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Again, and always, to Lisa Marie Sawyer, the love of my life.





All rising to great place is by a winding stair.

—Sir Francis Bacon






PART ONE




1

THE CUSTOMER CUT a fine figure, an attorney in a thousand-dollar business suit. Like the werewolves of London, his hair was perfect, full and speckled with just the right amount of gray, for the ever-crucial gravitas. Apparently deep in thought, he was twirling his empty wineglass around on the circle of condensation that had formed in front of him at the bar.

His bartender, the eponymous owner of Lou the Greek’s restaurant, a popular watering hole of the legal community just across the street from San Francisco’s Hall of Justice, took the twirling as a cue and moseyed on down to his only customer.

“ ’Nother one, Wes?”

Wes Farrell considered for a short moment before he shook his head. “Better not, Lou. I’ve got to drive home in a while. Two glasses of wine at lunch is too much.”

“For what?”

“Well, driving comes to mind.”

“So get an Uber.”

“And pay for parking overnight in the lot out there? Forty bucks per any portion of the day, plus the Uber home and back? We’re talking a hundred bills here. That’s an expensive glass of this fine wine.”

Lou shrugged. “Okay. So. Maybe not an Uber. But even if you drove, so what?”

“What do you mean, so what?”

“I mean, you’re Wes Farrell. You get pulled over, you tell them who you are, though they’d probably already know that anyway. They tell you to have a nice day and send you on your way.”

This brought a dry chuckle. “Nice fantasy, Lou, but I don’t think so. More likely is one of the city’s finest pulls me over and says, ‘Hey, didn’t you used to be Wes Farrell the district attorney?’ And I go, ‘Yeah,’ and he says, ‘Well, you’re not anymore.’ And he writes me up anyway. I get tagged with a DUI and then I’m well and truly screwed.”

“That’ll never happen.”

“It might if I have another glass of wine.”

“That’s a hell of a lot of burden to put on a six-ounce pour.”

“It is. I know. It’s a bitch. But there you go.” Farrell gave his glass another quarter turn, threw a glance up at the ceiling, came back to his bartender. “Ah, what the hell, Lou,” he said. “Hit me again, would you?”



HE DIDN’T GET pulled over on his drive back to his office on Sutter Street, but he felt guilty the whole time he sat behind the wheel. After all, he was in fact the former district attorney of San Francisco, the chief prosecutor in the city and county. His administration hadn’t exactly broken new ground in granting leniency to people who drove under the influence, and he wouldn’t expect any mercy if he got himself pulled over with a heat on.

Still, he’d gotten himself without incident into his sacred parking spot in the garage under the Freeman Building, where he was a partner in the law firm of Freeman, Farrell, Hardy & Roake. Taking the elevator up past the ornate and even regal reception lobby, he made it to the third floor unmolested.

As usual, the place was deserted. No one, it seemed, except himself, liked working in splendid isolation up here. Even his efficient and intuitive secretary, Treya, whom he shared with his partner Gina Roake, preferred working on the bustling second floor where most of the firm’s business got done.

The only door on this floor opened to his outsize, well-lit office, which he’d furnished—another of his trademarks—with a man-child’s sensibility. Heavy on games and sports paraphernalia, the space was nobody’s idea of a successful lawyer’s office. Featuring a full-size Ping-Pong/billiards table, a foosball game, two Nerf baskets, a dartboard, a couple of enormous television sets, a chessboard, and three soft brown leather couches with two matching chairs, the office sported exactly zero signs of files, no law books.

Farrell didn’t want to intimidate clients. He wanted them to feel at home. He always made it a point to show each of them one of his nearly trademark goofy/funny/rude T-shirts that he infallibly wore underneath his white button-down shirt. (Today’s message: Qualified to Give Urine Samples.)

Okay, not really that funny; he’d admit it. But they all spoke to him in one way or another and he wasn’t about to abandon an approach that had served him so well for so long.

Closing the door behind him, he absently picked up one of the Nerf basketballs from the Ping-Pong table and shot it toward the hoop across the room, missing by about three feet.

It was all the encouragement he needed to cross to the nearest couch, take off his suit coat, and get horizontal, hands behind his head. His eyes hadn’t been closed even for a minute when the natural law of the universe kicked in and his telephone rang.

With a deep sigh, he forced himself up. He was a slave to his landline and probably always would be (although he was getting better and better at ignoring his cell phone when it rang or buzzed or strummed or whatever the hell else it could do). But the landline was an imperative going all the way back to his childhood. Ignore it at your own great peril. He picked it up before the second ring, said his name into the mouthpiece, and was rewarded by Gina’s voice.

“You’re there.”

“I am.”

“You wanted to talk to me?”

“I did. Still do. I would have called you in a couple more minutes. I just got in from the Hall. But since you called me, I intuit that this might be a good time.”

“You intuit that, do you?”

“I do.”

“If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a thousand times—intuition rules.” She sighed. “I’ll come up. I could use the exercise.”



THEY EACH TOOK one of the comfortable brown leather chairs and rearranged them so that they faced each other. Gina settled herself and spent a couple of seconds looking around the room, finally coming back to Wes and making a face. “You know,” she said, “I haven’t been up here in a while and, no offense, but it could use a little freshening up. You ever think about getting an interior designer up here and turning it into a real office?”

Wes didn’t have to consider even for a second. “Never not once. This is a real office, my dear. It’s just a different kind of real. Less intimidating, user-friendly and all that. My clients love it up here. Besides, I don’t want them thinking that my fees are going to interior decorating. That would send the wrong message.”

“Which would be what?”

“That I’m doing it for the money, and not for love and justice.”

Gina chuckled. “Oh yes. God forbid they think that. I know for me and my clients, it’s all about the love. I don’t think they really notice the office décor downstairs. At least in a negative way. They probably even want me to have a nice office so they know they’re dealing with a professional person.”

“Actually,” Wes said, coming forward in his chair, “that’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Being a professional person?”

“Well…” Wes remained silent, his face closing down. He let out a heavy, perhaps angst-laden breath.

Gina took a quick beat at the abrupt one-word change in tone. She looked over to meet his eyes and then, reaching out, laid a hand on his knee. “Hey,” she whispered, with real concern. “Are you all right?”

Wes took another deep breath, again let it out heavily. Scratching at one side of his mouth, then the other, he finally shook his head. “I don’t know. Not so good, I think. I feel like I’m in the middle of… maybe an existential crisis, if that’s not too fancy a term for it. I just don’t know if I’m going to be able to go on doing what I’m doing.” He broke a small smile. “Sorry.”

She waved off his apology. “Did something happen?”

“Not one something, I’m afraid. Several of them.” He sat back and put an ankle on his knee. “I went down to the Hall this morning because it was my day to take conflict cases.” These were usually cases with more than one defendant, so both of them couldn’t be represented by the same attorney (or by lawyers from the public defender’s office) because of conflict of interest rules. “Lots of business, right?”

“Bread and butter,” she said.

“So I’m sitting there in the courtroom this morning and I’m listening to all these defendants coming through the pipeline and it occurs to me, not for the first time, that I’m not even slightly inclined to help protect their civil rights anymore. I mean, you know me, Gina, I like to think I’ve got an open mind on this stuff. I know how the system works. But I’ve spent most of the last ten years as the DA, prosecuting these people, putting them away because by and large they completely deserve it. I’ve just gotten to the point that I think these defendants who got themselves all the way to arrested, then guess what? They’re guilty. They undoubtedly did something, and sometimes what it was is pretty damn bad. Heinous, even. And even if it’s not exactly what they were charged with, so the fuck what? Undoubtedly they broke some law, so why do I want to go to work for them and try to get them off? So they can just go out and do whatever it is again?”

Gina’s face had hardened down. She had spent close to forty years as a defense attorney and she knew the job—its perils and emotional pitfalls—inside and out. “You’re not working to get them off, Wes, at least primarily. You’re trying to make sure they get a fair trial and sentence. Otherwise…”

“I know, I know. Otherwise we’re living in a police state.”

Gina sat back in her chair and nodded. “Sadly, that is mostly true.”

“And is that really the worst thing in the world?”

Gina shook her head in sorrow. “Actually,” she said, “pretty darn close. On so many levels you don’t even want me to start. You arrest people without any evidence, or you start charging them for crimes they didn’t commit, then believe me, the whole world falls apart. People who didn’t do anything start getting arrested for whatever reason, or no reason, or because somebody in power doesn’t like them.”

“Yeah.” Wes nodded. “I know, I know.”

“Well, thank God you still know that. Maybe there’s hope for you yet.”

“Why do you think I wanted to talk to you? I told you it was a crisis. At least as far as the firm and me are concerned. The sad truth is that I’m not at all sure that I want to defend these people anymore. I don’t believe what they say. I’ve got no patience. I don’t want to hear it. I start believing these defendants, next thing you know I start to care too much, and I just don’t think I can do that anymore. What I really want is to put those bad people away, not help them get back on the street where they’ll just do it again, whatever it is.”

Gina sat back in her chair, her brow creased, her lips pursed.

“Now you’re mad at me,” Wes said.

“Not really. More sad than anything else. I mean, I know you realize that the basic problem we have as a society is poverty and lack of education, and that’s what drives—”

“Please.” Wes held up a hand. “I know. I’ve heard every variant on that before. All the bad stuff that happened in everybody’s childhood so that they’re screwed up forever and it makes them commit crimes when they grow up. My problem, though, is the crimes themselves, the victims, the people who get hurt or worse than hurt. At some point, doesn’t a person with an admittedly sad and pathetic background become responsible for what he does?”

“Sure, and then they should be punished. But there has to be a process to make sure they’re not railroaded, that they’re charged with a crime they actually committed.”

“Okay. I can even buy that. But my point is that I don’t know if I can defend them anymore. That’s all. I’m thinking we at the firm… I mean, we’re basically a defense team, and I just don’t know if I’m comfortable on that team anymore. When they started assigning those conflict cases this morning… okay, I know I signed up to be on the list and it was my day to get the cases, but I almost ran to get myself out of the courtroom before the judge could assign me. I just couldn’t do it.”

“Yeah, well, that’s understandable. But you know, if you get yourself involved with somebody who’s legitimately innocent—”

Wes snorted. “That’s exactly what I’m saying, Gina. There aren’t too many of those truly innocent people that I’m likely to encounter out in the real world, and pretty much none that I’d believe.”

“You wait. It could happen anytime. Meanwhile, you don’t want to do anything precipitous. I believe in my heart that you belong here with us on the side of the angels. You just need to find something—some important case worthy of your talents.”

“Talents? Ha.”

“You’ve got ’em, Wes. Don’t kid yourself. We need you here.”

Wes broke a small smile. “Well,” he said, “thank you. And in the words of the great Ernest Hemingway, ‘Isn’t it pretty to think so?’ ”

“More than that,” she said. “Just give it a little more time. Take a day off. Hell, take a month off. Don’t go chasing any business. Let it come to you.”

“Hah,” he said. “As if.”
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PAUL ROBESPIERRE RILEY lived in an upstairs garage apartment off Balboa Street at Forty-Third Avenue, in the Richmond District well along out toward Ocean Beach. The garage was the property of his father, James Pickford Riley, who was also the owner of the house to which the garage was semi-attached. James had recently retired after forty years as a Muni bus driver and was now living on his pension and social security, and that was it.

When Paul had gotten out of what was supposed to be life in prison without parole four months ago, in mid-December, he’d approached his father, with whom he was crashing anyway, and asked if he could rehab the space above the garage, where he would live; he’d put in electricity, water, HVAC, and plumbing.

Once it was done in record time and Paul was ready to move in, James—not exactly scoring points as a caring father extraordinaire—decided that since this was now a bona fide rental property with some real value, he could and should be charging $2,500 a month, which, though Paul thought it exorbitant, was a steal by San Francisco standards. If Paul hadn’t been his son, he probably could have gotten $3,000. Or even more.

Paul had argued about it, of course, but James had countered—even though it was his garage and he shouldn’t have had to explain anything about it—that it clearly wasn’t fair that Paul, an ex-convict with few real job skills, should think he could live rent-free in one of the country’s most expensive housing markets. He was now free, white, and closing in on thirty; his father thought that he ought to be able to figure out how to make things work.

The real problem, of course, was that Paul didn’t have a livable income. In theory, the state owed him $50,000 for each year that he’d spent in prison, but he hadn’t seen any of that money yet. The state was disputing his claim. They said he wasn’t actually innocent, but had been cut loose because of legal errors in the trial. The DA couldn’t go forward and try to prosecute him again for the same crime after all this time, so he was a free man, but that didn’t make him an innocent man—only a lucky murderer who got away with it. It was somewhat to very unclear when, if ever, the checks would begin to arrive. Meanwhile, even after he got the job busing at the Lily Pad, a restaurant sponsored by one of the nonresidential offshoots of San Francisco’s Delancey Street project—the country’s leading self-help organization for former substance abusers and ex-convicts—he still made only $500 or so a week in tips.

Paul wasn’t a genius, but he could figure this out; even working full-time, he was still well short of his monthly nut.

And basically this situation was what had led him back to burglary, which had been his specialty before he’d gone down.

Surprisingly, it seemed that everybody he talked to in the ex-convict community had bought into breaking into cars as a way to augment their income because it was common knowledge that the San Francisco Police Department had adopted a policy that it no longer investigated car break-ins. Unless you had some real juice somewhere in the city’s bureaucracy, the cops wouldn’t even take a report. They’d tell you to go online and file a report for your insurance yourself.

But low-risk as car burglaries might be, they were also fairly unproductive—recoverables tended to include iPhones left in cars, charging wires, Bluetooth and other high-tech, low-budget nonsense—and then you had to have a way to pawn or otherwise get rid of this stuff with lots of competition in your way.

By contrast, the simple break-in to an empty house often yielded veritable treasure troves of easily fenced jewelry, watches, cash, credit cards, and even—almost always—alcohol as a special bonus for a job well done.

On this Tuesday afternoon, with fog blowing in and providing cover on the ground, Paul got back to his apartment and turned on the heat and the lights. On the way home from his lunch shift at the Lily Pad, he’d stopped by Haight Street, which he’d cased a few days before. For a block littered with NEIGHBORHOOD WATCH signs, there wasn’t anything in the way of security, or even neighbors watching out for people like him. He was dressed relatively nicely from the Lily Pad, and no one seemed interested, if they even saw him, as he walked confidently to the back of one of the empty houses, slipped on some surgical gloves, and broke a pane of glass in the back door. Piece of cake.

Now he emptied his pockets onto the bed—the huge haul today consisting of twenty-plus gold necklaces, half of these holding gemstones… ten rings with diamonds and, he guessed, emeralds… a Rolex Presidential watch… a couple dozen earrings—more diamonds and more emeralds. Finally, he unrolled the cash—$1,800 in hundreds from the upper underwear drawer—and just stared at it in disbelief.

People, he thought, were so dumb.

From his jacket pocket, he pulled out a half-size bottle of Grand Marnier, which he’d seen before but had never tasted. Now he unscrewed the cap and took a good pull—oranges with a kick. Great stuff. He took another sip and placed the bottle on the table next to his bed.

What a good day!

Below him, he heard a heavy tread on the outside stairway that led up to his unit.

His dad, no doubt, coming to check up on how he was doing in terms of rent. He’d been a few hundred short last month and Dad wanted to put a stop to that as soon as he could.

The idea suddenly struck Paul that maybe he could trade some of today’s take, avoiding the always dangerous independent secondary markets and pawnshops and getting his dad off his ass at the same time.

But there was no sense letting James see how big today’s haul had been, so he tried to shove it all under the pillow.

Behind him, the knock on the door.

“Just a sec. Dad?”

“Hey. Paul?”

Something about the old man’s voice seemed wrong, but Paul was excited about his new plan to trade some of the jewelry as part of the rent. So without thinking, without suspicion, he opened the door.

He almost had time to realize that it wasn’t his father on the landing after all. He almost had time to slam the door shut. To register that the guy had a gun coming up on him.

But in the event, the gun went off and took out the back half of his brain, and Paul didn’t have time for anything else.

Ever again.



TWO SAN FRANCISCO homicide inspectors—Ken Yamashiro and Eric Waverly—were on their way out to a crime scene on Clement Street, a surprising second homicide on the same day in the suburban Avenues, when they got the dispatch call about what would turn out to be Paul Riley. Only about three blocks away.

But at the moment, it was just another report of a gunshot and a 911 call apparently from the victim’s father saying that his son was dead.

Yamashiro, at the wheel as he always was lately since he didn’t trust his partner to drive, acknowledged the call and told the dispatcher that they were rolling on it. In fact, they were almost there as he spoke.

Waverly, on the passenger side, threw up his arms theatrically. “Hey, hey, Ken. Wait,” he exploded. “We’re already—aren’t we already moving on another thing?”

Yamashiro flashed him a quick and vicious smile. “Now we got two. Good for us. Active cases are insurance against getting laid off.”

“Yeah, but—”

“No buts.” He pulled over to the curb, then into a driveway, and turned off the engine.

“This is all fucked up, Ken. What about the Clement thing? We ought to—”

“Hey. We’re here now, dude. Check it out. Crime Scene will just dick around the other place for a few hours anyway since that’s the homicide that got called in first. Out here we get the inside track, inspectors on the scene. Faro”—Inspector Len Faro, chief of the Crime Scene Investigation unit—“and his gang won’t even get here until dinnertime, if then. This way it’s all to ourselves here. Pristine scene.”

“Ya-fucking-hoo.”

“Well, yeah, you want to get technical. Ya-fucking-hoo. Anyway”—he pointed to the house—“this is the address, unit in the back.” He unhitched his seat belt. “You coming or not?”

“Goddamn.”

“Okay. Stay back here then.” Yamashiro knew that they were going to have to have a talk, another talk, their tenth or eleventh, about their future together as a homicide team. It couldn’t go on like this, not much longer. Ken had just about had it with Eric and his chronic pain, his drugs, his anger, his guilt, the divorce.

Tiring, to say the least.

And now fresh on a hot scene, Waverly still was sulking, slumped down in his seat.

Leaning back in around his open door, Yamashiro barked out, “Are you coming, Eric? Last chance. ’Cause I’m going. Now.”

Waverly swore again, but undid his seat belt and reached for his door handle.

Yamashiro came up the driveway and around the back of the house where the outside staircase ran alongside the garage; seeing a figure seated on the top step with something shiny in his hand, he hugged back into the shelter of the house itself. With his badge in one hand and his weapon in the other, he risked another look up. “Police!” he yelled. “Stand and put your hands up. All the way up.”

The figure called out, “I’m the one who called you guys. My son’s been shot dead. He’s inside here.”

From behind him, Yamashiro heard his partner’s frantic tone. “Drop it!”

“It’s a cell phone, you dickheads. It’s what I called you with.”

“Yeah?” Waverly said. “Well, put it down. Slow. Slower.”

Yamashiro half-turned. He whispered, “Easy, Eric.”

“I’m going easy. If I was going hard, he’d already be dead.”

Swell, Yamashiro thought. Peachy.

The man called out, “I’m standing up. The phone’s on the step.”

“I see it.” Yamashiro came out from the side of the house. “We see it. Come on down. Hands in the air.”

“Jesus,” the man said. “You guys.”

When he got down to the driveway, hands still over his head, the two inspectors came up and patted him down. He wore hiking boots, very worn blue jeans, a green and black plaid shirt, and a Patagonia goose-down vest, unzipped.

No weapon.

His driver’s license identified him as James Riley of the same street address.

“Really,” the man said when the inspectors finally stepped away. “I’m his dad. I called you guys. He’s shot up there.”

“Okay,” Yamashiro said. “Sorry about this. Anybody else up there?”

He shook his head. “Just Paul.”

“Did you call an ambulance?” Waverly asked.

His mouth tightened. “Ain’t no need.”

Waverly said, “You sure of that?”

Riley gave him a flat stare. “Why don’t you go up and check me on it, Officer? My son’s got half his head blown off. If there was any question, I would have called an ambulance first. Don’t you think?”

Waverly cocked his head. “You getting wise with me?”

Yamashiro backed his partner off with a palm, stepped between the two men, who both seemed about ready to duke it out. “Let’s go on up,” he said.



WHEN YAMASHIRO STUMBLED upon Paul’s haphazardly hidden loot, part of it still showing at the edge of the pillow, he straightened up and said, “Well, whatever this was, it wasn’t a robbery.” Lifting the pillow, revealing the rest of the haul, he whistled. “Big day at the races.”

James Riley moved a couple of steps into the room. “Those bills, that roll,” he said. “That’s mine. I lent him that this morning. He was looking at buying a bike, a motorcycle. He must not have gotten around to it. But I can take that now and get it out of the way.”

He started to take another step toward the bed, but Waverly pulled his gun again and got there first. “Don’t you touch a goddamn thing! Back up!”

“But it’s my—”

“If it is, you’ll get it back in due time.” Pointing the gun, Waverly pressed him back toward the door. “All the way out. All the way, I said. This is a crime scene. Nobody touches a goddamn thing.”

“Yeah? What did you guys just do?”

Waverly raised his gun and pointed it at Riley’s face. “We investigated and just got some evidence, although that’s none of your business. So you, now, get back and stay out, I’m warning you. And shut up while you’re at it.”

Just then, Yamashiro heard from dispatch, explaining that all the available uniforms were tied up at the earlier homicide on Clement Street and asking if he and Waverly could hold the fort until some of those units got free.

Yamashiro said, “Sure,” although watching his partner’s increasingly erratic behavior, he was beginning to doubt that that was true.

Meanwhile, James Riley stepped backward onto the door’s threshold. “That money’s mine,” he said.

“I’m sure it is,” Yamashiro said. “But what’s with this jewelry?”

“I don’t know about any jewelry. Paul was getting into collecting stuff.”

“This is a pretty good collection, if he was.”

Riley shrugged. “I couldn’t keep up on everything he was into. But that roll of bills—”

“Yeah,” Yamashiro said. “It’s yours. I made a note of it. Meanwhile, you got any idea of what happened here?”

Suddenly, that simple reality seemed to slam into James Riley, deflating his entire demeanor. His shoulders sagged with the weight of it. “Jesus,” he said. “That poor kid.” He went down into a squat in the doorway. “He should have been more careful. He should have been on the lookout.”

“Lookout for what?” Yamashiro asked. “Had he been threatened?”

“I don’t know. He never told me. But it only made sense he would have been, right? I mean, he’d only been out a few months, since December.”

“Out of what?”

Riley looked from one inspector to the other. “Avenal,” he said.

“Your son was in prison?”

Riley nodded. “Eleven years. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. He just got out.”

“What was he in for?” Yamashiro asked.

“They said he raped this girl. And killed her. Dana Rush. Which he never did. Neither one, the rape or the murder. Like he said all along.”

“So how’d he get out?” Yamashiro asked. “Eleven years for rape and murder sounds a little light. He get paroled?”

“No. He was in for life without.”

Waverly said, “So how…?”

“The Exoneration Initiative, that’s how. They didn’t have any of Paul’s DNA where it happened. He got convicted because some neighbors identified him running away from the scene with a knife. But years later, the Exoneration Initiative got a hold of his case, so they started looking the way they do and they went through all the DNA samples at the scene and identified some DNA from another guy, Deacon Moore, who by that time was in prison for guess what? Another rape and murder. So they went and talked to Deacon, and he confessed. You guys really don’t know about this? It was all over the news.”

“Yeah,” Waverly snorted. “In our spare time.”

Conciliatory, Yamashiro said, “Must have stayed under our radar. So bottom line is they let him out?”

“They had to. He didn’t do it. They proved it. It was fucking Deacon Moore all along. But bad luck, Deacon’s DNA wasn’t in the system back when they charged Paul, so they never put it together. And he—Paul—he winds up doing eleven years for something he flat didn’t do. How’s that for justice? How’s that for the system working? And now”—he gestured down to his son’s body—“look at this.” His voice seemed to break. “Look at this.”

Yamashiro asked, “So do you have any idea what went down here? You said he’d gotten some threats?”

“I don’t know that for sure. I thought he might have. But that doesn’t matter.”

“Why don’t you let us decide what matters.”

“That’s the thing, though,” Riley said. “I do know what happened here.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I know damn well who killed my son. I saw him coming down the stairs after the shot. I looked out the back window when I heard the bang and there he was, clear as a bell, even through the fog.”

Yamashiro raised his eyebrows. This was unexpected. “You’re saying that if we get our hands on a suspect, you could identify him?”

“Why wouldn’t you be able to get your hands on him? I know who he is.”

“What do you mean, you know who he is?”

“I mean it was Dana Rush’s father. Doug. I know him from the trial when he attacked Paul and then came at me. He was fighting for the death penalty the whole time. He’s crazy.”

“And you’re saying,” Waverly asked, “this guy Doug Rush shot your son?”

Riley nodded. “I just said. He must have. I saw him coming down the stairs.”

Waverly exploded. “Jesus Christ. You never thought to lead with that? We got a murderer running down the street with a gun in his hand and you know who it is, but it never occurs to you to tell us? Unbelievable. Did you try to stop him?” Waverly asked. “Did you chase him?”

“No. I ran up here to see about Paul. Then I called nine-one-one.”

Yamashiro asked, “So why would this Doug Rush want to kill your son, sir? If he’d just been declared innocent and let out of prison…”

“ ’Cause he didn’t believe it. He had it in his brain that Paul had done this stuff to his daughter and nothing was going to change his mind. So when they let him out, completely exonerated because it really had been Deacon Moore… well, you can see what he did.”

“And you’re sure it was him?”

“Pretty damn sure. It couldn’t have been anybody else.”

Waverly pressed. “You’d be willing to testify to that?”

“Of course I would. The son of a bitch. He killed my boy.”
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WES FARRELL MIGHT not have wanted to defend guilty people anymore, but he still had clients from before this epiphany had kicked in, and his core belief beyond the daily frustrations with these clients and the system was that he had a duty to represent them and to provide them with that old cliché, the best defense the law allowed.

One of those clients, Aaron Ewing, now sat in a chair across from where Wes had boosted himself onto the Ping-Pong table. The meeting had started out pleasantly enough, with Aaron coming around to deliver in person the final payment—$14,000—for services rendered in his defense.

Normally, for obvious reasons, Farrell and most other defense attorneys demanded that their clients pay their legal fees up front. But Aaron’s father, Bryce, had known Wes since they were both in college, and when Bryce’s son got charged with attempted murder and assault with a deadly weapon, he’d come to his old friend to handle his son’s defense and Wes had cut him some slack on the pay schedule.

Aaron was thirty-two years old, lanky and large. A wedge of dirty-blond hair fell over his forehead. He hadn’t shaved in a few days and his pale-blue eyes did not exactly brighten up either his expression or the room. In another day, when Wes had been the district attorney, he would have dismissed Aaron as a low-life species of punk. But now, ostensibly, they were pals, on the same team—a team that had just vanquished their opponents, the prosecutors.

They’d been making small talk for a few minutes when suddenly Aaron came forward to the edge of his chair, elbows on his knees and his hands clasped in front of him. “Anyway,” he said. “It was awesome, and I can’t believe you never even wanted to know if I’d actually done it or not.” It, in this case, being a vicious assault on his roommate, who’d allegedly stiffed him for several hundred dollars’ worth of cocaine.

Farrell dredged up a polite half-smile. “That’s because it doesn’t matter what actually happened, Aaron. What matters is what they could prove, and there just wasn’t enough evidence that they could let in for the trial. As the judge agreed.”

“Yeah, but you made her see it.”

“Maybe.” Farrell shrugged. “In reality, once she ruled the entry was illegal and suppressed the evidence inside, it was pretty much over.”

The defense had found a video surveillance camera that clearly showed that the arresting officers hadn’t followed the protocol mandating that in serving a warrant, before they broke down a door or other impediment to entrance, police had to “knock and announce” themselves as law enforcement. The cops had knocked all right—but then, in an excess of enthusiasm, had smashed open the door and entered before “announcing,” i.e., identifying themselves as cops.

Therefore, the search was tainted and any evidence discovered in the raid was inadmissible. Which left no significant evidence for the prosecution to introduce to convict Aaron. Farrell had been surprised that the case had made it through the preliminary hearing to Superior Court without being dismissed, but stranger things had happened.

And, bottom line, Aaron had walked out of the courtroom a free man, saved by this technicality.

“Still,” Aaron said, “it was way cool you never even wanted to know.”

“Yeah, well, that keeps things from getting too complicated. If I’m fighting as hard as I can to get a client off, the old motivation takes a pretty good hit if I find out you’re factually stone guilty.”

Aaron broke a broad smile. “Which I was. You’ve got to know I was all along.”

Farrell held up his hands. “Don’t want to hear it. Even now.”

“Come on, Wes. You had to have known.”

He shook his head. “Didn’t know as a matter of pure fact. Didn’t want to know then. Don’t want to know now.” He patted his jacket pocket. “Though I’m grateful for the payment. Thank you very much.”

He slid himself off the corner of the table, a sign that their meeting was over.

A sign that Aaron did not read. He settled back into his chair and put an ankle on his knee. “I’m just sorry,” he said, “that Jackson”—the roommate—“is still walking around with my cocaine and my money. He needs to get taken care of. For good, I mean, this time.”

“Shut up, would you?” Farrell said.

Aaron chortled. “What? You’re going to turn me in? I don’t think so. And don’t we have privilege, too? Between us? You can’t talk about me and what I might do. Or what I did, for that matter. Right?”

“Well, the argument could be made that you stopped being my client when you gave me this check. But you know, a lot of this stuff, I’d just rather not know, Aaron. It would be nice if you decided you wanted to take getting off on this last beef as an omen. Next time you might not get so lucky. I know your dad would like that.”

A dismissive snort. “My dad’s got no clue.”

Farrell felt himself getting hot. “He’s the reason you’re walking around in the sunshine, dude, instead of getting used to your new cell and your new roommate. You might want to keep that in mind.”

“Hey. What I’ll keep in mind is you’re my lawyer next time.”

“Maybe, but it’d be way better all around if there just wasn’t a next time, Aaron. That’s what I’m saying.”

“Well, sure, but shit happens.” Cocking his head, he said, “You telling me you’re not there if something comes down again? ’Cause I don’t want to hear that.”

A chill ran down Farrell’s back. “Are you threatening me?”

“No. I just like my ducks in order in case I need them.”

“Yeah? And I’m saying it’d be better if you didn’t need them at all.”

“But if I do, I come to you. We’re straight there, right?”

Farrell let out a heavy breath. “How about we take it a case at a time?”

Aaron seemed to find that funny. “Sure. And whatever it is I do, I’ll say I didn’t do it, so you won’t have to worry about your motivation since you’d be standing up for an innocent man. How’s that sound? Best of all worlds, huh?”

Farrell couldn’t find a response.

After a semi-tense moment of silence, Aaron straightened up, slapped his thighs and got to his feet. “Well, hey, whatever,” he said. “Just having some fun.” He extended his hand, and Wes waited a beat and then took it.

“Till next time.” Another chuckle and Aaron turned and was out the door.



FARRELL GOT TO his corner window and looked down onto Sutter Street. Suddenly dizzy, he reached up and gripped the siding, the light-headedness threatening to knock him to his knees.

He didn’t have to wonder what his reaction was about. Thirty-some years before, when he was just trying to get himself established as a criminal lawyer, his best friend, Mark Dooher, had been arrested for the murder of his wife, Sheila. To Wes, the idea that Dooher could have played even the smallest role in his wife’s murder had been ludicrous. Mark was charismatic and already wildly successful—the managing partner of his own large and profitable firm. He was the attorney for the Catholic Archdiocese of San Francisco, among many other high-profile clients. Beyond that, Wes knew him as a dedicated family man and father, a doting husband, a true and loyal friend.

Sheila’s death was a tragedy, certainly, but to Wes it had been obvious that she had come upon a burglar in their Saint Francis Wood home and the intruder had panicked and strangled her.

The trial had captivated the city for weeks, and as he grew into his role as Dooher’s defense attorney in the courtroom, Wes had found an eloquence and passion that he’d never before known or even suspected that he possessed. He had never been more motivated and never more committed. And by the time the trial drew to a close with Mark Dooher’s acquittal and complete exoneration, Wes discovered that he himself had become something of a celebrity. In the immediate aftermath, his own career had taken off.

The only problem was that in the course of the trial, even as Wes was brilliantly reinterpreting the evidence, keeping swaths of it from being admitted on technicalities similar to the one in Aaron’s case, he had grown to doubt that Mark was in fact innocent, until eventually that doubt had turned into a certainty. In fact, Wes learned that not only had Mark killed his wife, he had murdered another young attorney who was suing the archdiocese, and had also dispatched who knew how many more individuals with whom he’d sold drugs in Vietnam.

Finally, Wes, in another stupendous misreading of the character of his former friend, had brought these new certainties to Dooher’s attention, which made Wes a threat to Dooher’s new life—and, unbeknownst to Farrell, that threat had to be eliminated.

Under the guise that the guilt had gotten to him and that he now wanted to confess, Mark had played the gullible Farrell one last time. At Dooher’s insistence, the two men had met in a neutral spot and then gone for a walk together to work out the legal details of Mark’s surrender. The walk took them to a three-hundred-foot escarpment, a cliff overlooking Lake Merced.

Dooher’s linebacker’s charge at him had pitched Farrell over the railing and into nothing but air.

In the here and now, in his office, the long-suppressed memory of that moment took the last of the strength out of his legs and, all but unaware, he sank down until he was sitting cross-legged on the floor.

It was a miracle that Wes had survived the fall, saved by the bough of a cypress tree that had somehow found purchase to grow out of the wall of the cliff, breaking Wes’s fall just enough. He still had suffered a concussion and a slew of broken bones—six ribs, both wrists, his right femur, and an ankle—and surely would have died there at the base of the cliff had he not in an excess of caution given his itinerary to a police lieutenant before he’d left to go meet Dooher, who had found Wes, unconscious but breathing, in just time enough to get him to the ER.

He shook his head, coming out of his reverie. “Lord,” he said.



DISMAS HARDY, THE managing partner of Freeman, Farrell, Hardy & Roake, didn’t have nearly Wes’s repertoire of games set up in his ornate office, but he did have a dartboard hidden behind a pair of cherry cabinets, along with a cherry throw line in the hardwood floor. The cabinet doors were open now, revealing the board on its green cork backdrop.

Stuck in the 20 wedge were two custom darts, and Hardy was about to fire his third one after Wes had bet him twenty bucks that he wouldn’t get all three.

“O ye of little faith.” He let fly and the dart smacked exactly between the other two. “I should have warned you that I once shot a perfect game of three oh one.”

“I knew that,” Farrell said. “In fact, everybody knows about that, long ago in the vast reaches of time though it was.”

“And yet you still bet against that last shot.”

“You were due to miss.”

“Not likely. Not when I’m in the zone like that.” Hardy had moved forward and was pulling his darts out of the board. “You want to go? Take a shot? Double or nothing?”

“No thank you.” Farrell had his wallet out and extracted a bill. “Don’t spend that all at once,” he said.

Hardy put the twenty in his pocket, set the darts in their holder beneath the board, and turned around. “So, what up?”

Farrell made a face. “Well, the good news first: Aaron Ewing just dropped by with the final payment on his account. All of it.”

“Good for him. What could be the bad news after that?”

“That would be if he threatened me.”

Hardy cocked his head. “What kind of a threat?”

“Undefined, but the basic idea was clear enough. He’s going to stay in the drug business and if he has the bad luck to get arrested again, he wants me running his defense.”

“And you’re not so inclined?”

“You’ve been reading my mail.”

“Talking to Gina is more like it.” Hardy paused. “She tells me you’re getting a little burned out on the basic mission.”

“Getting scumbags off, you mean?”

“Not the most elegant way to phrase it, but okay.”

Farrell hesitated, then sighed. “It’s more than a little burned out, I’m afraid, Diz. I think all those years as the DA putting bad people away, prosecuting instead of defending, I realized that’s the side I want to be on. I don’t want to defend these cretins. I want them to go to jail. And then I get threatened on top of it all? Why do I want to do this anymore? Bad guys ought to be punished, right?”

“If they did it.”

Wes snorted. “Perfect answer for a defense guy. But guess what? They did do it. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred. At least. We all know this.”

“Okay, but the one guy who didn’t do it. What about him?”

“He probably did something else.” Wes raised a palm. “I know, I know. Except it doesn’t strike me as being as noble as it once did, after all. Not anymore.”

Hardy leaned back against his desk, his arms crossed. “So, are you talking retirement?”

“The word’s come up at home. Sam”—Wes’s wife, Samantha Duncan—“doesn’t have any problem with it. We’re set up financially for a while, God bless our pensions.”

Hardy made a face. “Well, I don’t know what to tell you, Wes. We’d miss you here, of course, but it’s really up to you.”

“I know. And thanks for that. I don’t know if I’m completely there yet, but I wanted to float the idea by you so there wouldn’t be any large surprises.”

“Surprises averted,” Hardy said. “Check.”
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