled the blinds and covered most of the windows with drapes and what looked like sheets or pillow-cases, so it was almost as dark as the hallway inside, but the corner of a sheet over the upper half of the kitchen window had fallen off and let in some daylight. “This is my baby, Keeshiana,” Mrs. Jefferson said. The child was at the kitchen table. A sweet-looking diminutive six-year-old in a red T-shirt, her arms rested in front of her, hands clasped.
I didn’t put out my hand, kept everything low-key, nodding only. “My name’s Wyatt.” I gave her my professional smile, and she nodded back warily. I turned to the mother. “Maybe we could all sit a minute?” And pulled out a chair. “So, Letitia,” I began to the mother, “is that what they call you?”
“Lettie.”
“Lettie, then.”
But she cut me off, suddenly angry. “My momma got no call putting you on us. I ain’t done nothing wrong, just protectin’ me and my baby from evil.”
“From evil?”
“Satan,” she said.
“The devil?”
“Right.”
“Is he after you in some special way?”
“He tole me. Said if she went out, he’d take her. He wants her bad.”
“When did he tell you this?”
“Couple of weeks now. I seen him, you know.”
“Where?”
She tossed her head. “Just out there.”
“In the hallway?”
A nod. “And outside, too. That’s why I got the windows covered. So he can’t see in, know she’s here.”
I suddenly understood how the glass panes beside the hallway doors had come to be painted. I reached inside my parka, produced a bag of potato chips and a Snickers bar, and put them on the table without a word, sliding them down within Keeshiana’s reach.
“It’s okay, honey,” her mother said, and the girl gingerly took the potato chips, pulled open the bag, and started eating them quickly, one by one.
I took advantage of the distraction to break the ice with her. “So, Keeshiana, you haven’t been outside for a time?”
She looked a question at her mother, got a nod, came back to me. “No.”
“You ever want to?”
She ate another chip, this time looking down at the table in front of her. “It’s ’cause I’m bad, Momma says. That’s why he wants me.”
“I been prayin’ every day,” Lettie said. “Every night. She gettin’ better.”
I wasn’t sure I understood, but I didn’t like the sound of any of it. “How are you bad, Keeshiana? You don’t seem bad to me.”
“Momma says.”
“No,” Lettie said. “I don’t say. But Satan, he callin’ her.”
“How does he do that? Lettie? Keeshiana?” I looked from one to the other. Finally settled on the mother. “Lettie. How long has it been since you’ve let her go outside?”
Her eyes went to her baby. She shook her head. “Since he got here.”
“The devil? When was that?”
“I don’t know exactly.”
“A couple of weeks? A month?”
Lettie blinked against the onset of tears. “She go out and you can’t fight him. He take her.”
“He won’t take her,” I said. “I was just out there, and there was no sign of him.”
At that moment, the wind gusted with a low shriek, and the kitchen window shook above us. “There’s your sign,” the mother said. “He laughin’ at you, waitin’ his chance.”
“That was the wind, Lettie. Just the wind.”
“No! He got you fooled.”
“Momma,” Keeshiana said. Now she was holding the Snickers bar. “Please.”
Lettie again nodded.
Trying to escape the absurdity, I resorted to harsh reality. “Lettie,” I said softly. “Mrs. Jefferson, listen to me. I need to know that you’re going to let Keeshiana out of the apartment here so she can go back to school. Do you understand?”
“But I can’t. I really can’t. You can see that.”
I didn’t want to get into threats that I would take the child. If I didn’t make progress, I’d have to get to that soon enough. Trying to remove the girl from her mother’s custody would always be a last resort, and it was the last thing I wanted to do. “I tell you what,” I said. “Why don’t you and Keeshiana dress up warm and we go outside now for a minute all together? Lettie, we can each hold one of Keeshiana’s hands. We see anything that makes us uncomfortable, we come right back in here. Promise.”
Lettie was frowning, shaking her head from side to side, but the young girl stopped her chewing and her eyes lit up. “You could just undo me a minute, Momma,” she said.
Struck by the phrase, hairs raising on the back of my neck with premonition, I said, “What do you mean, ‘undo,’ Keeshiana?”
“You know.” She wriggled in the chair. “So I can get up?”
Frustration crowded out any other expression on Lettie’s face. “You fine,” she said to her child, then spoke to me, her tone dispassionate, even reasonable. “She don’t need to go gettin’ up. She get up, she try an’ go out.”
My flat gaze went from Lettie to her daughter. “Keeshiana, I’d like to see you stand up, please.”
Her eyes, panicked, flew to her mother.
Which was my signal. With an exaggerated slowness, I pushed back, stood up, and sidestepped to Keeshiana’s end of the table. Pulling out her chair, I drew in a sharp breath. A clothesline wrapped perhaps a dozen times around her waist and legs held her in her place.

Devin Juhle, the homicide cop from my childhood, fell in next to me as I emerged from the darkened pod into the bright and windswept cut of packed earth and glass that led out to the sidewalks. I was carrying Keeshiana in my arms, a blanket wrapped around her legs, her own arms around my neck.
“What are you doing?” Juhle asked.
“Getting her out of here. Her mother had her tied up.”
“She let you just take her?”
“I explained the situation, gave her the forms.”
“Still. Anybody sees you or she come screaming out raising a stink, the people here…”
“The mom’s gonna learn to live with it. I do this for a living, okay? There’s a technique.” I was walking quickly, breathing hard. “You got a car nearby?” I asked. “I’m three blocks away. Mistake.”
“Yeah, but anybody comes out—”
“That’s why I’m in half a jog here, Dev,” I snapped, cutting him off. I indicated Keeshiana. “I’m worried about her.”
“My car’s just down here, around the corner,” Juhle said, and led the way for us, double time.
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Deputy Director Wilson Mayhew left a polite note in my cubicle asking if I could please come to his office at my earliest convenience. There was nothing ominous about the summons except that it was the first time I’d had any personal contact with Mayhew since we exchanged cordial hellos at the Christmas party two years before. At that time, finger right on the pulse of those he supervised, he had asked me what my connection was to the CPS. Since I’d only been with the department for eight years back then, and ever since Mayhew himself had come aboard five years before, I told him to keep it between us, but that I was really FBI, working under-cover to ferret out the pimp who was running the illegal-alien child-prostitution ring out of the CPS. Surely he’d heard of it.
After that, at least he knew who I was.
So that October afternoon, I found myself standing in front of the DD’s desk in his third-floor office on Otis Street. Though the furnishing and decor of the rest of the CPS offices could have been case studies in drab bureaucratic aesthetics, heavy on grays, greens, and metal surfaces, Mayhew’s workplace, like the man himself, was done up in a semblance of style if not taste. The desk was an enormous redwood burl, polished and asymmetrical, without any apparent drawers, and a flat surface only large enough to hold a phone and a nearly empty in-and-out box. There was no sign of a computer or workstation of any kind. He had three Walter Keane paintings—large-eyed children on the verge of tears (get it?)—framed and hung to cover any free wall space. A teak credenza hugged the wall to my right, opposite the windows. It was covered by a large crocheted doily on which stood what appeared to be an actual silver Russian samovar. The bookshelves behind him held very few books and mostly featured silver-framed photographs of Mayhew with the past three mayors, the chief of police, Governor Gray Davis, Boz Scaggs, Danielle Steel, and a few other celebrities I couldn’t identify. The top shelf was entirely devoted to Lladró ceramics. Touching.
Mayhew stood. His Armani couldn’t disguise the extra forty pounds he carried. His round, faintly cherubic face glistened slightly over the double chin, as though perhaps he’d overscrubbed it. A high forehead wasn’t improved or mitigated by his decision to comb what hair there was straight back. His own mother probably wouldn’t have called him attractive, but he nevertheless exuded a confidence born of the exercise of power. The fat older white guy who’d made it, and if you didn’t like how he looked, you could bite him.
He pushed his bulk up from in his chair and reached over the desk to shake my hand and thank me for coming so promptly. He was back in his seat by the time I answered.
“Sure. What’s up? Is there a problem?”
“No, no. No problem at all. In fact, rather the opposite.”
“Great.” I waited.
“So how long have you been on the street now, working cases?”
“Eight years, sir.”
He emitted a low whistle. “That’s what I’d understood. Do you realize that you’re the senior caseworker downstairs?”
“I hadn’t really thought about it.”
“And you’ve had nothing but glowing evaluations all that time.”
I shrugged. “I care about the work, sir.”
“Obviously. Obviously.” Sitting back, he linked his hands over his stomach. “The point is that you’ve got a lot of firsthand street knowledge you could pass on to new caseworkers coming up into the department.”
“I try to help when I can.”
“Yes, well…but I was thinking we might want to formalize that relationship a bit.” He came forward, his small eyes locking into mine, a smile of sorts appearing. “I’ll put it right to you, Wyatt. Have you ever considered stepping up to supervisor?”
“I’ve never applied, no, sir.”
“Why not?”
I gave it a moment’s thought. “I guess I like being on the street.”
“That’s commendable. Where the action is, huh?”
“Something like that.”
“Would you consider moving up?”
Again, I didn’t answer right away. I must have appeared to be looking around the room at his pictures and trophies.
He blindly read it as envy. “With your stellar record to date,” he said, “it’s not out of the question you could be sitting here where I am in a matter of years.”
Oh, be still, my heart.
Besides, this was a blatant lie. Mayhew himself had never worked the street. I didn’t even know for sure that he had a master’s in social work, which was a prerequisite for us street types. But casework was not one of the prerequisites for deputy director. Political connection was. Mayhew was the brother of a city supervisor, Chrissa Mayhew. I neither had nor wanted to have any part of that.
But we were being friendly, and I saw no reason to change the tone. “Well, it’s flattering that you should consider me…”
He jumped in again before I could outright refuse. “It’s quite a significant bump in salary, you know.”
I shook my head. “It’s not that.”
“What is it, then?”
“What I said. I guess I’m just not much of an office person. I like going out on calls.”
Sitting back, slumped in the chair again, Mayhew’s face had closed down. “And you often go out alone.”
It wasn’t a question. Still, I said, “Yes, sir, I do.”
“Why is that?”
Because most of my coworkers, whom you’ve hired, are unmotivated, you idiot. But I said, “Sometimes it’s hard to coordinate schedules.”
“And do you think that’s particularly efficient?”
“Sometimes in the field, an inexperienced partner can be more a hindrance than a help.”
“But how are they to gain that vital hands-on experience if veteran caseworkers won’t go on calls with them?”
“Well…it’s not a matter of ‘won’t.’ Some of the people downstairs feel like they have to write up their reports, and that’s their priority. And sometimes that keeps them at their desks.” We were leaving the faux friendly arena quickly. “As to efficiency, you said I’ve had good performance reviews.”
“On the calls themselves, yes. But we’ve got a ship to run here, and we need all the sailors to cooperate if we’re going to keep it afloat.”
The old salt in me failed to respond to the analogy. So hire people who want to go out and do the work. But I dredged up a hopeful smile. “I like to think I’m cooperating, sir.”
For a long moment, Mayhew chewed on his thin lower lip. Sighing heavily with apparently deep regret, he said, “We’ve got several promising young people we’d like to bring on here, Wyatt, and frankly they could start at a much lower salary than you’re drawing right now. Even if you moved up to supervisor, the impact on our budget would be positive if we could bring some of these people on.”
So now it was a budget issue. Mayhew was pulling out all the stops as I began to see the bottom line. He’d promised a job—my job—to the son or daughter of one of his cronies.
“Who would I be replacing?” I asked. “As supervisor?”
“Darlene’s been out on maternity leave for five months already,” he said. “Two more than she applied for. I don’t think she’s coming back.”
“Can I give it some thought?” I asked.
“Sure.” The shiny face beamed. “Take a few days, Wyatt, as much time as you need.”

I said no.
Two weeks after my refusal, Mayhew announced an administrative shakeup in the department whereby the three caseworkers with the most experience—that would be me, Bettina Keck, and a ten-year vet with chronically poor attendance named Lionel Whitmore—would evaluate both the seriousness and the credibility of abuse reports and assign caseworkers as appropriate. This was essentially the role that our level-one supervisors had filled before, and it was full-time in-office work, but no raise was involved this time.
Every actual case of child abuse was serious, of course, but not every call to report abuse was legitimate. When I’d first started working, I was surprised at the number of these complaints to CPS that turned out to be bogus—called in by fathers wanting to get their baby’s mama in trouble or neighbors as payback for other neighbors making too much noise at night or an ex-wife wanting to hassle an ex-husband while he had the kids for a weekend. These and dozens of others like them were the all-too-common ugly, stupid, petty scams in which kids were used as pawns in the adults’ games. Citing the facts that we were chronically understaffed, hammered by budget constraints, and overwhelmed by the sheer volume of legitimate complaints, Mayhew decided that his experienced caseworkers would be just the ticket to separate the wheat from the chaff among the complaints and thereby improve the efficiency of the CPS as a whole.
Mayhew’s plan was as obvious as it was simple. From his point of view, I wasn’t a team player, Bettina was a candidate for rehab, and Lionel was useless. If he could keep me off the street, I’d probably quit before too long. And without me holding down the fort on the false complaints, Bettina and Lionel would both screw up eventually if not sooner, clearing not just one but three caseworker spots. Mayhew could then make three of his wealthy friends happy and maybe get himself a new car—or at least another silver samovar or photo op with a famous person.
But truly outraged now, I would be damned if I was going to let myself be so easily ousted from a career I cared about. I figured I could outlast Mayhew. He needed good, solid caseworkers or he would begin to look bad from the outside. I figured it would be a waiting game, and I’d play it until the worm turned, then I would get assigned back to the street. And thereby win.

Wrong.
Late one Friday afternoon in February, alone at my cubicle—both Bettina and Lionel gone AWOL earlier in the day—with a stack of complaints that needed to be evaluated before the weekend in front of me, I fielded a mandated report from the emergency room at San Francisco General Hospital. A five-year-old Hispanic boy, Miguel Nunoz, had been admitted at a little before two o’clock that afternoon with a broken arm that struck hospital officials as unusual. I called the admitting station and talked to a Dr. Turner, who had discovered that this was the boy’s third admission to three different hospitals—two broken bones and a dislocated shoulder—since his mother had taken up with a new boyfriend. Now they had casted the arm, and the mother was, even as we spoke, waiting to take Miguel home, but Turner thought somebody from CPS ought to get out there and talk to both the mom and her son and evaluate the situation before the doctor would feel comfortable releasing the boy back into his mother’s custody.
I tended to agree.
Willa Cardoza and Jim Freed were just coming in for the swing shift. Inseparable, both were new hires within the past two years, which meant they were Mayhew’s people. I’d never before had anything but professional interactions with either of them, and while not exactly gung ho, they showed up to work every day and seemed okay. At least, apparently, they went out on calls, filed decent reports, did the minimum. I also didn’t know at the time—I was not a supervisor and so had no access to worker files—that neither of them had yet had to pull the trigger, i.e., forcibly remove a child from a parent’s custody.
Nevertheless, they were the best, not to say only, choice at hand. My job was to evaluate the legitimacy of the complaint, and this one was no doubt as real as a heart attack. So I gave them the quick synopsis and told them they’d better hustle, the mom was sitting in the waiting room, anxious to take the boy home, and Dr. Turner wasn’t going to be able to stall her forever.
By the time they left and I’d finished the last of my pile of evaluations, it was close to seven o’clock. Still concerned about the seriousness of the complaint, I swallowed my bile and went up to see if Mayhew was still in his office. His secretary had gone home, but he was there, drinking what looked like brandy in a snifter, talking to someone on the telephone. He made a fast excuse and hung up when he saw me in his doorway. It was my first audience with him since I’d turned down the promotion.
“Yes, Hunt, what is it?”
I’d been Hunt, not Wyatt, since the day. I briefed him on Miguel, told him whom I’d assigned, and said that I thought that this was a case he might want to keep an eye on over the weekend, to follow its disposition.
He thanked me for my responsibility in bringing this serious case to his attention and said that’s just what he’d do.

Ms. Nunoz took Miguel home on Friday night. On that Sunday, he was again brought to the hospital, but this time with a concussion from which he did not recover. At the inquest, Dr. Turner testified that he had spoken to me and that I’d assured him that CPS would have someone out to the hospital within an hour, two at the most, but that no one from the department had arrived.
In both of their individual testimonies, Cardoza and Freed admitted that I had given them the case, but that I’d put no particular emphasis on it. Certainly, I had put nothing in writing (and in my haste to get them moving, this at least was true). They’d even gone on another call first—they had the address and case number to prove it—and had arrived at the hospital long after Ms. Nunoz had gone home with her son. Believing that Dr. Turner would never have released the boy if he’d believed there to be danger, they had gone to their next call and left a follow-up note on the Nunozes for Monday morning.
Wilson Mayhew, while I was sitting in front of him in the same small room at the disciplinary hearing, calmly and emphatically denied that I’d ever mentioned the case to him in any context whatsoever.
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When all the administrative hearings and appeals ended, the bottom line was that I could stay with the CPS if I accepted a formal letter of reprimand they wanted to include in my personnel file. There was nothing else even remotely negative in that file, and I’d done nothing wrong in the Nunoz case. No power on earth was going to get me to take any part of the hit for Mayhew’s betrayal and the incompetence and dishonesty of his protégés. I realized that the price for my refusal to accept the reprimand letter was my career at CPS.
So be it.
For ten years I’ve lived in a rent-controlled, barn-size warehouse south of Market, essentially in the shadow of the 101 Freeway. When I’d first moved in, it was empty space with a twenty-five-foot ceiling. I’d drywalled off and enclosed a little over a third of the three thousand square feet, and within that area, I’d put down industrial carpet and further subdivided it into three discrete units—a living room/kitchen, my bedroom, and the bathroom.
Five months after I quit, I was on my futon reading the final pages of The Last Lion, the great second volume of Manchester’s biography of Winston Churchill. When I finished, I put the book down and sat for a while, contemplating the life of the man about whom I’d just been reading. Brilliant military leader, mesmerizing public speaker, superb watercolorist, Nobel Prize–winning author, prime minister of England and—oh, yeah—savior of the Western world. His personal trials between the two world wars, when he was discredited and vilified by enemies and friends alike, put my setback with Mayhew and the CPS into some sort of perspective.
Which isn’t to say I didn’t have some issues with rage. Mostly I’d been working those issues off by windsurfing for a couple of hours nearly every day down at Coyote Point. I was also in two men’s basketball leagues where elbows got thrown. I jogged the Embarcadero a lot. Plugged in my Strat and nearly blew the windows out of the warehouse. With Devin Juhle, several times a month, I’d stop by Jackson’s Arms in South City and shoot a few hundred 9 mm rounds at what I imagined to be Wilson Mayhew’s head. Amy Wu, a sympatico lawyer in town I’d met through CPS, was a good platonic drinking buddy with a light-handed knack for keeping in check my temper, always hair-trigger and worse since I’d quit work.
But as I say, I was working on it.
I got up and went to check the contents of my refrigerator. Standing barefoot in my kitchen area, the crud under my feet made me realize that I hadn’t done a stem-to-stern clean of my rooms in a while, and without thinking too much about it, I grabbed a mop. When I’d finished with the floor, I emptied my hamper into the washing machine off my bedroom, added detergent, and set it for a heavy load. I wiped down the counters in the bathroom and kitchen, then scoured the corners for cobwebs and dust. Next, I ran the dishes that I’d been stacking rinsed in the dishwasher for the past week or so—mostly coffee mugs, a few utensils, and small plates.
Now I was undressed, ready for bed. My clothes spun, thumping in the dryer. The counters and floors were clean enough to eat off. The dishwasher was silent. My bedroom, like the living room, featured windows high in the wall facing Brannan Street, and because of the streetlights outside, my quarters were almost never entirely dark. With all of my own lights off, as they were now, the rooms and the warehouse in general retained about the brightness of moon glow.
The telephone rang and I picked it up. “French Laundry,” I said.
“If this is really the French Laundry,” a female voice said, “I’d like to make a reservation.”
“I’m sorry. We don’t do reservations.”
“I thought if you called precisely two months to the day before you wanted to eat, exactly at nine A.M., you could get one.”
“That’s only if there’s a free table and if the phone’s not busy, which it always is.”
“But not now.”
“No, but it’s not nine A.M. So I’m sorry.”
“Is there any way I could get a reservation now?”
“Are the first three letters of your last name m-r-l?”
“Those aren’t the first three letters of anybody’s last name. Besides, my last name has only two letters.”
“Then I’m sorry, we can’t fit you in.”
“You don’t take people with two-letter last names?”
“Only very rarely.” But we’d played that out as far as it would go. I asked Wu if she were looking for a partner to drink with tonight.
“Afraid not. I’m working.”
“Still?” I looked at my watch. “At ten thirty?”
“Billable hours wait for no one, Wyatt. They’re here, I jump on ’em.” She paused for a beat. “You want to guess whose name just came across my desk?”
“Winston Churchill.”
“Good guess but wrong. Wilson Mayhew. Ring a bell?”
“Vaguely.”
“Have you heard anything about him recently?”
I wasn’t entirely able to hide the jolt of excitement. “What do you know, Wu? Tell me it’s bad news. He’s not dead, is he? That would be too fair.”
“No, he’s not dead. But apparently he is hurt. Or at least he says he’s hurt.”
“What kind of hurt?”
“Terrible, fully debilitating, work-induced, stress-related back pain.”
“Wow. Those are a lot of adjectives.”
“Yes, they are.”
“So what do they all mean? That somehow it’s not physical?”
“No. The pain is real pain if, in fact, he feels it. But the exact physical diagnosis can be difficult.”
“So how did you find out about Mayhew? Is he your client somehow?”
“No. But one of our biggest single clients is the California Medical Insurance agency, which handles workers’ comp benefits for state workers. But we also have a section that specializes generally in exposing medical fraud.”
“Okay.”
“Okay. Well. Have you ever heard of Chief’s Disease?”
“No. Does Mayhew have it?”
The question slowed her down. “Actually, that may not be a bad call. Do you know what it is?”
I had never heard of it and she filled me in. Evidently each one of the previous six directors of the California Highway Patrol had filed workers’ comp claims for disability in the final months of their respective terms in office, and every one of them was now drawing over one hundred thousand dollars a year in disability payments on top of their regular pension from their retirements. One of the ex-chiefs, she went on, whose inability to continue working at the Highway Patrol had been caused by a diagnosis of stress-induced hypertension, had taken over as the director of security at the San Francisco International Airport, a post that paid over one hundred fifty thousand dollars per year. Between his full pension from the Highway Patrol, the disability, and the new job, this hardworking law-enforcement officer was making nearly four hundred thousand dollars, much of it tax-free, all from taxpayer funds.
“That’s a good job,” I said.
“It’s a great job,” she replied. “And we’ve been hired to see that he gets a chance to lose it or at least the disability-pay part of it.”
“And how do you find that out?”
“Mostly legal stuff. We depose witnesses who work or worked with the guy, subpoena medical records, demand reexamination with our own doctors, check his medications, like that. But we also use private investigators to follow these people around, see for example if they forget to wear their neck brace when they go waterskiing and think nobody’s looking. Or, in the case of our airport security director, if he still pursues the low-stress sport of bungee jumping with his son.”
“You’re kidding.”
“We haven’t caught him red-handed yet, but we’ve got hearsay witnesses. We’ll find out one way or the other. But the point—the reason I called you—isn’t Mr. Airport Security. It’s Wilson Mayhew.”
“You’re reviewing his claim.”
“No flies on you,” she said. “We got the latest batch of paperwork from CalMed this afternoon, and I was doing my pro forma review of red-flagged claims, and I recognized Mayhew’s name from our many fascinating talks.”
“As well you should, Ames. So what happened? Wilson got flagged?”
“Yes, he did. But don’t get your hopes up too far about that, Wyatt. It’s automatic for all permanent, full-disability claims. Beyond that, it’s any claim over a hundred grand a year. Then also Mayhew’s claiming stress-related, nonspecific injury—back pain is the classic—where there’s no immediate and apparent physical cause. He didn’t fall down an elevator shaft and break his back, for example. He doesn’t have a herniated disk or anything else we can see in the X-rays or pick up on the MRI. Evidently, he was helping one of his employees lift something at work, and he felt a bad tweak and went down. The next morning, he couldn’t get out of bed, although apparently he’s semi-ambulatory now.” She took a breath. “So he gets flagged on all counts.”
“He’s lying.”
“He may be. Although I have seen claims like his that turned out to be legitimate.”
“I know the guy,” I said, “and there’s no way he helped somebody try to lift anything bigger than a paper clip.”
She said, “You want to try to prove that?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, help us determine if his claim is legitimate.”
“How would I do that?”
“Any way you could.”
A hole opened in the conversation. Finally, I found a voice. “Haven’t you got a bunch of private investigators you use for that kind of work?”
“Not a bunch, but some, yes.”
“Then I don’t get it. Why me?”
“Well, licensed, gun-toting PIs are expensive, at least if they’re any good. Usually the firm does a preliminary investigation before we make the determination to bring in one of our PIs. We normally like to think there’s some reason to suspect fraud before we send somebody out to make sure. Otherwise, we’d just be fishing on all our claims, and we’d have to go into the investigation business full-time, which we’re not prepared to do. We’re a law firm.”
I sat with that for a moment. “That answers the general question of why, Amy. But not the ‘Why me?’ part.”
“Well, frankly, don’t be mad if I’m being presumptuous, but you’ve mentioned yourself that you were thinking about going back and looking for work. I thought you might be motivated about this, and besides, it might be good for you. Anyway, in the normal course of things, the firm would be spending a good deal of money over the next couple of weeks doing background on Mayhew’s condition. We eventually might decide to put a tail on him, which will cost the firm more money, regardless of the outcome. But we may not, either. It depends on the preliminary findings.”
“You want me to check.”
She paused. “I’ve got to be clear that I’m not officially speaking for the firm, Wyatt. I’m not hiring you or even offering to hire you. I’m saying that in this case I’d be open to doing things a little bit backwards because it might save the firm considerable funds and man hours. If you told me you’d try to discover positive evidence of fraud in Mr. Mayhew’s claim, I could be persuaded to put the preliminary legal steps on hold for a short while.”
“And if I found something conclusive?”
“In that case, we could discuss some kind of reward contingency.”
“I’ll start tomorrow.”
“Wow. Great. Just like that? You’re sure?”
“I’m sure.”
“You won’t change your mind?”
“I won’t.”
“Okay, then.” She paused. “You ought to try to be a little more decisive, you know. Nobody likes a waffler.”
“I’m working on it. Meanwhile,” I said, “tell me what I need to know.”
I graduated from the University of San Francisco in 1989 and both because I craved life experience and because I didn’t have any better ideas of what I was going to do for the rest of my life, I joined the army to see the world. Shortly thereafter, I got caught up in Desert Storm and sent to Iraq, which wasn’t the part of the world I’d had in mind. As an English major with no job skills except the ability to write in complete sentences with verbs and nouns and other parts of speech in more or less the right order, I got assigned to the criminal investigation division to write up administrative and disciplinary reports.
Boring as the reports were, my experience with the CID was my first adult exposure to humanity’s dark side. It’s not something the army liked to advertise, but because of the tension
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