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THE FIRST TIME I saw Claire Gravesend she was already dead. She hadn’t been that way long. She was lying in front of the Refugio Apartments on Turk Street, still warm, still with color on her cheeks. I put two fingers on the left side of her throat and confirmed what was already obvious. I didn’t consider calling 911. The last thing I wanted to do right then was talk to the police. And anyway, it was too late to do her any good.

Even as I watched, the rain was pooling over her open eyes. If there was any part of her that could still see, she was looking up from beneath an ocean. The surface was too far away to reach. She’d taken her last breath and now she was sinking, bringing with her everything she’d ever known.

Claire Gravesend.

Of course, I didn’t know her name yet. I didn’t know what she would do to my life. It could have been a passing encounter. An unfortunate sight on a Tenderloin street that was already inclined toward misfortune. But instead I took out my camera, and ultimately that was what drew me into it. I only saw her in the flesh for a few minutes, and after that it was just photographs. Pieces of her life, hints. The traces were scattered like shards of broken glass.

In retrospect, I shouldn’t have been surprised when that encounter wasn’t the end of it. Once you brush against someone like Claire Gravesend, you’re marked. Either you begin to turn the wheels, or the gears move on their own. And when the axles start to spin, the motion is self-perpetuating. An eternal cycle, always renewing.

What I can’t shake is that image of eternity. Or it could be fate I’m talking about—the idea that your name and the course of your life were set down in stone before the Big Bang’s first spark. That you could live forever and not escape the path that had been laid out for you.

But that’s only because of what happened later.
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LET ME BACK UP and explain a few things.

For five weeks that spring, I had been living in the West-chester, a last-stop hotel in the Tenderloin’s rotten heart. I’m not wealthy, but I do better than skid row. It was business that brought me there. I was on a job, and so for the entire month of May I’d been living between a semiretired prostitute and an unrepentant needle user. We shared the bathroom down the hall. The building had thin walls, and so we also shared every possible sound. Outwardly, we had some things in common. We all had our reasons to avoid the desk clerk. We wasted no money on laundry. The nightshift man at the nearest liquor store could have picked any of us out from a line-up. But unlike me, my neighbors probably hadn’t pried up their floorboards to plant microphones and pinhole cameras on the ceilings of the tenants who lived beneath them. They didn’t spend their nights following whispered conversations, writing coded names in a notebook. My neighbors were more honest than that.

In the Westchester, the elevator is out of service and the shaft is full of trash: syringes and liquor bottles, adult diapers and cardboard boxes from Meals on Wheels. The stairs are dark, but they work. They lead down to a wrought-iron gate, which opens to Turk Street. In the mornings, before sunrise, I’d take the stairs and push through the gate, and wander around a few blocks to see if I was being followed. When I was sure that I was alone—and you might be surprised how very alone you can be in the Tenderloin, just before dawn —I’d walk toward the Civic Center. I have a two-room office over there, close to the courthouses. Courthouses draw the kinds of people who need what I sell.

But for five weeks, I’d only had one client. I was running the clock twenty-four hours a day. I’d get to the office early and sort through the mail. I’d check my messages and pay whatever bills needed to be paid. I had to keep up with my life, such as it was. I’d call the man who received my invoices and signed my checks. And then I’d slink back to my listening post in the Westchester before first light.

That’s what I was heading to do on the first Tuesday in June when I pushed out of the gate and checked the cars parked on Turk. I was most concerned about windowless vans. They’re the easiest to picture: joe’s plumbing stenciled on the doors; a half dozen FBI and DEA agents hiding inside, crouched around video monitors and talking into radios. But if they were there, I didn’t see them. I did a loop around the block, and when I was satisfied that all was clear, I turned west, toward Van Ness and my office.

I was halfway into my walk when I saw the car. It was parked on the sidewalk across the street, directly in front of the Refugio Apartments. Not just any car, but a Rolls Royce Wraith. It had recently undergone a transformation from brand new to totally destroyed. I assumed it was an accident and crossed the street to get a better look. Professional curiosity. I was one step removed from the ambulance-chasing business. But drawing closer, I realized my initial impression wasn’t quite right. The car hadn’t been hit from the front, or from either side.

The car’s chrome grille and smoke-gray hood were immaculate. Its roof was caved in as far down as its gold-plated door handles. Lying inside the crumpled indentation was a perfect blonde. She wore a black cocktail dress, sheer and shimmery in the streetlights. I couldn’t see any blood except on her left foot, where it had run down the back of her calf and onto her heel. Her hands were folded across her chest, and her eyes were closed. Her hair was spread in a fan across the Wraith’s roof. She had an evening bag looped around her right wrist. One foot was bare—maybe she’d lost a shoe on impact. Her toenails were painted white, like the inside of a shell.

I looked around. Across the street, on a bed of flattened boxes, lay a man. He wore a full-body black snowsuit, and he was either asleep or unconscious. He was either asleep or unconscious a lot. Five weeks on Turk Street, and I could smell Snowsuit Man from two blocks away if the wind was right. If the sound of the woman hitting the car had woken him up, it hadn’t disturbed him so much that he stayed awake. And he and I were the only people around, at least at street level. There was no way to account for whoever might be watching from a dark window, and I didn’t even try.

I stepped closer. The woman wasn’t breathing. I reached out, carefully, and put my fingers beneath her chin. I pressed gently against her throat, searching for her carotid. She was warm, but there was no pulse. I looked up and down the sidewalk again, then back at the Refugio.

Fourteen stories. Hundred-year-old brickwork forming arches and columns on the lower two floors. There were no open windows above the car, but there were ledges. She could have inched onto one and then shut the window. Or she could have gone off the roof. But none of that explained her—her patent leather evening bag, her diaphanous dress, and the insanely expensive car she’d crushed when she landed. None of that made sense on Turk Street, in front of the Refugio. Fourteen floors of bedbugs, and false fire alarms. Police cars skidding up in the middle of the night to break up domestics or serve no-knock warrants. It was better than the Westchester, but not by much.

I backed away and crouched on the sidewalk. Smashed windshield glass crunched underfoot, and I thought better of kneeling. I set down my backpack and opened it. When I left the Westchester, I didn’t like to leave anything in plain view. The pinpoint cameras and microphones were hidden, and some of the recording equipment could fit under the floorboards. But I never left my laptop in the room, and I never left my camera. I took out the Nikon now and set it up for a night portrait, no flash.

I heard a siren, but in the Tenderloin that could mean anything.

I stood up and snapped five shots of the suicide blonde on her Wraith deathbed. Then I backed up ten paces to get her with the apartment, and the street. You could say my job is taking photographs. Most of the time, no one sees my work except my clients. But if the opportunity presents itself, I’m not above selling a picture to the Chronicle, or any other paying outlet. After the divorce, and especially since coming back here, I’ve been living between the lines. I take what I can get. When it comes to pictures, I get a lot, because I’m often in the right place.

I saw the man when I lowered the camera. He’d been coming along the sidewalk, rolling a black cart lashed with silver boxes. But he’d come to a full stop, and was staring at the car in openmouthed shock. I couldn’t tell whether he could see the girl or not. It took him a while to even notice me, and then he sized me up, looking from me to my camera to the crushed car.

“Who the hell are you?”

“Nobody,” I said. “A guy taking a walk. Who are you?”

He didn’t answer, but stepped closer. Glass crunched under his running shoes. He was wearing canvas pants and a flannel shirt. A pocket-laden vest over that. His ball cap bore the name of a production company I’d never heard of. For a moment, I thought I’d stumbled onto a movie set. But there were no lights, and no white trailers. No sawhorses blocking off the street parking. And the dead woman was no stage prop.

“What happened?” the man asked when he finally found enough breath to speak.

“Like this when I got here,” I said. “Is this your car?”

He shook his head.

“I’m fucked. I’m so completely fucked.”

He pulled out his cell phone and began scrolling through its screen. Maybe deciding who to call first.

“Was she with you?” I asked.

“She?”

I tilted my head toward the car, and the man crept closer. He saw her and turned away quickly.

“Oh god.”

“You don’t know her?”

“I’ve never seen her before.”

I stepped sideways to frame the shot, and when I had the production company guy lined up with the girl and the car behind him, I raised the camera and took his picture.

“Hey!” he said, turning to me. “What the hell?”

“For the papers.”

I started down Turk. He didn’t call after me, and he didn’t follow. At the end of the next block I came on a parked panel truck. The production company’s name was painted on the side. There was a college-aged kid in the cargo area, using a flashlight to sort through boxes of video gear. If it was just the two of them, and the loaned-out Wraith, they ran a lean operation. I stepped off the curb and put my hand on the back of the truck.

“Good morning,” I said, and the kid finally looked up. “What’s with the car?”

“Photo shoot,” he said. “Magazine ad.”

He turned back to sorting his gear. He’d set aside six white umbrellas and was now probably digging for tripods and remote flash boxes. Just going about his job as though nothing was inherently weird about using Section 8 housing to sell a half-million-dollar car. For all I knew, they were going to drag Snowsuit Man over and use him as a prop.

“You might want to lock this up and go check on your boss,” I said. “He’s got a problem.”

“He’s— What?”

“And bring your cell phone, so you can call 911.”

That got him looking up again. I shot his picture, using a flash this time so I could get his face inside the dark truck. Then, for good measure, I got the truck’s license plate before continuing on.

The door to my office was up a set of stairs between the entrances to a Vet Center and a credit union. I had a little sign hanging down from the portico.

LELAND CROWE AGENCY
PRIVATE INVESTIGATIONS

I climbed the stairs and unlocked the door, using my foot to sweep aside the previous day’s mail. I went through the reception room—empty, because I had no receptionist—and into my office. I slotted my camera’s memory card into my desktop computer and spent ten minutes sorting and editing my photographs. My client could wait for a moment.

The suicide blonde was beautiful, and so were my shots.

The car’s roof had caught her and folded partway around her, holding her arms and legs in place. Because she wasn’t sprawled on the pavement, she didn’t look like a corpse. She was utterly composed. A woman asleep on a bed of steel. I had a range of exposures and angles—shots that caught the blood on her foot and the shattered glass and the curves beneath her dress that might play well in a tabloid if she turned out to be famous, and shots that captured the scene but blurred out the blood, for the family papers.

I got on the phone and started calling photo editors I’d worked with. I wasn’t desperate for cash just then. With my summer assignment in the Westchester Hotel, I was as flush as I’d ever been. But just one lean, hungry winter will develop lifelong habits. You don’t pass an opportunity; you don’t leave any food on the table.

So I called the editors, starting with the ones who had the most cash, and I haggled.
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AN HOUR LATER, I had signed, scanned and emailed a boilerplate contract. My photograph would be online by nine, and on grocery store racks in three days. I’d get a thousand dollars from Just Now! magazine, with a 200 percent kicker if the woman turned out to be a “Person of Consequence”—a carefully defined term on page three that had probably been drafted by a lawyer on Wilshire Boulevard who didn’t find that task any stranger than selling a Rolls Royce by parking it on skid row. I could pretend to sneer all I wanted, but I’d cash the check when it came.

With that done, I picked up the phone again and called Jim Gardner, the attorney who’d bought all my time this summer. He answered on the first ring, already at his desk at six fifty in the morning. Of course he was. He’d just started a trial, and the prosecution’s star witness was about to take the stand.

“Good morning,” I said, jumping in to cut off his routine greeting. “Just in time. I have something.”

There was a beat of silence. He was likely considering how he wanted to sound if the FBI had a tap on his line. Which wasn’t an entirely remote possibility. Not if the government had any idea what Jim had been paying me to do this summer.

“Are you on the clock, Mr. Crowe?”

When he was in trial mode, Jim Gardner’s most mundane questions began to sound leather-bound and consequential. He’d given his opening statement yesterday, so he was in full swing. And he knew he might be playing to a larger audience.

“Yes, counselor,” I said. “This call is privileged and confidential.”

“Not enough for me. You’ve had coffee?”

At the Westchester, there was a guy on the third floor who sold crack cocaine out of his room. He bagged it in condoms cadged from the API Wellness Center on Polk Street. That was as close as my hotel got to coffee.

“The concierge recommended I look elsewhere this morning.”

I hung up. I didn’t need to ask where we were meeting. The place was pre-set.

“Last night we had an in-chamber conference,” Jim was saying. “It didn’t go the way I’d hoped.”

We were sitting on either side of the manager’s desk inside an abandoned auto body shop. Cobwebbed glass walls looked out on an oil-stained concrete floor. The only illumination came from a skylight. A pigeon was walking back and forth up there. Tap tap tap, tap tap tap.

Jim had a key to this place because someone in his firm had handled the foreclosure. We met here often enough that I had a key too.

“Nammar’s calling DeCanza first thing this morning,” Jim said. “He’s a good prosecutor, so I thought he’d go all day with him. But he’s going to finish at three.”

“You’ll recess after that?”

Jim swept his hand through his hair. He had gray hair that curled as it grew out. With his deep drawl, his broad shoulders, and his heavy college ring, people probably mistook him for a football coach.

“The judge wants to stick to her schedule. Or she just wants to stick it to me. I don’t have a good enough read on her to know which it is. But either way, after Nammar’s direct, I have to start my cross. No recess. So I hope you have something.”

By stopping at three, Nammar was forcing Jim to split his cross-examination across two days. The jury would hear two hours at the end of the day. Then they’d go home and forget it, and Jim would spend the night wondering whether he needed to hit those points again or call it a loss and move on. I had a solution for that problem.

“Nammar paid a visit last night,” I said. “Agent White tagged along. They stayed with DeCanza three and a half hours, coaching him. Threatening him. I’ve got audio and video—”

“I can’t have that. I don’t want it. Delete it.”

“Okay.”

“But tell me all about it, by all means.”

“DeCanza’s going to bury Lorca.”

“Who’s Lorca?” Jim asked. “I don’t know anyone named Lorca.”

“If you say so.”

There was no point arguing with him. Jim had picked this abandoned office because it wasn’t wired and the feds didn’t know about it. But there were lines he wouldn’t cross. His client had a story, and Jim’s job was to sell it. Anywhere and everywhere.

“Tell me about DeCanza,” he said.

“He was high up. Second in command, basically. Lorca —your guy—wasn’t just a voice on the phone, or a rumor. He was a face in the room. They worked side by side. So he knows everything. Which you already knew.”

I walked Jim through the main points. DeCanza had started the way they all had. A mule, moving packages north across the border. After three trips without getting busted, they trusted him to carry cash. But he was a reader, and a thinker. When the DEA starting using listening stations and ground-penetrating radar to find the border tunnels, DeCanza hired men out of Baja boatyards and set up shop in the desert. Their first submarine was forty-six feet long and sank in the Sea of Cortez. Their second was ninety feet long and made three trips before its crew scuttled it in view of a Coast Guard cutter. But by then, DeCanza and Lorca had suborned so many customs agents, they didn’t need submarines. They could load their products onto commercial airliners and fly them straight into New York. They had replaced cash with cryptocurrency, which could be moved invisibly.

If he’d been in an American corporation instead of an international cartel, DeCanza would have an impressive title. Chief Financial Officer, Vice President of Operations—something like that. But the cartel didn’t bother with formal titles. Except the one he had now, a title no one wanted: rat.

Without DeCanza, the government’s case was entirely circumstantial. It could all be explained away. Jim’s client was a San Francisco businessman. The name Lorca wasn’t written on his California driver’s license. It wasn’t written anywhere. Which meant that if DeCanza vanished, so did the government’s shot at a conviction. People who rubbed Lorca the wrong way had a history of disappearing. This summer, I had been playing a dangerous game. I’d tracked down a turncoat rat and put eyes and ears in his room. If Lorca had known about the Westchester, the prosecution would be short a star witness. I wasn’t looking to become an accessory to murder. So to protect myself, and Jim, I’d only told him what he could afford to know.

“It’s a nice roadmap,” Jim said. “But you’re not lifting my spirits. What do you really have?”

I’d gotten it a week ago. I’d held it back, but I’d always meant to tell him at the right time.

“You wouldn’t have wanted it too soon,” I told him. “So I kept it, and saved you an ethical dilemma.”

“I can sort those out on my own.”

“Not your call when I’m involved,” I said. “Which means before I give this to you, you’ve got to agree on how you’ll use it.”

“Agree how?”

“Either you put it in today’s cross, or you forget I told you. If it’s not today, it never gets used. Use it right now—no warning, no heads-up to your client—and it’ll give you a shot. If he doesn’t know until the government hears it, there won’t be any more blood on your hands tomorrow than there is right now.”

“Deal.”

Of course Jim would agree, even if he didn’t know what I was talking about. He needed what I had. And he probably understood that I was offering leverage. He didn’t need to be a genius to guess the form it took. There was one currency that traded above all others on the leverage market. Innocent lives. Women were gold, and children were diamonds.

“They’ve got DeCanza living like a prisoner,” I said. “He’s their witness, but that doesn’t mean they like him.”

“Nothing new there.”

“He hasn’t seen the sky since mid-May. He’s in a Tenderloin shithole. Calling it a safe house is a stretch. They bring him his meals twice a day. They check on him every two hours, plus he’s wearing a GPS tracker on his ankle. But they’ll take it off when he comes to court today—and if you ask, he’ll deny it existed. They’ll give him immunity, but it’s contingent on a conviction. Which means they really have him by the balls—if he testifies the way they want, but your guy walks, there’s no deal.”

Jim was tapping two fingers on the banged-up desktop.

“I can get into that,” he said. “Even if he denies it, claims they’re putting him up at the Holiday Inn, it’ll chip away at his credibility. But you’ve got more.”

Of course I had more. I’d be embarrassed to send Jim my invoices if I couldn’t give him more than that.

“He’s been begging for a phone,” I said. “For a month, every day, he asks for one.”

“What’s he want it for?”

“He won’t tell them. But he told me, because he talks to himself,” I said. “He wants to talk to his wife.”

“She’s supposed to be dead.”

I made Jim wait a bit. I blew on my coffee and sipped it. I checked my phone.

“You’re talking about the thing in Mexico City,” I said. “The apartment house that blew up.”

“Two snitches saw her on the balcony.”

“She was on the seventh floor, and they were a couple blocks away. Did you hear about a DNA test?”

Jim stared at me, processing that.

“Does Nammar know?” he finally asked.

“Not a clue.”

His fingers stopped tapping.

“How do you know all this?”

“I gave DeCanza what he wanted,” I said. “I gave him a phone.”

It had been a relatively straightforward operation. Easy, and yet the dirtiest thing I’d ever done.

DeCanza had regular visits from half a dozen FBI agents and three assistant United States attorneys, including Nammar. He’d asked each of his visitors for a phone, and had always been rebuffed. But if one of them broke rank and gave him a phone in secret, there were enough people in and out the door for anonymity and deniability. So I waited until he’d walked down the hall for the toilet, and then I went downstairs, picked his lock with a bump key and a screwdriver, and left a cell phone on his bed.

Back upstairs, I took off my latex gloves and watched from the camera hidden in DeCanza’s ceiling. His quarters were as tiny as mine; when he returned from the toilet, it took him all of three seconds to notice the phone. He looked around the room and went to the window. He stood perfectly still for a full minute, his head down. Then he put the phone under his mattress.

Three days later, he still hadn’t used it. So I waited until he went for his shower, and I bumped his lock again and left him a fifth of whiskey. Back upstairs, in crisp black-and-white, I watched him find the bottle and inspect the seal. He didn’t flush it or hide it, or pace the room in consternation. He cracked it open, took a single sniff, and then started drinking.

Two hours later, he lifted the mattress and pulled out the phone. I watched him turn it in his hands. I watched him switch it on. He stared at it for a long time. And then, from memory, he dialed a number.

Of course it was a trap.

The phone was one half of a pair I’d bought in Chinatown. Over drinks at a booth in the San Lung Lounge, I’d paid a freelance hacker to sync them. He was finished with the job before he was finished with his Mai Tai. I handed him an envelope of twenty-dollar bills, and that was it.

So when DeCanza dialed his wife, I watched and listened in real time.

He should have known better. No long-term survivor of the Witness Protection Program would ever lay hands on a smartphone. He wasn’t cut out for this. I was just saving him time and protracted misery.

“I ran the number and did some digging,” I told Jim. “He called a landline outside of Eagle Pass, Texas. A five-thousand-acre ranch, deeded to a Cayman Islands partnership. The partners are all foreign LLCs with stupid names and mail drop agents—you can guess who really owns them. The title is free and clear, so it was a cash sale. Five years ago, when DeCanza was riding high.”

I slid a copy of the title report across the desk.

“And the woman who picked up the phone?” Jim asked.

“Maria Lucinda DeCanza,” I said. “She’s living there with their nineteen-month-old son.”

“He’s alive too?”

“I could hear him in the background.”

Jim Gardner stared at the title report. He picked it up and paged through it, and then he put it in his briefcase. He wasn’t a good man, or he wouldn’t have been doing what he was doing. And I must not have been an angel either, or I wouldn’t have trusted him to do the right thing with the information I’d just given him.

“Come by if you want to watch the cross,” Jim said.

He took his briefcase and left the derelict shop. Five minutes later, I followed him out.

I went back to the Westchester. My work there was done, and if things blew up in the cross-examination that afternoon, Nammar and the FBI might start wondering who had been watching DeCanza, and how. So I wanted to empty out my room. Pull all the surveillance equipment, wipe the surfaces clean of prints, and leave the place looking the way it ought to—empty liquor bottles, crushed beer cans, and takeout wrappers piled like a snowdrift in the corners and under the bed. I had a backpack full of garbage, ready to go.

I passed the Refugio on my way. I counted ten black-and-white squad cars, two unmarked Fords that were surely detectives from homicide detail, and an idling ambulance. A van from the medical examiner’s office was pulling away from the curb. The suicide blonde was bagged and tagged, but the Wraith was still on the sidewalk. Someone had put traffic cones around it, and stretched yellow police tape from cone to cone. I raised my camera and watched through the lens, shutter clicking. A man pushed through the Refugio’s front door. Slim build, dark hair, and a suit that was shiny with wear. A homicide inspector. He pushed through the knot of officers, and then he was looking at me. I lowered the camera and kept walking.
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AT TEN IN the morning, I went home for the first time in five weeks. I walked from the Tenderloin to Union Square, trading flophouses and liquor stores for luxury goods and wine bars, and then I followed Grant Avenue into Chinatown. Home was a one-bedroom walk-up on the third floor above a seafood restaurant. I turned off the alarm with the fob on my keychain and went inside. Even this home—my new beginning—was tainted with the past. It was all part of a continuum. There were no clean lines and no clear demarcations.

Six years ago, when my marriage exploded, I’d been thrown clear, carrying nothing but my clothes, three broken fingers, and a letter from the California Bar Association confirming my disbarment. It could have been a lot worse. I’d walked up to an associate justice of the California Supreme Court and knocked out most of his teeth. As I was sitting in the back of a police cruiser an hour afterward, jail time and significant restitution seemed inevitable. But both Juliette’s father and her future husband found it expedient to keep me quiet. So instead of doing time and going bankrupt, I actually made money. Fifty grand per tooth. The same day the divorce judge posted her decree on the court’s electronic docket, I got a cashier’s check drawn from my former father-in-law’s account. Juliette’s childhood chauffer delivered it to me in the lobby of the Oakland Marriott and stood there stiff and humorless as I used his back to sign the receipt. Maybe it wasn’t clear to anyone standing in the Marriott, but the residents at the Westchester Hotel would have recognized that check for what it was. Hush money.

It had been an easy bargain to strike. Juliette’s new husband needed to keep credibility with California’s voters; to that end, his ex-wife probably got even more than I did. And as for me, I’d rather have had the money than the right to talk about Juliette. I didn’t even want to think about her. The cash helped. I started with a two-month haze of bar tabs in La Paz, Mexico. I remember lying on my back and watching the shadows cast by a wooden fan on my room’s ceiling. I drank mezcal until I couldn’t feel anything, until, finally, I felt just fine. I sobered up at a motel in the desert, and headed north again.

There was plenty of money left. I didn’t have a job, so I couldn’t get a mortgage, but nobody could stop me from buying a place outright, in cash. I had five windows looking down on Grant. My view was partially blocked by the neon sign that announced the South Seas Golden King Seafood Restaurant. It blinked all night, its tubing gold and red.

[image: ]

I could hear those characters buzzing in my dreams. When I closed my eyes anywhere but home, the silence would startle me awake again.

There was nothing else to do, so I ran a bath. I had to let five weeks of rusty water clear through the pipes before I could put the rubber stopper in the tub. The fridge was empty except for condiments and a single bottle of Tsingtao. I opened that, and settled into the tub. In the Westchester, I’d never admitted to myself that I was scared. But now, at home, I allowed that much. I’d broken the law before, usually for Jim Gardner. But I’d never wandered so far off the reservation. I’d never done anything to cross the FBI or a federal prosecutor, and I’d never tricked a government witness into betraying his wife’s hiding place. I could have kept that last bit to myself, to protect a woman whose only mistake, as far as I knew, was marrying the wrong man. That would have been the right thing to do, and Jim would have paid my invoices when they came due. But I’d told him. I hadn’t even debated with myself about whether I ought to.

It hadn’t occurred to me until just then that a person could be honest and immoral at the same time. Now I wasn’t so sure those attributes were mutually exclusive. And it wasn’t at all clear to me anymore which way the scale would swing if I put my character onto the balance.

When the water got cold, I toweled off, turned on the lights, and shaved at the sink. I looked like myself again, but I felt the same way I had when I’d woken up that morning as I set out for my last pre-dawn walk from the Westchester. That got me thinking about the suicide blonde, the rainwater pooling in her eyes, beading her hair.

She came and went from my mind until quarter after three, when I watched Jim Gardner start his cross. Then I had more immediate concerns, problems of my own making.

I had gotten there too early.

Courtroom Five, on the seventeenth floor of the Phillip Burton Building, was silent as I stepped into it. I was expecting a packed seating area, and I wasn’t disappointed. The trial was a headliner. The bodies were piled almost as high as the money, and the only politicians not pointing fingers were mysteriously out of town. I recognized a reporter from KTVU, and the crime beat writer from the Chronicle. Mixed into the crowd were the usual courthouse regulars. Law students, retirees with nothing better to do. Underemployed attorneys hoping for a scrap. There were also six men sitting side by side in the front row, behind Nammar’s table. I couldn’t see their faces, but I’d been looking at the backs of their heads all spring. They were DeCanza’s FBI minders.

One of them, Agent White, turned around. I hadn’t made any sound coming in, but he must have felt the draft. His eyes met mine and locked there. Behind him, on the other side of the rail, Nammar was standing at the lectern between the two tables. DeCanza was on the witness stand to the judge’s right. Jim was sitting to his client’s left, resting his chin on his hand.

“And the man you knew as Lorca, the one we’ve been talking about all day—is he here in the courtroom?” Nammar asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Can you point him out to the jury, please?”

Agent White finally turned back around. He wouldn’t want to miss this part. They’d been coaching their witness all spring for this moment.

“Right there,” DeCanza pointed. “In the black suit. That’s Lorca.”

“You’re certain?”

“Absolutely. I saw him every day for fifteen years. He was at my wedding. I was right there with him when his kid died.”

“Is it easy for you, pointing him out?”

“You mean, do I like it?”

“Do you like it?”

“It makes me feel like a rat.”

“Are you scared of him?”

I expected Jim to object, but he didn’t even look up.

“He’s not a nice man, if that’s what you mean. You cross him and he doesn’t take it well.”

“So you’re being brave, to sit up there and talk.”

“Or maybe I just want to die. I know what he does.”

“To guys like you who tell the truth?”

“Guys like me. Yeah.”

Nammar had been facing the jury as he asked his questions, but now he turned to the judge.

“Nothing further, Your Honor,” he said. “I pass the witness.”

Judge Linda Kim turned to Jim and looked across the top of her black-rimmed glasses at him.

“Counselor?”

“Thank you, Your Honor,” he said.

He rose and clasped his hands behind his back, straightening his arms to stretch his shoulders. Everything with Jim was a signal to the jury. I could guess what this was supposed to convey: he’d been bored, sitting there for five hours, listening to DeCanza tell lies. Lies that would be as easy to swat down as slow-moving flies. He wasn’t concerned about a thing, except that this might delay his dinner.

He went to the lectern. He hadn’t brought any papers with him.

“Good afternoon, sir.”

Jim Gardner had come to San Francisco after law school. Before that, he’d been somewhere deep in the backwoods of Mississippi. When he was sixteen, his baritone drawl had landed him a job recording radio spots for businesses across the region. Car dealerships and bowling alleys in Tupelo. A strip joint all the way down in Slidell. It was his voice that had gotten him out of Mississippi. Three words into his cross, and he had the jurors leaning closer for more.

“Do you know who I am?”

“Lorca’s attorney.”

“I represent Mr. Alba,” Jim said, indicating his client. “But he doesn’t know anyone named Lorca.”

“Objection,” Nammar said. “If he wants to testify to that, let him put Lorca on the stand.”

“Mr. Gardner,” Judge Kim said. “Ask your first question and let’s move on.”

“Thank you, Your Honor. And if I may respond to Mr. Nammar—I have Lorca on the stand. Right now.”

“Objection!”

Nammar had jumped to his feet.

“You opened the door and walked into that one,” Judge Kim said. Then she turned to Jim. “Ask your first question.”

Jim nodded. He turned to the jury.

“Your name is Albert DeCanza. Yes or no.”

“Yes.”

“Have you ever had an alias?”

“My friends call me Al.”

Jim laughed along with the jury. Then he came around and stood in front of the lectern. That wasn’t the norm in federal court, but the judge didn’t stop him, and Nammar didn’t object.

“Isn’t it correct that you’re the beneficial owner of all of the stock in the Aguila Holding Corporation?”

The levity on DeCanza’s face lasted another second. Maybe two. He’d heard the question, but it was taking him a moment to process it. When he did, his face went flat. Ten seconds passed. An eternity in a trial court. Still he didn’t answer.

“Should I repeat the question?” Jim asked.

“I’ve never heard of that company.”

“Let me get this straight,” Jim said. “You’ve never heard of the Aguila Holding Corporation? I’m talking about a Bahamas company, which registered as a foreign entity in Texas five years, three months, and two days ago. You’ve never heard of it?”

DeCanza could only shake his head.

“You have to answer out loud,” Jim said. “Our court reporter, this lovely lady down in front of you, she gets heartburn if she can’t hear you.”

“I’ve never heard of it,” DeCanza said. He was looking at the glass of water in front of him. He took his hands off the witness desk and folded them out of sight.

“Where were you on March twenty-third, 2014?”

“I don’t know.”

“Strange. You’ve had an excellent memory for the last five hours,” Jim said. “Let me ask you this—what’s the nearest airport to Eagle Pass, Texas?”

“I don’t know,” DeCanza said. He glanced at Nammar, but Nammar was swiveled around, whispering over the rail with two of the FBI agents in the front row.

“You don’t know,” Jim said. “Okay, let’s try this: Who are the directors of the Ranch Four Corporation? If it refreshes your recollection, it was established in the Cayman Islands. Registered as a foreign entity in Texas. On March twenty-third, 2014.”

Now Nammar stood up.

“Your Honor,” he said. “May we approach?”

“I have a question pending,” Jim said. “And I’d like it answered.”

The judge looked from Jim to Nammar. Then at DeCanza, whose forehead was now glazed with a thin film of sweat.

“Answer the question.”

DeCanza looked up at her. He shook his head, his eyes glassy and wide.

“What was—I mean—” He pointed down at the court reporter. “Can she read it back?”

Without waiting for the judge to respond, the reporter read Jim’s last question. Jim was leaning against the front of the lectern. Nammar was back in his chair, in a whispered conversation with the FBI agents.

DeCanza was still shaking his head.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve never heard of that company. So I don’t know the directors.”

“Then let me ask you—”

Nammar stood, and cut Jim off.

“Your Honor—may we approach now?”

“Fine.”

The judge reached past her gavel and hit a switch. White noise came out of speakers in the ceiling above the jury box and the public gallery. When Jim and Nammar approached for their bench conference, it was impossible to hear what they were saying. But it was easy to imagine. Nammar wanted to know: Where the hell is he going with this? And Jim was saying: I don’t have to give him a map. It’s his damn witness. If he doesn’t know where I’m going, that’s his fault. The exchange went back and forth for a minute. DeCanza, alone and forgotten on the witness stand, looked like he wanted to run for the nearest window and dive through it. Never mind that we were on the seventeenth floor.

When the judge killed the white noise and the attorneys walked back, I couldn’t tell how she’d ruled. Both attorneys wore blank faces. Jim took his spot in front of the lectern. Nammar sat down and turned to the more junior AUSA on his left.

“Mr. DeCanza,” Jim said. “Does your ranch outside of Eagle Pass have an airstrip?”

Nammar was on his feet immediately.

“Objection!” And then, in a quieter voice, he added, “Lacks foundation. And counsel said he was going to be asking about foreign corporations.”

“And their holdings,” Jim said. “I definitely said holdings.”

“The witness will answer the question.”

“An airstrip? I don’t even know about the ranch.”

“No ranch in Eagle Pass?”

“No.”

Jim walked back to his table and picked up a thin folder. He carried it back to the lectern and opened it. He took his time. The point was to let the jury wonder what damning documents he was about to unleash. And, maybe more important, to let DeCanza twist on the blade.

“You’re telling me you don’t know a thing about a ranch —a five-thousand-two-hundred-and-forty-six-acre ranch—outside of Eagle Pass, Texas?”

Here, Jim turned to his folder and scanned the first page with his fingertip.

“Three habitable structures, an airstrip, and a hangar, all of which last changed hands on March twenty-third, 2014?”

DeCanza had been looking at Nammar. But Nammar was either talking to his co-counsel or whispering with the FBI agents behind him. He wasn’t watching his witness flounder. So DeCanza turned to his only other possible lifeline. Jim’s client. From behind, I couldn’t tell if I saw a reaction from the man. Maybe there was a nod. Maybe it was just my imagination.

“I—just don’t—I mean—”

Jim took three steps forward.

“Let’s circle back,” he said. “When we got started a couple of minutes ago, I asked you about aliases. Have you ever gone by an alias, sir?”

DeCanza looked at his wrists. They were pale; he’d spent a lot of time indoors just recently. He was going to be spending a lot more.

“Yes.”

“You’ve had an alias?”

“Yes.”

Jim took another step forward.

“What alias, sir?”

DeCanza glanced at the defense table again, and then focused on his water glass. If his testimony on direct examination had gone anything like the statements he’d given at the Westchester Hotel, then he would have spent a considerable portion of the morning telling the jury how Lorca dealt with his enemies. Lorca’s methods of communication were baroque. He started with power tools and duct tape and graduated to bags of scorpions and a good-sized footlocker. But all his messages ended the same way: with a dismembered corpse burning in an oil drum, some low-level guy stirring the flames and adding fuel until there was nothing left. DeCanza knew, because he’d been involved at every level of the process.

Now, in real time, I could see DeCanza thinking. Nammar didn’t know his wife and son were alive. No one was protecting them. He could stick to his story, and then it would be a race to Eagle Pass. Lorca’s men against the feds. Jim, with his genial southern manner, was offering DeCanza a simple choice. DeCanza could kneel down and put his head on the block, right now, and spare his wife and child. Or he could hold to the truth and take his chances.

His life for theirs.

“What alias did you use, sir?” Jim repeated.

“Lorca.”

“Can you say that again?” Jim said. “You were so quiet, I’m not sure our lovely court reporter could hear you.”

DeCanza wouldn’t look up. He didn’t want to see Nammar, and he didn’t want anyone to see him looking at the defense table.

“Lorca,” he said, a little bit louder this time.

I heard DeCanza’s last answer as I was walking out. From behind me, Jim was talking again. I pulled the courtroom door open. Cold air flooded in from the hallway.

“Why don’t we hit rewind?” Jim was saying. “Let’s go back to a few minutes ago, when you pointed to my client—”

As I was stepping out, I looked back. Agent White had turned around again. White buzz cut, whiskey-punched nose. Sharp, black eyes. He watched me until the door closed.
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ON THE GROUND floor, at the security stand, I handed the guard my claim ticket and waited for him to return my phone. I was expecting White to come out of the elevators at any moment, calling after me; I didn’t feel safe until I’d gotten out of the federal building.

The government had spent two years and millions of dollars preparing its case. Jim Gardner had eviscerated it in less than ten minutes. It wasn’t even a quarter past three. I hurried away from the front entrance. There were SUVs from Homeland Security parked to the left, so I went to the right. Someone was going to pay for what had just happened. They were going to dump everything they could on DeCanza, but there’d be plenty left over for someone else. Someone like me, for example.

I crossed Larkin and stepped into Harry Harrington’s Pub. I paused just inside and scanned the place. Twenty people, including the two bartenders. The customers were an evenly split mix of dedicated boozehounds who might as well have had reserved stools, and government workers who’d left work a couple hours early on a Friday. The seven television screens were showing baseball and cricket. I took a seat at the end of the bar, farthest from the door. As soon as I got the chance, I ordered a Wild Turkey, neat.

I didn’t think about anything until I ordered the second glass. For my stay in the Westchester, I’d looked the part. I stopped shaving, and rarely showered. I never did laundry. In thirty-five days, I wore two sweatshirts, and always the same pair of jeans. By the time I was done with it, my thrift store coat might have come from a grave robbing.

I took a drink of my bourbon. Glass in hand, I brushed my knuckles along my cheek. It was still smooth from shaving this morning. I could see myself in the mirror behind the liquor bottles. In my ironed shirt and dry-cleaned suit, I looked like a lawyer. The real kind, who could show up in court and represent a client without getting arrested. Jim should never have invited me to his cross-examination.

Maybe I was just being paranoid. I’d been careful in the Westchester, had taken precautions beyond my appearance. Agent White had turned around and stared at me, but that could mean anything. It didn’t mean he’d connected me to DeCanza’s implosion.

When the bartender came past, I ordered another Wild Turkey. He poured it for me, but first he gave me a glass of ice water. Meaning it was time to slow down or move on. I finished them both and walked out.

I crossed Van Ness, went into the bookstore there, and found a copy of the Chronicle abandoned on a table in the coffee shop. It didn’t have anything about the blonde I’d photographed, which wasn’t surprising. She’d probably hit the Wraith about the same time the paper was coming off the press. There was a snippet on the Lorca trial, but I didn’t read it. No journalist could have foreseen the turn the trial had just taken.

I left the bookstore and kept walking west. I hadn’t gotten any real exercise since mid-May. I didn’t mind that it was raining. When Jim paid his last invoice, I could have my suit dry-cleaned again. I could throw it away and buy all the new suits I wanted. It didn’t matter. I kept walking, looking for green spaces. I went through Alamo Square, and then followed the footpaths along the Panhandle and into Golden Gate Park. It was June, so it would stay light past eight thirty. But it was gray light. Fog light.

DeCanza probably wasn’t going to spend the night in the Westchester. If Nammar and White cared about this case or their careers they’d tie him to a chair in a concrete room and take turns on him with a baseball bat. What the fuck just happened, Al? What’s Gardner got on you? But that wasn’t how Nammar operated. I only knew one person who did things like that, and he was the man who ultimately paid my bills.

The rain falling into the eucalyptus trees made a hushing sound. I decided to walk all the way to Ocean Beach, and then take a cab home. After that, I wasn’t sure. Maybe La Paz again, or somewhere even farther. Thailand or Vietnam. But when I got to the beach and sat down, my phone vibrated. I pulled it out and looked at the incoming text, from Jim Gardner.

Meet me at your office. Now.

“Lee,” he said. “That took forever.”

He’d climbed the steps from the street to my locked door, and he was waiting there in the shadows.

When he’d been my boss, I’d called him Mr. Garland, and I was Mr. Crowe. I wasn’t used to hearing him say my first name, even though my short term of employment with him had ended six years ago. When I’d returned from La Paz, I’d sat in my new apartment for two months. Finally, I decided I needed something to do. Between my old job and my summers working for a defense lawyer, I could cobble together enough investigative hours to meet the requirements for a PI license. So I took the test, and passed. I had a card printed, and then I went and found Jim. He’d been my main source of work for the first couple of years, but as time went on, I’d found other avenues. Now things were going well enough that I needed an office of my own.

“This is how you show up at the office?” he asked, looking at my soaked suit.

“Only when there’s a client waiting.”

I took off my jacket and twisted it to wring water onto the floor. We shook hands, and then he took a step back.

“You smell like bourbon, Lee.”

“It’s my office,” I said. “My time.”

I took the key ring from my pocket and opened the door. Jim went in and I followed him. He sat in one of the two chairs across from my desk, and took a handkerchief from the breast pocket of his wool suit to dab the rain from his face.

“Nice place,” he said.

I doubted he thought so. He had a corner office on a high floor at One Market Street, overlooking the Ferry Building and the bay. He got to his desk while it was still dark and watched the sun come up over the Oakland hills. He had two hundred attorneys working on three all-marble floors. Twenty-four hours a day, money poured into the till. I’d never had any doubts about how I’d gotten my foot through the door. He’d done his research, and let me know it. I was a certified nobody, from a long line of them. So it wasn’t my name or my draw that he wanted. He’d wanted Juliette’s father as a client. It had been a great strategy until my divorce and disbarment made me useless. To save face, he very publicly cast me out. I’d expected that much. But our relationship continued, and evolved, and I never would have predicted that.

“I should’ve come by when you signed the lease,” he said. “What was that, last month?”

“I didn’t throw an office-warming party. How’d you wrap up with DeCanza? I left early.”

I didn’t want to tell him about Agent White unless I knew for sure there was a problem.

“You were there to see him flip?” Jim asked. I nodded, and he went on. “After that, he followed me wherever I led him. Everything he said in Nammar’s direct was a lie. He’s Lorca. He ran the whole thing, from the top down.”

“Did you finish with him?”

“Yeah, but Nammar doesn’t know it. He’s my witness tomorrow morning. I’ll ask enough to make sure he didn’t change his mind overnight, and then I’m going to hand him back to Nammar.”

“Will they change his mind?”

Jim looked around the office. He must have been weighing the possibility that it was bugged. And he must have decided it probably wasn’t.

“Would they change your mind, if it was your wife who’d go in the barrel?”

I shook my head. However Jim meant the question, the answer was no. They wouldn’t change my mind for a hypothetical future wife, and they wouldn’t change my mind for Juliette. I had no fond feelings for her, but no one deserved to go into one of Lorca’s barrels.

“Will they let it go to a verdict?” I asked.

“This is Lorca. The man at the top. They’re not going to risk an acquittal. Someone higher than Nammar will make a call tonight. They’ll angle for a mistrial. If that doesn’t work, they’ll start offering pleas—and why not? They’ve already got him cold on tax evasion, so he’s doing time either way.”

“But you win,” I said.

“I win.”

I opened my desk drawer and got out a bottle.

“I was saving this.”

“Keep saving it, Lee.”

I was about to pull the cork, but his tone stopped me. I leaned the bottle on my knee and looked at him.

“I didn’t come here to talk about the trial,” Jim said. “I have another job for you—a client who needs a detective. She’s a good client, and has been for a long time. So I think I’d rather bring her a sober man. And a dry one, if you’ve got another set of clothes around here.”

“What’s this about?”

“Claire Gravesend.”

He was watching to see if I’d react, but the name didn’t mean anything.

“I’m supposed to know her?”

“You sold a photograph of her to a tabloid this morning. It’s all over the internet.”

It took me a second to figure out what he was talking about. I was still keyed up on Lorca and Agent White. Then I remembered my morning walk. My photo credit would have
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