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CHAPTER ONE
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San Francisco, January 2019
Dr. Susan Morgan gazed out her office window at the early morning light shimmering across the water of San Francisco Bay. Her first appointment of the day was expected at any moment. Her decision made, she shrugged her shoulders and returned to her desk. She had done this many times before. She had no doubt she would do it many more.
His file lay on her desk unopened; its contents seared into her brain. His name was Keith Vanderswain, a notorious investment banker and convicted child sexual offender who’d recently been released from San Quentin and who had a penchant for young teenage girls. He was court mandated to receive individual psychiatric therapy for the duration of his parole.

The door chime rang as the outer door opened and closed. Resolved, Susan rose from her desk and opened the inner door. “Please come in, Mr. Vanderswain.”

“Good morning, Doc,” he said, sauntering past her in his usual cavalier manner and sitting in one of the two comfortable chairs facing the window.

She sat in the other chair, looked directly into his dark hooded eyes, and thought, as she always did, that she was gazing into the cold, dead eyes of a shark. Giving him one last opportunity, she asked, “Have you made a decision regarding my recommendation you remain at the half-way house for at least three additional months?”

“I have, Doc. I’ve given it a great deal of thought. But my wife wants me to come home. She misses me.” He grinned, crossing his leg and straightening the crease in his expensive trousers. “She loves me. I can’t disappoint her, now can I? Besides, I need to focus on making a living again. I’m starting a new consulting business and I can’t run it from that place. It’s a hellhole, second only to prison.”

“Mr. Vanderswain, your daughter was eight years old when you were sentenced to prison. She’s twelve now. Are you certain you’ll be able to be an appropriate role model for her?”

“Of course, I will. Why do you keep harping on this?”

She kept her facial expression neutral, concealing her disdain. “We’ve discussed this several times. You have an unhealthy attraction to young girls your daughter’s age. Are you certain that attraction won’t be directed at your daughter?” 

His dead eyes bored into her. “It won’t.”

“How can you be certain?” she asked, her high-heeled foot swaying slowly back and forth.

“I’m certain. I’m very certain.” His voice grew tight with anger. “I’ve spent several week-ends with my wife and daughter. Nothing inappropriate has happened, and it never will.”

“You told me your daughter reminds you of your wife.”

“Yes, she does. She’s beautiful and sweet like her mother. And she loves me. She loves to sit on my lap. I’m her daddy. I would never hurt her.”

“How do you feel when she sits on your lap, Mr. Vanderswain?”

“What do you mean? I don’t feel anything. Stop it. Stop it now. You just don’t want me to be with my family.” 

“That is not my intention at all. I’m here to help you make the best decisions for yourself and your family.” She walked to the credenza and poured him a cup of tea. “Please, have some tea.”

Reluctantly, he accepted the tea. Taking a sip, he continued in a calmer voice. “Listen, Doc, Laura is my little girl. I would never hurt her. I give you my word.” He finished the tea and stood. “Now, my wife is waiting for me outside.”

Susan held the door open for him. “You’ve made your decision. I’ve done all I can to help you. I’ll finalize my recommendation that another psychiatrist continue your treatment. His name is Dr. Stewart. He’ll be contacting you soon.”

Vanderswain nodded curtly and left, the outer door shutting loudly behind him. Returning to her desk, Susan opened his file and wrote her final entry. Patient refuses to acknowledge his growing and persistent fixation on his daughter. Transfer to another psychiatrist with recommendation for three month commitment and evaluation. 

That evening, after dinner, Keith Vander- swain quietly opened the door to his daughter’s room. He stood in the doorway watching her as she sat at her desk doing her homework. He felt an urge to touch her long, silky hair. “Laura, dear, I ran your bath for you.”

She turned, a sweet smile lighting up her face. “Thanks, Daddy.”

Closing the door, he returned to the kitchen. His wife stood at the sink rinsing the dinner dishes. Walking up behind her, he grabbed her around the waist and whispered in her ear, “Hurry with the dishes and meet me in the bedroom.”

He stopped at the closed bathroom door on his way to the master bedroom, leaned his head against the door, and listened to the soft sounds of splashing water. A moment later, he pulled back from the door and hurried on. Dr. Morgan was wrong. He loved his wife and he would never do anything to harm his daughter, never. 

Later that night as his wife slept, Keith Vanderswain once again opened his daughter’s bedroom door. He stood silently in the doorway watching her sleep. A few minutes later, he reluctantly closed the door. 

As he walked back to his bedroom, he felt light-headed and his heart pounded in his chest. Placing a hand over his heart, he leaned against the wall until the feelings subsided. As he climbed into bed, the room began to spin. He closed his eyes, fighting against a rising nausea. The next morning, when his wife tried to wake him, he was dead.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Miami, April 2019
Kate turned from trimming the bougainvillea bush at the sound of Renato’s voice. “Kate, your appointment is here.”
“Are you sitting in on the interview?”

“Why don’t you give me a call if you think we should hire him. He’s waiting in the office.”

“Ok, sounds good.” She ran a hand through her curly hair as she walked through the patio doors and into the new two room addition housing Cavanaugh Investigations & Inquires.

Sitting in the outer office was a thin, dark-haired man in his late twenties or early thirties. He rose when Kate entered the room.

She extended her hand. “Good morning, I’m Kate Cavanaugh.” 

Shaking her hand, he smiled. “Hello, I’m Josh Greene.”

“Please follow me,” She led him into the inner office and indicated a chair. “Would you like a cup of coffee or a cold drink?”

“No, thank you.” 

“Your resume is impressive. Tell me, why are you looking to change employment?”

“I’ve been with the same employer for a long time. I’m ready for something more challenging.” He smiled, exposing a slightly crooked front tooth, giving him an even more boyish look. “Working for a private investigator sounds intriguing.”

Kate laughed. “Well, intrigue can certainly play a part in this business. Solving a case is always a challenge and often comes down to meticulous research and painstakingly following every lead, no matter how insignificant.

“It can also be dangerous, but as a researcher that shouldn’t be much of an issue for you. Although, should we come to an agreement, I would recommend you take a self-defense course.”

“I was in the National Guard Reserves, so I think I can handle myself in the self-defense department.”

“That’s interesting. It’s not included on your resume. Why is that?”

He shrugged. “It was a few years ago. I didn’t think it was relevant.”

Kate sat back and folded her arms. “I see. You appear to have the technical skills we’re looking for. I’d like you to meet my husband and partner, Renato Lopez. He’s a former Miami police detective.”

Josh smiled. “Thank you.”

“But before we do that, tell me, Josh, what else have you left off your resume? Because I’m sure you realize, we’ll be completing and extensive examination into your background.”

“Nothing, really,” he said, surprised at the coolness in her tone. “I didn’t mention the Reserves because most employers don’t seem all that interested. It just didn’t seem that important.”

“Everything is important to CII. We often work with law enforcement agencies, including the FBI. Our reputation is our most valuable asset. We require full disclosure. Can you agree to that?”

“Yes, of course.” Feeling a bit chastened, he added, “There is something I should probably tell you about my family.”

Kate picked up her cell phone. “Let me call Renato to join us.”

Josh faced both Kate and Renato across the desk. “My sister disappeared when I was five years old. I have absolutely no memory of it, except that one day she was there and the next day she was gone.”

“I take it the police were involved,” Renato said.

“Yes, Sarah was twelve when she disappeared. Even though she was a lot older than I was, I do remember her being very kind to me. 

“We lived in Vermont, near the Canadian border. My father worked as a prison guard. He had a couple of friends on the police force. Honestly, I don’t remember much.”

“And they never found her?” Kate asked.

“Never, not one clue. It’s like she vanished into thin air.”

“My dad was killed in a prison riot about ten years after Sarah’s disappearance. My mother passed away almost a year ago. She still lived in the same house in Vermont. I recently sold the house and kept only a few of her personal items and papers. I need to sort through them. I just haven’t been ready.” 

His eyes filled with grief. “My mother was the last of my immediate family. When she died, that left only me.”

Kate felt a deep empathy tug at her. “Have you ever tried to find your sister?”

“Yes, many times. It’s partly why I became a researcher. I’ve never found a clue. But I won’t ever give up. Someone, somewhere, must know something.”

“Was the FBI involved?” Renato asked.

“Yes, the police notified the FBI. In the end, they determined she was probably a runaway.” 

His eyes troubled, he continued. “My dad could be harsh with Sarah. I remember him screaming at her. I think he may have hit her, too. I saw him take his belt off once. He told me to get back inside my room.”

Kate frowned. “Did he hit you, too?” 

“Never. He was always kind to me. Sometimes I think maybe I only dreamed he was mean to Sarah. There’s a lot I don’t know or can’t remember.”

“Thank you for being honest with us,” Kate said. “If you’re still interested in the position, we’ll complete the background check and contact you in a few days.”

Josh stood and shook hands with Kate and Renato. “I’m very interested in the position. Thank you for the opportunity to interview with you.”

After the interview, Kate initiated a background check on Josh Greene before returning to trimming the bougainvillea bush. “What do you think of Josh?” Kate asked, taking the glass of lemonade Renato handed her.

“I’ll wait to see what shows up in the background check, but on the surface, he seems fine, maybe a bit immature.”

“I agree, but I like him despite the immaturity. I’m sorry about his sister, but I think that will give him a certain empathy for the clients we serve. I’d like to hire him if the background check comes back clean. Do you agree?”

“I do. Now, how intrigued are you with the story of his missing sister?”

Momentarily gripped by the memory of her long missing mother, she said, “Very intrigued, I know how it feels to have someone close to you disappear. If we hire him, maybe we can take a look at the case.”

Renato squeezed her hand. “I never doubted we would.”

That evening, Josh opened the box containing his mother’s papers. Most were legal documents, including her birth certificate, marriage license, and the deed to the farm in Vermont. 

He found a few pieces of jewelry. A particularly lovely gold, heart-shaped locket held a photograph of his mother and a young girl he thought must be his sister. Peering closely at the tiny photograph, his heart skipped a beat. Sarah looked exactly as he remembered her. So, he thought, this photograph must have been taken around the time his sister disappeared. 

At the bottom of the box lay a small address book and an old, beat up teddy bear. Lifting the teddy bear from the box, he felt something hard inside. Turning it over, he reached inside the back flap and pulled out an old-fashioned diary. He opened the diary. The first entry was in the spring of 1991, before his sister disappeared. Taking a beer from the refrigerator, he sat at the kitchen table and began to read.

He’s getting meaner every day. He won’t stop hounding Sarah for every little thing. It’s even worse when he drinks. The only peace we have in this house is when he’s at work.

The entries went along in much the same manner until just before Christmas, 1991. He’s accusing me of having an affair before we were married. He says Sarah isn’t his daughter. He says she doesn’t look like either of us. He says she’s too smart for her own good. I can’t convince him that Sarah is his child.

By January 1992, things were becoming dangerously violent. He screams at my little girl for reading her books instead of doing her chores. He spanked her with a belt over and over. I couldn’t bear it. When I tried to stop him, he pushed me away, screaming that she needed to learn to do what he told her to do or he would beat it into her.

In March 1992, she despaired. I must do something. He’s accusing Sarah of being with boys. He calls me a whore and is convinced I tricked him into marrying me because I was pregnant with someone else’s child. My only blessing is he doesn’t turn his wrath on Josh.

In April 1992, she wrote. I came home from grocery shopping to find him beating Sarah again. He had her up against the kitchen wall, holding her face in his grip, and screaming she was running around with boys. He spit in her face and hissed she was a slut just like her mother. I shouted and tried to get him off her. He turned and pushed me so hard, I banged my head and bounced off the kitchen wall. Sarah broke free and ran out the kitchen door.

That’s when I snapped. My fear left me. He could kill me if he wanted to, but he wasn’t going to hurt Sarah again. I told him I wanted a divorce. He raised his hand to slap me. I didn’t move. We stared at each other until he finally dropped his hand. He said he would never give me a divorce and if I tried to divorce him, he’d take the kids away from me. I know he can do it. He has friends on the police force.

May 1992, was the last entry. The plan is complete. My heart is broken, but I must be strong. It is my duty as a mother.

What plan? What had his mother done? 

Josh grabbed another beer from the fridge and walked out onto the balcony of his tiny ocean front condo. He could hear the waves rolling onto the shore and smell the clean, sweet smelling air. He loved Florida. It was a world away from the farm in Vermont and that alone was a reason to love it. 

Sipping his beer, he acknowledged he might need to return to Vermont if he wanted to learn about the plan his mother had made regarding Sarah. The problem was, he wasn’t quite sure where to begin. 

And what about the new job? He really wanted the job at CII. He liked Kate Cavanaugh. She was smart. Not much got past her, that was for sure. And Renato was cool. He could learn a lot working with them, maybe enough to finally find his sister.
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CHAPTER THREE
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San Francisco, February 2019
Susan parked her beloved white vintage Jeep Wrangler on a quiet, tree-lined street in the Sunset District not far from Golden Gate Park. 
She walked the short distance to a small two story Queen Anne style house. Although there was no outward sign, the house was a shelter for women and children fleeing domestic abuse. It was operated by the Sanctuary, a local non-profit subsidized through state and federal grants.

She rang the bell and watched a young woman trim the shrubs near the house. Only women were employed at the Sanctuary. It was a no man’s zone. 

She turned at the sound of the door opening. “Susan, come in. We’ve been waiting for you,” said a tall, heavy-set woman with a toothy grin.

“Good morning, Marilyn. I understand you have a new little girl.”

Marilyn’s smile faded. “Yes, come to my office.” On the way, she asked one of the staff to bring them coffee.

They sat on a small sofa under a sunny window. Marilyn stretched her arms across the back of the sofa, resting a boot clad foot over her knee. “The mother and daughter came to the shelter about a week ago. Initially, we didn’t notice anything unusual. That is, not anything more than the usual distress. However, after a couple of days the child, her name is Mary, developed a fever. It worsened, and we had our pediatrician take a look at her. She was diagnosed with a urinary tract infection. There were signs of abuse.”

“Did you talk to the mother?” Susan asked.

“We did. She’s in shock. She had no idea. She states her boyfriend, who is not Mary’s father, physically battered her but never struck Mary. In fact, she says he was very kind to Mary, providing her with lots of attention, and often bringing little gifts home for her. It was one of the reasons it took her so long to leave him.”

“Have you reported the incident?”

“Yes, Dr. Myers reported it after her examination. But we’re concerned about Mary. We’d like you to meet with her and provide us with a preliminary evaluation.”

“Is it possible for me to meet with her outside in the play area?”

“Yes, certainly, it’s not being used now. I’ll have someone fetch Mary. She’s a very sweet girl.”

An hour later, Susan returned to Marilyn’s office holding Mary’s hand. When a staff member came for Mary, she hugged Susan before leaving. “Well, what’s the verdict? Was she abused?” Marilyn asked, running her hand over her shaved head.

“Yes. She told me she and her mother’s boyfriend used to play a game together. It was their secret game.”

“How traumatized is she?” 

“I think with a good psychiatrist she’ll be able to successfully move forward. I know someone who is very good with child victims. I’ll write up my report and forward it to you later today.”

“Thank you, Susan. Let me walk you out.”

On the drive back to her office, Susan thought about Mary and all the other child victims she had examined over the years. It never got easier. She never became inured to their suffering. That would be impossible, for their suffering was her suffering.

Child abuse was a scourge on humanity in all its forms, but perpetrators like Mary’s mother’s boyfriend and Vanderswain were the worst of the lot. 

Vanderswain was found dead in his bed shortly after she referred him to another psychiatrist. He would never be able to hurt his daughter. The thought cheered her so much, she impulsively made a call. “Lee Raphael,” she said into the speakerphone.

“Hello Susan, what can I do for you?”

“Busy tonight?”

“As a matter of fact, I’m not. What do you have in mind?”

“Dinner at my place, say eight?”

“You have a date.”

By three o’clock that afternoon, Susan had written her report and forwarded it to Marilyn Plante, with a copy sent to the local enforcement agency. There was a very high probability she would be the psychiatrist assigned to Mary’s abuser. 

She was one of only a few psychiatrists in the area willing to work with these offenders. And Mary’s abuser was a particularly pernicious type, in the sense that he first gained the trust of the child, then created his secret game, and finally he reinforced the behavior with gifts. She doubted he could be helped. Some could, most could not. 

After locking up, she drove the Jeep the short distance from her office to the two bedroom apartment she owned in a modern high-rise near the wharf. She parked the car in the parking garage and took the elevator to her sixth floor apartment.

She looked forward to dinner with Lee Raphael. She hadn’t seen him in nearly a month. They were both busy, she with her psychiatric practice and he with his criminal law practice. She knew Lee was more than a bit of a shark. Most of his clients were notorious, high profile, despicable characters. He didn’t fit in with her squeaky clean public image, but that was the whole point, wasn’t it? 

She carefully applied a soft rose colored lipstick to her thin, delicate lips. She sat back and smiled at the cool blonde with the smooth, pale skin and blue eyes reflected in the mirror. 

Like her relationship with Lee Raphael, this image didn’t reflect her true self either. Inside she burned with an anger which sometimes threatened to consume her. For those times, she needed Lee who was able to transform her ever burning anger into a searing passion, at least for the moment.

Lee arrived promptly at eight o’clock carrying red roses and a bottle of Krug champagne. “Lovely,” Susan said, taking the roses. “Come into the kitchen and pour the champagne.”

She arranged the roses in
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