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				To my children, and the Mississippi they deserve.
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			Author’s Note

			This book is based on my own memory of events. Memories are fallible. But my memory is pretty good and is well supported by documentation and evidence. There will be some who lie and say what happened did not. I suspect those people will be the ones most embarrassed about their role in the scheme I recount in the following pages.

			The credit for everything written here goes to the 140 men and women of the Mississippi Office of the State Auditor. They were the ones who stared at endless PDFs of documents, extracted information from interviewees, and pieced together the puzzle of the DHS — Department of Human Services — scandal. I have the honor of telling you what they did.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			My cell phone buzzed in the empty passenger seat next to me. My family — my wife, our infant daughter in her car seat, and I — were traveling in our bright-orange Jeep to Florida, where I was slated to give a speech to a group of accountants. It was June 2019. Glancing down at my phone, I could see that I had several missed messages. The most recent notification was a voicemail from my office saying the governor of Mississippi was looking for me. He’d been calling my desk phone. It was important.

			I serve as the state auditor of Mississippi. It’s an elected position atop a state agency of 140 people. Our mission is to ensure that Mississippi’s public money is spent legally. We do this by conducting routine audits, and if there is an allegation that funds have been stolen, we investigate. When we find a thief, we work with prosecutors to convict them. It’s similar to the FBI’s role for the federal government, except our jurisdiction covers only theft of taxpayer money — none of the heart-racing excitement of antiterrorism or counterintelligence work for us. We employ lawyers, career law enforcement officers who specialize in white-collar crime, accountants, a network intrusion specialist (a fancy way of saying “hacker”), and support staff.

			It wasn’t unheard of for the governor to call me with a question. But it was unusual for his office to dial me repeatedly until he got an answer. There aren’t many auditing emergencies. It was also unusual that he did not call directly from his cell phone to mine. Because he’d been trying to call my office line, my secretary was leaving me messages about his persistence. The fact that the governor was calling from his government desk phone to my government desk phone suggested that he wanted an official record of the call to exist.

			I called Governor Bryant back. Phil Bryant was a colorful two-term governor known for his southern twang and for wearing cowboy boots with the state seal on them to even the most formal of events. He was popular in part due to his visceral connection with rural voters and in part because of the seriousness with which he took recruiting businesses to the state.

			“I need to turn a matter over to your office,” Bryant said. More formal than normal for him. But Governor Bryant had previously served as Mississippi’s state auditor, so he understood the gravity of our work.

			Over the next few minutes, Bryant described an encounter he had just had with an informant from the Mississippi Department of Human Services (DHS). DHS is the agency in Mississippi that disburses funds from federal programs like Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF, commonly known as welfare). In a state like Mississippi, with our high poverty rate, tens of millions of dollars flowed through the agency every year. And in Mississippi, the governor selected the head of DHS.

			Governor Bryant said the informant had approached his office demanding a meeting. The informant brought a short, one-page document he called an internal audit. As the governor described the contents of the document, I could tell the allegations were serious. They involved corruption by DHS’s director.

			The phone crackled when Governor Bryant reached the meat of the allegations. I looked up to see that our Jeep was passing through Alabama’s George Wallace Tunnel — a thick, white ceramic tile passage taking cars under the Mobile River — and the cell phone connection dropped. The pressure change inside the tunnel turned the rumbling sound of the traffic into a quiet whoosh. As a kid, my parents and I would hold our breath when we were passing through, seeing if we could make it to the other side without exhaling. Now the air in my lungs felt bottled up against my will.

			“Put the phone down while you’re driving,” my wife said.

			“Sorry! This one is important,” I replied.

			I redialed Bryant once we emerged from under the river, the gray battleship USS Alabama greeting us from the harbor outside the tunnel’s mouth.

			Bryant picked up and finished the story. His informant claimed there was a kickback scheme involving DHS director John Davis.

			“Looks like Davis is paying some vendor — Restore, LLC? — for some kind of contract. The checks for the company are going back to a P.O. box owned by Davis in his hometown,” said Bryant. “Doesn’t look good.”

			DHS had paid a few thousand dollars in 2019 to a company called Restore, LLC. It was alarming to see a contractor to an agency being paid at a post office box owned by the head of that agency. But if Davis wanted a kickback for giving Restore an agency contract, why set up a P.O. box in his own name to receive the checks? It seemed like a careless paper trail to leave. Why not be paid in cash? Cash payments make kickback schemes hard to detect.

			“Why wouldn’t Davis just steal the checks from the office?” I wondered aloud. “Save the trouble of mailing them.” As DHS director, Davis would have access to every physical space in his agency and could have easily put his hands on the checks before they were mailed. “And why have physical checks sent to yourself if you can’t deposit them? Sounds like the checks are made out to Restore, whoever that is.”

			Regardless of the questions, I agreed with the governor that the situation was suspicious. Bryant closed the call by expressing concern for Davis.

			Davis was an odd man. As our Jeep zoomed over marshy tidelands, shoots of green springing from the water, I reflected on our first encounter just a few months earlier. At the time, DHS’s financial records were unclear and scant. My staff was concerned about how DHS was handling welfare money. The staff suggested that I talk to Davis and recommend he hire an outside CPA firm to do a dollar-by-dollar audit of their TANF spending. My auditors thought we did not have the staff on hand to do this ourselves, but they assured me that Davis could pay for an outside audit from his ample budget.

			I’d called Davis, set a time for the meeting, and driven to his office alone. The office’s appearance surprised me. DHS had taken over a lease previously held by one of Mississippi’s wealthier law firms. The wall paneling and advanced security system were unlike anything I’d seen in any other state government office. I would later find out that, back in Davis’s private office, he’d purchased a couch for tens of thousands of dollars and worked at an Italian desk. Plans were in the works to install high-tech glass walls that frosted when you touched them. At one point they even intended to build a shower in Davis’s office that could be entered from either his office or the office next door, which seemed beyond strange. It didn’t fit, knowing that DHS’s mission was to serve the poor.

			Davis’s demeanor also struck me. He was a career DHS employee who’d advanced from small-town social worker to the boss — now a paunchy, balding man with a penchant for flashy ties and decor. With his thick southern accent, he slathered on praise, flattering me to the point of making me uncomfortable.

			Davis had a team ready to meet me when I entered his conference room. He did everything to signal he was eager to listen and take any recommendations I had. I walked him through why he should contract for a private audit of his books. He agreed on the spot. DHS would hire a CPA firm to take a look at how they’d spent their TANF dollars. They would ensure they were complying with all the relevant laws, he said.

			That audit never happened. And now, a few months later, driving away from the Alabama sunset into Florida, I was told Davis might have stolen some of that money.

			Governor Bryant was worried that if Davis had indeed stolen money and realized an informant squealed, he might “stick a pistol in his mouth” over the weekend. I shared that concern. During my time in office, another person accused of embezzling funds had confessed, scrawled a note on a pad, and then shot himself in the head before his trial date arrived.

			I also wondered if Davis might start destroying important documents. The proof of a kickback might be doused in gasoline and burning in a five-gallon drum behind his house right now.

			“I’ll get right on it,” I said.

			I hung up and dialed Richie McCluskey, the man I trusted most on white-collar investigations. I’d hired Richie to run the investigations division of my office right after I’d taken my position. Richie was a square-jawed fireball of energy and red hair. He’d spent his career in law enforcement, starting as a beat cop, attending the FBI academy in Quantico, and then working as the lead consumer protection investigator in the Mississippi Office of the Attorney General. While there, he’d successfully investigated some of Mississippi’s civil rights cold cases. When I started my search for a chief investigator, Richie was home on early retirement and going crazy. He’d sanded, sealed, and painted his back fence two times in three months. And I was ready to put that energy back to good use.

			“What do you think?” I asked him after describing the call with the governor.

			Richie said Davis might commit suicide, but Richie believed he could manage the situation the right way. Richie believed, based on the tone of the governor’s call, that Davis probably already knew about the informant. The best approach was a direct one. Richie would call Davis and tell him there were questions about his interactions with one of his vendors, Restore. Richie would demand Davis be at DHS’s offices at nine o’clock sharp on Monday morning with copies of his personal bank statements from the past year. He should also be prepared to produce any documents on Restore that DHS had.

			“Will Davis destroy those documents if he knows we’re coming?” I asked.

			Richie thought for a moment. “Probably not,” he said. Davis would be on notice that he was under investigation. Destroying documents now would be another felony. He would be cutting his own throat if the matter ever went to trial. Also, Richie pointed out that our accountants on staff at the auditor’s office might already have copies of many of the relevant documents in their stored files from previous routine audits of DHS.

			We wrapped up the call, and I finished the drive to our hotel. I could smell the salty seawater creeping through the cracked car door windows as we approached our destination, but my mind was far from the beach.

			The next morning, I kissed my wife and baby good-bye in our room and walked to a windowless hotel ballroom to give a speech to the Mississippi Society of Certified Public Accountants.

			Just before I walked on stage, I huddled with the CPAs from my own staff who were there. Their leader was Stephanie Palmertree. Stephanie was thirty-six years old and whip-smart — the most knowledgeable CPA I’d met when it came to accounting standards. She was also pugnacious and eager to look under the hood of any agency we suspected of fraud. I liked that her instinct was to go hard after someone if there was good reason to believe he was breaking the law, even if it ruffled feathers.

			After hearing about the tip, Stephanie agreed with Richie that we had already captured most of DHS’s core financial documents in a recent routine audit. Those audits didn’t uncover a kickback scheme, because finding fraud in an audit could be like plucking a needle from a haystack. But now our search was that much easier.

			We mapped out a strategy: Richie and his team of criminal investigators would start on Monday with an interview of Davis. They would also find the informant and obtain the “internal audit” that had been given to the governor. Stephanie’s team of CPAs would take stock of the DHS documents they had on hand as soon as they were back in Mississippi. They would also begin an audit of the TANF funds spent by DHS. It would stretch their capacity, but it was now a priority, given what we knew.

			After that, I bounded the stairs to the stage to speak. I didn’t know it at the time, but Stephanie, Richie, and I had just laid the groundwork for investigating the largest public fraud case in state history. It would stretch from Mississippi to Malibu, California. It would involve some of the most famous athletes in the country and a few of television’s more notable professional wrestlers. The case would test my mettle — I was the youngest statewide elected official in Mississippi and the first millennial statewide official in the Deep South — and my judgment. Ultimately, we would discover that millions of taxpayer dollars intended to help the poor had been squandered by a group of wealthy power brokers.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			“It’s one of the hardest, best jobs in state government”

			Some people talk about poverty or welfare in a way that reveals they haven’t seen much of it. Where I grew up, in rural South Mississippi, poverty lived next door. I went to church with it. At school, it sat in the desk next to me. I remember eating breakfast in the public school cafeteria and being alarmed at how quickly one of my classmates (I’ll call him William) ate, almost as if the eggs would fly off the green plastic tray if he didn’t get them in his mouth fast enough. I asked my mom after school why William ate so fast. Mom knew his family, and she knew he probably ate his only two meals of the day in that lunchroom. By morning, he was starving.

			William wasn’t the only one. Across the street from my grandparents’ house, two miles from our home, my classmates like William lived in trailers that looked like they could barely stand. While our house was not luxurious — we shared one bathroom among four people and there were a few spots in our floor where you could see through to the ground below — I counted myself lucky that my parents were employed, stayed married, and provided my sister and me with a stable life.

			School meals were also my first exposure to public assistance. It seemed like every other kid in the lunch line would tell the woman at the checkout counter their identification number and then — magic — their lunch was free. I had to pay $1. I’d later learn I was watching the free and reduced-price lunch program. Families would attest to their own low income and were then eligible. I remember a teacher handing out the sign-up forms for the program at the beginning of the school year once. She said no one checked to see how much money anybody made. I took the form home excitedly, grinning through my crooked teeth, and showed my dad, saying, “Dad, we can do this form and get free lunches!” My dad, a roughneck oil pumper, rebuked me with a hint of pride in his voice, saying we did not take from the government.

			Of course, the truth was more complicated. My grandfather — also a pumper and one of the most fiercely independent and brilliant men I’ve ever known — lived briefly in public housing as a young man.

			As a kid, seeing poverty was such a routine part of life that, like breathing, I didn’t think about it. The neighborhood boys were all too busy playing backyard football (my favorite player was Dan Marino) or wandering the woods. The thought of how much money any of us had didn’t cross our minds. As I grew older, though, I realized that the trailers, stray dogs, and mattresses in the yard next door didn’t exist everywhere else in the country. In eighth grade, I won an essay competition and flew on a plane — my first time — to Washington, DC. Mingling among the other young essayists, I met kids who went to something called boarding schools. They told me about their lives as we toured the city, squinting at the immaculate bleached buildings.

			It occurred to me after that trip that in other places with more money, there were fewer kids who suffered like William. I became angry at a world that could fail children like him. Angry at his parents for not finding a way to hold down a job, angry at government programs that seemed incapable of helping him.

			I passed my teen years skipping most of the parties and mostly playing soccer and reading. When I graduated public high school, just a handful of the 122 in my senior class went straight to a four-year university. I was one of them. I majored in economics and political science at the University of Mississippi, fascinated by the question of whether our schools could break the cycle of poverty. The problem of poverty seemed so fundamental, it only made sense that the fix would have to come early in a person’s life, in classrooms and the home.

			Even among my friends at university — among those of us who emerged from poorer parts of the state and made it to college — I could tell they felt the aftershocks of growing up in need. One of my three roommates in college was raised by a single mother and had never met his father. His mother had only had one job in her adult life, at a mental health facility, and he told me she was fired for stealing pills. By the time we were in college, she lived with, and off of, his grandparents. They lived ten minutes from my hometown, which was four hours from campus. I’d drive my roommate home from college some weekends if we both wanted to see our families. Watching my roommate and his mother interact, I could tell he cared for her, despite wanting to escape the downward pull of her vortex.

			That question of why poverty seemed so intractable pushed me to look beyond Mississippi. The summer between my sophomore and junior years of college, I traveled to El Salvador to live for two months on money I’d managed to save. I stayed in San Salvador, the homicide capital of North America, working in a Catholic orphanage where five nuns cared for fifty-two girls. I mostly spent my time painting weathered furniture and playing soccer with the girls after lunch while the nuns napped. At night, I pulled a bedsheet all the way over my head to hide from the mosquitoes buzzing and popping the fabric protecting me. Under the covers, I read the musings of philosophers like Robert Nozick, Peter Singer, and John Rawls on the question of justice for those who are worse off. Their arguments tumbled through my head while I observed life in a developing country stricken by the needs that also plagued my home. Life expectancy for men in some Mississippi counties was actually worse than the average life expectancy in El Salvador.

			Back at school, I explored what happened when even the highest performers in the economy fell on hard times. Two friends and I put together a research project on the downfall of Enron. Enron was once one of America’s most promising companies, filled with talented young MBAs looking to take the world by storm. We traveled to Houston and stayed at the DoubleTree hotel just blocks from the old, abandoned Enron skyscraper. It was shiny and modern by design, one of the most beautiful buildings I’d ever seen. On the inside, it was a hollow shell.

			We interviewed former Enron employees about how their lives changed after their employer’s collapse. One man we talked to had graduated from Northwestern’s business school and moved to Texas to work there. “My future was limitless,” he told us. “Then it was taken away.” He, like so many others, was left with worthless stock and without a job. The top Enron executives had cashed in their shares long before the price plummeted, leaving this man and other employees with nothing.

			“What are your goals now?” I asked.

			He paused. “To be a good dad,” he said. “My girl’s soccer team needs a winning record this year, so I’m going to work on that.” There was a silver lining in there somewhere.

			When we weren’t doing interviews, my friends and I wandered the area surrounding the Enron tower. The company’s fall had turned the neighborhood into a ghost town. There was scarcely anywhere to eat, save a McDonald’s where several homeless people lingered outside.

			Unsure of what to do after college graduation, I moved to Washington, DC, and worked for a think tank, the Pew Center on the States. There I poured myself into complex issues regarding how public schools were funded.

			In the evenings, I volunteered once a week at an after-school program in Anacostia on the outskirts of the city. Anacostia was a place that prosperous Washington had left behind. To reach the school, my fellow tutors and I moved in a pack, walking the desolate, evening streets with hurried steps between the Metro station and the brick schoolhouse.

			The after-school program arranged for young professionals from the city to help low-income students do their homework and occupy them until about 8:00 pm. I wasn’t sure how I felt about keeping kids away from their families, but I also understood what their home life might be like. Regardless of my hesitations, the program seemed to work. The average GPA of the students increased after enrolling.

			That first year after college, I also applied for the Rhodes Scholarship and was selected as one of thirty-two Americans to win a full ride to the University of Oxford in England.

			Oxford, with its ancient architecture and strange accents, was eye-opening. Conversations I had with peers challenged my assumptions about the world. In my classes (or tutorials, as they are called at Oxford), I studied economic history. I dove in to the economic development of the United States, working to understand its journey from a rough frontier on a “new” continent into the most prosperous nation in the world.

			Toward the end of my first year in Oxford, I remained transfixed by the idea that schools were the key to breaking generational poverty. If we could just find the right curricula, with the right funding level, and the right focus, I reasoned, we could motivate a child to take ownership over their life and give them the skills to succeed. From across the pond, I was fascinated by Michelle Rhee, the head of the District of Columbia’s public school system. At the time, she was radically clearing away the brush of the DC school bureaucracy and focusing on student outcomes.

			And then her boss, the mayor of DC, lost his bid for reelection in part due to the controversial speed of Rhee’s changes to the public schools. Rhee was forced out. Her ouster meant the end of her proposed reforms, and it underscored that even if you proposed the right witch’s brew of policy, it didn’t matter unless you also had the political power to put the policies into place. People resist change, and unless elected leaders are willing to meet that political pressure, we will never upset the applecart for the greater good.

			So I returned home to Mississippi and started working on political campaigns. My first was a congressional race in North Mississippi. I cut my teeth by writing the email blasts, social media content, press releases, and other posts coming from the campaign. In our final act on the campaign trail that year, I was traveling on the campaign bus with my boss, Alan Nunnelee, and one of his friends. The friend was an ascendant lieutenant governor of Mississippi with rugged looks named Phil Bryant. As I typed into my laptop in the back of the bus, pausing between bumps along the craggy highways, Bryant asked Nunnelee who was writing all the emails coming from the campaign. He liked them.

			Nunnelee yelled at me to come forward and introduced me to Bryant. “This is the kid,” he said with a smile. The conversation Bryant and I had that day began the chain of events that led to our call in the George Wallace Tunnel.

			By the fall of 2011, after about a year working in politics, I found myself at Harvard Law School. Still distracted by the policy problems that tortured my mind in my early twenties, I’d become disenchanted by the idea of government intervention. How could a government program, no matter how well designed, compensate for a lack of a family or a safe community? Raj Chetty, a professor at Harvard, spoke to this. Through a large longitudinal study, he’d concluded that the most important determinant of people moving up the income ladder was the strength of community institutions like schools and churches. The two-parent family was also critical.

			One evening during law school, I grabbed dinner with a friend, Jisung Park. Jisung and I had been Rhodes Scholars together, and while I was in law school, he was at Harvard earning his PhD in economics. Jisung has a gifted mind — he’d go on to teach economics at UCLA — and he was, at the time, researching antipoverty policies to identify those that were the most effective.

			Seated in a dimly lit corner of the basement of Russell House Tavern, he said, “Shad, I’ve read hundreds of social science studies in the last two years. The biggest takeaway is that money spent helping children is so much more useful for economic mobility than money spent on anyone else. I can’t understand why politicians don’t see this.”

			By this time, the optimism of my youth had turned to hardened cynicism. “Because, brother, kids don’t vote,” I replied. As we sipped the last of our beers, he made me promise that, if I ever ended up in a policymaking position, I would look out for the people who needed help but didn’t have a voice, even if it was hard to do.

			With the answers to the poverty problem unclear in my mind, I looked for something simpler to study. Soon my attention was drawn to criminal law. Violations of criminal statutes — corruption, fraud, theft — all seemed straightforward in that they were obviously wrong. They required intelligence and skill to unravel, but stopping them seemed unequivocally good. You needn’t worry about the unintended consequences of convicting an embezzler in the way you would worry about the unintended consequences of creating a government program. Not only was it a morally clearer way to make a difference, it was also subject to less political pressure to compromise. Or so I naively thought at the time.

			I took as many classes as I could to understand white-collar crime — criminal law, criminal procedure, accounting for lawyers, evidence, and corporations — to understand corporate fraud. I also interned for a semester at the US attorney’s office in Boston.

			The importance of the US attorney’s work was put on full display April 15, 2013. That day, I was at the federal courthouse, holed up in the law library researching wiretaps for a senior prosecutor. My friend Jordan Downs, who worked in Washington, called my cell. He sounded alarmed.

			“You all right? You watching the news?” he asked.

			My eyes had been locked onto a computer screen full of case law. “No, what’s happening?” I asked.

			“Turn on the news and call me back,” Jordan replied.

			By then the office was buzzing. Across town, a bomb had gone off at street level in the middle of the Boston Marathon. I ran to the window and looked down several stories. Outside the courthouse, a team of federal marshals holding long guns was taking up defensive positions.

			We would eventually learn that two terrorists had planted explosive pressure cookers on the street, killing three and injuring hundreds. The city ground to a halt. The other interns in the prosecutors’ office and I made our way back to campus through a mix of walking and subway rides once the trains restarted.

			Back at my dorm, my classmates and I huddled around the television for hours, following the manhunt. Law enforcement eventually announced a shelter-in-place order for our entire area, so there was little to do except watch the news coverage.

			Hours turned into days. One morning during the search, police blitzed into the apartment building across the street from our dorm. Their blue lights flickered on our neighbor’s redbrick facade. I watched from my window as police conducted a frantic floor-by-floor search, only to come out empty-handed.

			The police would eventually get their man. On April 19, law enforcement raced down Memorial Drive about a mile from campus and ended the matter in a shootout in nearby Watertown.

			Experiences like these steeled my resolve. I would move back to Mississippi and pursue law enforcement. On the week during my third year of law school, when Wall Street and DC law firms descended on campus to offer employment to every warm body with a Harvard degree, I skipped town and headed home to look for work. By leaving, I guaranteed I’d receive no big East Coast firm job offers. I burned the ships behind me. I pledged myself to the South.

			It turned out, however, that my law enforcement ambition would have to wait. After I graduated from law school, Governor Bryant asked me to run his second and final gubernatorial campaign. The opportunity seemed too important to pass up. I also thought it wouldn’t hurt having the governor as a reference when I went to apply for a prosecutor gig.

			Once Bryant secured his campaign victory in November 2015, I started looking for a local assistant prosecutor’s position anywhere in the state. No luck. Federal jobs were even harder to come by. I settled on civil law at a good firm in town and waited for a shot at criminal law.

			I continued to burnish my résumé for that day, though. I took courses and earned a certificate in forensic accounting, the use of accounting to uncover fraud. To scratch the itch of public service, I put in an application to join the Mississippi Air National Guard. I would serve as a military attorney in the Judge Advocate General’s Corps, or JAG for short. In that capacity I’d have the chance to handle criminal violations by service members. Military service was a family tradition. My paternal grandfather served near the Iron Curtain during the Cold War. My maternal grandfather fought in North Africa in World War II and earned a Purple Heart after a Nazi grenade shot shrapnel into his neck. I was honored to keep that tradition, though a part of me wondered if my ancestors — army men — were rolling in their graves at their grandson being part of the air force.

			Finally, in June 2018, the opportunity to use my training and do the kind of public service work I most desired arrived, but in an unexpected way.

			Rumors began to circulate early on a Monday morning that State Auditor Stacey Pickering, who had been in office for ten years, planned to step down. While the state auditor’s position is elected in Mississippi, if the current officeholder vacates the spot, the governor appoints a replacement to fill the balance of the four-year term.

			I’d followed the work of the Office of the State Auditor for years and knew its potential. That office had the resources to tackle the corruption that routinely landed Mississippi near the top of the rankings of the most corrupt states.

			Even given our relationship, it was a long shot that Governor Bryant would appoint me to the spot. If he did, at thirty-two, I would be the youngest statewide official in recent memory. I also looked several years younger than that. If appointed, I would have to mount a statewide campaign to keep the job in an election slated for the fall of 2019 — seventeen months from when I’d be sworn in. I had no campaign infrastructure, no campaign bank account, no website, and no experience as a candidate.

			I did have, however, strong ideas about how to improve the auditor’s office that I’d been developing over many years. I’d interviewed some of the office’s auditors for my undergraduate thesis and even helped edit some of their reports while in law school. I also had confidence that I could do the job. I called Governor Bryant the day Pickering announced his impending resignation. I told him I wanted to be considered for the job and listed five things I would do to improve the office.

			The governor was gracious, but I could sense skepticism on the other end of the phone. He was blunt and said “dozens” of “his best friends” were already asking about the job. But he promised to take my proposal seriously. He said that “one way or another” he would let me know his decision.

			Then I waited. A few days later, the governor’s chief of staff, Joey Songy, called and asked me to come over to his house that evening for a beer. He said I should park in his garage so no one would recognize my vehicle outside. Eyes were out to see who might be under consideration for state auditor. Maybe the precautions were overkill, but Joey knew how the chattering class worked better than I did.

			In Joey’s kitchen, he told me the governor was becoming convinced that I was the right choice. For one, the governor had served as state auditor himself for eleven years. “It’s one of the hardest, best jobs in state government,” the governor had said. He would only give it to someone he knew had the brains and energy to do it right. He also disliked the way some statewide officials treated their jobs as part-time positions, working two or three days a week. The governor had seen my work ethic firsthand on his campaign.

			The governor thought my lack of political connections would be beneficial, too. I would have no problem investigating the powerful, because it was unlikely that they had ever met me or my family. My dad was a blue-collar worker and my mother a public school teacher in a town of seven hundred people.

			Despite the logic, some of the more important people in the state had other ideas. In the days when the governor was weighing the decision, he was asked to participate in a conference with President Trump and other governors from around the nation at the White House. Governor Bryant invited the head of a large Mississippi corporation as his plus one. In the back of their black-tinted SUV on the way from the airport to Pennsylvania Avenue, the corporate executive turned to the topic of the state auditor’s position. He told the governor he “needed” to appoint the corporation’s favorite — a local state senator — to the spot. He said the governor “needed” the senator’s political clout.

			Telling a sitting governor he needs someone else politically is not the cleverest way of arguing for a friend to be appointed to a post. The comment didn’t sit well with Bryant. Bryant told him that the executive may know a good deal about his business, but Bryant was the one who understood politics. He could decide for himself what he needed without any help.

			Shortly after, Governor Bryant invited me to the governor’s mansion. We sat at his long wooden conference table alone. A mural of a Mississippi landscape covered the walls of the room. Outside, I could see blossoming crepe myrtles through the windows. Bryant, the son of a diesel mechanic, had come a long way from tiny Morehead, Mississippi, where he was born. He looked at me and said, “Governor Kirk Fordice and I were in this room, at the other end of this table, when he told me he was going to appoint me state auditor.”

			I looked down at the dark oak. “Should we move to the other end of the table?” I asked, and he chuckled.

			We talked candidly about the job. Halfway through the conversation, I could tell he’d made up his mind to appoint me. I asked him what he thought about my chances to win an election next year and keep the job. I told him I thought I could be a good candidate, but I’d never done this before. He told me to work hard and not worry about the rest.

			We shook hands and ended the meeting. Outside the mansion I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and called my wife. She picked up from thousands of miles away at London’s Heathrow Airport, where she’d just landed for work.

			“Well,” I said. “I think I’m about to be state auditor.”

			“Sounds like I may need to book a flight home,” she said, laughing.

			A few days later, on July 6, 2018, Governor Bryant introduced me, my wife at my side, as Mississippi’s new auditor. He announced the appointment in the same room of the governor’s mansion — adorned with the same nineteenth-century furniture and painted the same antique pink — in which his appointment had been announced twenty years earlier.

			Looking back on the video of my speech that day and the media coverage of it, you could hear the shock from professional prognosticators. No one had heard of me. I worried that, while a fresh face can be an advantage in politics, my face might be a little too fresh. Detractors joked this would go down as Shad’s summer as state auditor.

			I was determined to prove them wrong.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			The Wrestlers

			
				Eleven months after I was sworn in as auditor, Governor Bryant placed the call to me about John Davis. After I returned from Florida, my team met in our office on the eighth floor of the Woolfolk Building, a historic tower with magnolia flowers emblazoned on its sides. Woolfolk houses much of the state government’s bureaucracy. We assembled in the sparsely furnished conference room connected to my office. A dry erase board hung on the wall next to a pile of law books and a television for connecting to a laptop was all that we needed in our line of work.

			Deputy State Auditor Pat Dendy sat at the opposite head of the table from me at that first meeting. Pat is a big man and career employee of the office who’d worked as an auditor and investigator almost as long as I’d been alive. He had dozens of stories of reading financial documents in the un-air-conditioned broom closets of small-town city halls or confronting deranged witnesses from his years of service. If I had the final say over office strategy, Pat was the CPA with the final say over technical auditing matters. His experience commanded respect, and he was a force in every meeting he attended.

			I briefed Pat on the weekend’s activities. “Well, no one jump to conclusions,” he told the room. “I’ve seen too many whistleblower tips amount to nothing. We don’t know anything yet, really.” His levelheaded approach was helpful. We would see where the facts took us, and nothing more.

			Across town that morning, Richie and his team started their work at DHS headquarters. They began by looking at Davis’s bank statements, but nothing stood out as a kickback. Occasionally, in a kickback scheme, money will show up in a government employee’s account around the time of a payment to the contractor. There was no trail that obvious here. And Davis, of course, denied being on the take from Restore.

			But he did not deny that Restore’s payments were coming to a post office box he owned. His explanation was strange. Davis said he was close friends with Restore’s owner, Brett DiBiase. Brett was in a bad relationship, Davis claimed, and if Brett’s checks were sent to his home, his wife or girlfriend (whomever he was with at the time) would steal the money. Davis had graciously offered to accept the checks for Brett so they never reached the house.

			That story didn’t hold water with me. Why didn’t Brett set up a bank account that only he could access? Davis was adamant that everything at DHS was aboveboard, though, so Richie invited Davis and Brett to take a polygraph. They agreed. A few days later they presented themselves at a facility run by the Mississippi Bureau of Investigation. Hooked to the machine, with wires running from his arm to the table, Davis looked haggard, his face drooping.

			At the end of the polygraph sessions, we knew two things: We still had no proof of a kickback from Brett to Davis, and the two men had failed the lie detector test on multiple questions.

			Richie confronted Brett afterward with the results. “I don’t know what’s going on here,” Richie said, “but I know you’re not being totally honest with us.” Brett didn’t give ground. The men were anxious in their post-polygraph interviews, but they didn’t divulge useful information. We had more work to do.

			A few days later, Davis abruptly resigned as head of DHS. Governor Bryant then announced that Chris Freeze — a retired FBI agent — would take DHS’s helm. To the outside world, it must have seemed an odd choice. Chris was a federal criminal investigator and former Tennessee Auditor’s Office employee with few Mississippi connections. He was about to run a large, important agency dedicated to disbursing entitlement funds. Nothing in Freeze’s background spoke to any experience with poverty interventions. But I saw Freeze’s appointment as a signal that the governor wanted someone who would get to the bottom of any criminal activity. Freeze also didn’t have loyalty to any of the existing DHS employees or their vendors, which was a plus.

			Over the course of the next few weeks, Richie’s investigators probed at DHS and the now-retired Davis. They interviewed DHS employees, analyzed financials, and gathered documents.

			By early fall 2019, there was no way to deny it: There were signs of serious fraud. Richie had been briefing me on DHS about once a week for a while, but now he told me it was time to sit down and review everything they’d found so far.

			Richie, Pat, and I met in the main conference room of the auditor’s office to be briefed by Bo Howard, the deputy director of investigations. Bo had a boyish look, offset in that meeting by darkness around piercing eyes that looked like they’d spent considerable time slicing through financial paperwork.

			Bo and Richie were different in almost every way. Where Richie was extroverted, Bo was quiet and brainy, a lawyer by training. If Richie had been a football player (he was, in high school), he was what you would call a good locker room guy — someone well liked by everyone and who drew people to follow his lead by force of personality. You’d want Bo on the coaching staff as offensive coordinator. He had a focused mind and could draw up the investigation plan we’d need to prove our case. He also understood what would fly in court and what would not. When I first met Bo, I thought, He seems a little young for this job. It was an ironic reaction, given my own age. But Bo proved to me what I was trying to prove to the state’s voters: That youth, and the energy and willingness to take on the hardest challenges that came with it, could be a benefit.

			Bo launched into his presentation. The wrongdoing likely went far beyond the simple kickback scheme we’d first suspected in the summer. It involved multiple players, some of whom had extensive political connections. And almost all of it was fueled by TANF dollars.
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			Temporary Assistance for Needy Families is the name of a program with roots dating from 1935. In the midst of the Great Depression, the federal government started something called Aid to Dependent Children, later renamed Aid to Families of Dependent Children (AFDC). It provided cash assistance to families — primarily single-parent households — according to the Congressional Research Service.

			By the late twentieth century, AFDC was mired in allegations of ineffectiveness. Its harshest critics said it encouraged men to avoid marriage to the mothers of their children. The dissolution of Black families in America — after a big increase in AFDC funding in the 1960s — was particularly troubling. In the 1950s, Black women were equally as likely to be married as White women. Then that number started falling. The Brookings Institution noted that, in 1965, just 24 percent of Black children were born into single-parent households. By 1990, the number had ballooned to 64 percent.

			So in 1996, President Bill Clinton and Republicans in Congress abolished AFDC and re-formed it as TANF. The Congressional Research Service stated that TANF was designed to be a “broad-purpose block grant to the states that helps fund a wide range of benefits, services, and activities to address the effects of, and root causes of, child poverty and economic disadvantage.” Put simply, state governments would now have broader leeway to spend big pools of welfare money. The logic was that states — the laboratories of democracy — would know better how to attack the problem of chronic poverty in their own backyards than the federal government.

			States were allowed to spend TANF dollars for four purposes: to (1) provide assistance to needy families so that children could be cared for in their own homes, (2) end the dependence of needy parents on government benefits, (3) reduce out-of-wedlock pregnancies, or (4) promote the formation and maintenance of two-parent families.

			If a state spent TANF money outside those four purposes, the spending would violate federal law. The US Department of Health and Human Services, which administered TANF, could then demand that the state put its own cash up to make amends. For example, if a state used $5 million in TANF funds illegally to build a sports stadium, the feds could demand that the state take $5 million from state coffers and put it into TANF spending. The federal government could also levy a penalty on the state.

			This block grant framework allowed states to do much more than just send checks to poor people, which is what most people thought of when they heard “TANF” or “welfare.” States could now send money to a nonprofit, for instance. The nonprofit could then use the money to run a program for the poor, as long as it fulfilled one of TANF’s four purposes.
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			In Bo’s fall 2019 briefing, we learned that DHS had indeed given a large amount of TANF funding to nonprofits under John Davis. Several of those nonprofits were controlled by Brett DiBiase or other members of his family.

			The DiBiase family was a cast of characters. Brett’s father, Ted DiBiase, was famous for performing as the Million Dollar Man, a television wrestler. “Everybody’s got a price!” was his catch-phrase. Portraying the villain, DiBiase wore a tuxedo jacket with dollar signs on the lapels over his spandex wrestler shorts. He enjoyed teasing audience members with $100 bills just out of their reach.

			Ted DiBiase used his fame from that career to branch in to inspirational speaking to church groups, moviemaking, and other pursuits. He became a darling of southern evangelical leaders, like Governor Mike Huckabee in Arkansas, for his personal story about overcoming greed and addiction. His sons, Ted Jr. and Brett, joined the family business of wrestling. Ted Jr. became a B-movie actor as well. Both maintained a connection to their hometown, Clinton, Mississippi.

			When Brett DiBiase was introduced to Davis, Brett was a Toshiba copier salesman pitching equipment to DHS. Davis immediately took a shine to Brett, who had young, chiseled good looks. The DiBiases sensed a much bigger opportunity than just a quick copier contract. Through a series of LLCs and nonprofits with names like Restore, Heart of David Ministries, and Priceless Ventures, the DiBiases pitched Davis on work they could perform for the state with TANF dollars. Restore, Brett’s LLC, was hired to teach classes on drug addiction.

			Millions flowed to those DiBiase entities within a short time. The more our investigators looked, the more they grew concerned that funding the DiBiase projects was not a legal use of TANF dollars. It wasn’t clear how many low-income people were served or how some of the programs even helped the poor at all. For example, DHS staff told my team that Heart of David, a DiBiase entity, used TANF money to put on revival-style meetings — church services — and wrestling events for an unclear number of participants. It’s unclear what taking off your shirt, greasing up, and jumping from the top rope had to do with helping the poor, but the DiBiases were able to translate their skills into big payments to their nonprofits and to themselves.

			We continued to wonder if Davis was receiving anything in exchange for these contracts. While the lead about the mailbox didn’t yield anything clear, investigators also found that the DiBiases left a personal credit card with Davis’s administrative assistant. Was Davis spending money on the DiBiases’ card in exchange for the TANF contracts he’d given them?

			The answer was murky. It looked like the card was used to book trips for Davis, sometimes in high-end hotels. But Davis could make the argument that these trips were for official purposes. On one such trip, the DiBiases bought rooms at the Trump Hotel in Washington, DC, for Davis and other

			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/9781586423872_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Dedication


						Contents


						Author’s Note


						Introduction


						1. “It’s one of the hardest, best jobs in state government”


						2. The Wrestlers


						3. The News


						4. The Prosecutors


						5. The Proof


						6. “A nice woman”


						7. The Welfare Game


						8. The Peddlers


						9. The Audit


						10. The Gunslinger


						11. The System


						12. Alone


						13. “What were they thinking?”


						14. You will be getting paid regularly


						15. “It’s not time to worry”


						16. The Demands


						17. The Governor


						18. The Pleas


						19. The White Whale


						20. The Plan


						21. “We will go after them all”


						22. “Why did you do this?”


						23. Strong-Arm


						Conclusion


						Epilogue


						Acknowledgments


						Notes


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Table of Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						i


						ii


						iii


						iv


						v


						vi


						vii


						viii


						ix


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/9781586423872_Page_020_Image_0001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781586423872_title_page.jpg
MISSISSIPPI
SWINDLE

V44

Brett Favre and the Welfare
Scandal That Shocked America

SHAD WHITE

STEER
FORTH
PRESS

LEBANON, NEW HAMPSHIRE






OEBPS/images/9781586423872_cover.jpg
"A MUST-READ"
PETER SCHWEIZER, #1 NEW YORK TIMES
BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF RED-HANDED

MISSIaS PP
SWINDLE

BRETT FAVRE AND THE
WELFARE SCANDAL THAT
SHOCKED AMERICA

SHAD WHITE






OEBPS/images/9781586423872_Page_i_Image_0001.jpg
MISSISSIPPI
SWINDLE





