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THEY WERE HAVING the special, wings and tuna wontons, in a window booth at Lou the Greek’s, two guys in their early forties, talking over the lunchtime noise.


The good-looking one, Wyatt Hunt, said, ‘Gina and me, we’re both reluctant to commit.’


‘Reluctant,’ Devin Juhle said. ‘I like that.’ He was a San Francisco homicide cop, and relationship issues, even those in his own life, weren’t his main concern. He’d been with Connie for fourteen years and didn’t think about that stuff too often. They just worked, had their three kids, did their jobs. Loved each other. Committed.


Juhle picked up a wing, held it out between them. ‘What is on this thing?’


‘Skin.’


‘No, Kemo Sabe. What spice?’


‘Peanut butter, I think,’ Hunt said. ‘And garlic and cayenne and probably soy sauce. Pretty good, huh?’


Juhle nodded. ‘For Lou’s.’ He took a bite and chewed. ‘So you guys are done?’


‘Pretty much, I’d say.’


‘I can’t say it breaks my heart, you know.’


‘Yeah, well, you and she had kind of a different thing.’


‘She’s a ball-buster.’


‘Not to me.’


Gina Roake, the woman in question, was a lawyer a few years older than Hunt who’d had occasion to fillet Juhle on the witness stand in a murder trial a while ago. It hadn’t been his finest moment.


‘I don’t want to hear any trash talk about her, Dev. We had a good run and she and I are still going to be friends, okay?’


Juhle shrugged. ‘It’s your life.’


Hunt nodded. ‘Damn straight.’


But they weren’t there to talk about Hunt’s love life. This was a job interview.


And Juhle was holding up his hand. ‘Before you get too far, Wyatt. I appreciate the offer, I really do. I’m surprised and flattered, honest. But I don’t see how I could.’


‘You reach your hand out over the table, we shake on it, the deal’s done.’


Juhle shook his head. ‘Connie would kill me.’


‘Connie wouldn’t even maim you. She wouldn’t care if you changed jobs. You could push a hot dog cart and she’d dance ahead of it, hawking sales in her cheerleader outfit.’


Juhle nodded in acknowledgment. ‘Well, okay, so maybe not Connie. But there are other reasons. My retirement, for example. Health insurance. Being in homicide, which puts me at the top of the food chain. Besides which, I actually like what I do.’


‘Yeah, but the bureaucracy, the union stuff, all the rules . . .’


‘Hey, rules are my life. I love the rules. Why do you think I became a cop? I’m a rule guy.’


‘That’s what Ivan said, too.’ This was Ivan Orloff, one of Hunt’s new hires. ‘And guess what? That whole rule-guy thing – it turns out, not so much. He loves the freedom of being on his own, plus he turns out to be an amazing investigator, which he didn’t even know until he stopped being a cop. Now he sees stuff even I miss on the first pass. Not to mention we get along great together, which I’m hoping might even happen with you. Although that’s a bit more of a long shot.’


‘And getting longer every minute.’


Hunt leaned back and crossed his arms. ‘Twenty-five percent.’


Another head shake. ‘It’s not the money. Twenty’s fine if I wanted to do it. But I’m not even slightly tempted. Besides, I’ve got some pretty severe reservations about the whole boss thing between you and me . . .’


‘I wouldn’t be your boss.’


‘You’d be paying me, am I right? Wouldn’t that make you the boss?’


‘Technically, perhaps. But you know me, I wouldn’t ever pull rank.’


A small smile. ‘Yeah. Until you did. And then there goes twenty years of you and me getting along, such as we do.’


Hunt stayed hunched back against the wall of the booth for a moment, then came forward, his elbows on the table. ‘Come on, Dev. Don’t you think we could have us some real fun?’


‘We’re having fun now, dude. Eating great wings. No hierarchy between us. Just two guys out living the high life on a weekday afternoon. It ain’t broke, so we don’t need to fix it. That’s a main life rule, and as I said, I’m a rule guy.’


Hunt was in his bedroom, having changed into nicer clothes for his next appointment, sitting on his bed, talking to his receptionist/secretary/assistant Tamara Dade on his cell phone, telling her the disappointing news about Devin Juhle. He heard the little ping telling him he was getting a text message, but as usual when he was talking to someone, he ignored it.


‘It was a long shot anyway,’ he was saying, ‘but I figured worth a try.’


‘Definitely, but I can’t believe he didn’t jump at it. Was it even close?’


‘He stopped me before I’d even finished the pitch. No interest.’


‘Could it be that fun being a cop?’


‘I guess. Who would’ve known? Or here’s a thought – maybe he thinks it’s not that much fun being a private eye.’


‘That couldn’t be it. He’s seen us at work, where the fun never stops. Now, for example. Are we having fun now or what?’


‘Fun. No question.’


‘QED, right?’


‘Well, there is one other theory.’


‘What’s that?’


‘You.’


‘What about me?’


‘He finds you too attractive to deal with and is afraid if he works around you every day, it’ll impact his marriage to Connie.’


‘Right, Wyatt.’


Again he heard the tone indicating a message, and again he ignored it.


‘No, seriously,’ Hunt continued. ‘He’s worried he’ll become addled with wild sexual fantasies, unable to concentrate. Eventually turn to drink, despair, and divorce.’


‘He mentioned this to you, did he? Used the word addled?’


‘Not exactly. I read between the lines, though. It was kind of sad.’


‘I’d imagine,’ she said.


He said good-bye and touched the ‘End’ bar on the face of his cell phone. The latest text message – the second message, the one that showed on his screen – was from Tamara’s brother, Mickey, but to Hunt it barely registered. The messages could wait. Hunt didn’t want any interruptions at the moment and he held down the button to turn off the power and then slipped the cell phone into its holster.


Frowning, he swore under his breath.


Why did he bring up that lame attempt at humor to Tamara? That Juhle thought she was too attractive to work around? Distracting? Addle making?


When it was he who was having the problem.


Since 1912, the Mission Club has made its home in the Kearny Mansion, an enormous yet gracious four-story stucco structure on Nob Hill Circle, just around the corner and a little downhill from the Fairmont and Mark Hopkins hotels. Its membership includes 183 members – never more, sometimes less – making it the most exclusive private club in the city.


The club employed a male butler, Taylor, a chisel-faced, strongly built African-American in his late fifties or early sixties. Taylor was leading Hunt back to his meeting room when Hunt touched his arm and stopped their progress to check his reflection in the foyer’s mirror.


He was wearing his best slacks and sports coat, but as always when he came here, he felt inadequately turned out.


‘You look fine, sir,’ Taylor intoned.


Taylor was in a tuxedo. Hunt looked him up and down and couldn’t keep a smile off his face. ‘Easy for you to say.’


Because of his assignment here, Hunt had gotten access to some of the club’s statistics, such as the average age of sixty-seven, the average net worth around sixty million dollars. What wasn’t in the stats was the average cost of what the women wore. Hunt figured, what with the designer dresses and shoes and handbags and other accessories – and oh, let us not forget the jewelry – nobody walked around with less than twenty thousand dollars worth of stuff clinging or hanging or otherwise attached to their bodies.


And then they were at the doorway to the room where the three members of the Membership Committee sat chatting in Queen Anne chairs that surrounded the lace-covered table on which rested a selection of pastries, cookies, coffee, and teas.


Taylor intoned, ‘Mr Hunt.’ The door closed behind him.


‘Ah, Wyatt.’ Dodie Spencer got to her feet and crossed over to him, offering her cheek for him to kiss. She was a distractingly beautiful woman reminiscent, Hunt thought, of Grace Kelly or January Jones. From his background research, he knew that she was forty-two years old and married to Lance Spencer, owner of Execujet. ‘So good to see you again,’ she said. ‘It’s always good to see you.’


‘And you,’ Hunt said, then added, ‘all of you.’ He included the other two women who remained seated. ‘Mrs Wren, Ms Hatcher. Good afternoon.’


Deborah Hatcher nodded politely. Hunt knew that she was seventy, that she had never been married, that her father had made their fortune in mining salt out of the bay.


Gail Wren, eighty-four, observed Hunt with her glacier-water eyes. She wore ornate gold and emerald earrings, several rings, and a multistrand necklace that Hunt thought probably contained forty carats in diamonds, maybe a thousand carats. She was old, old money, with somewhat obscure equity ties to the first years of the Bank of America.


Deborah Hatcher reached forward to take a cookie from the tray while Dodie kept a light hand, possessively, on Hunt’s arm, as she turned back toward her two comembers. Gail fixed Hunt with an impatient cold eye. ‘Since you’re a little late, we may as well get right to it. Does that suit you, Mr Hunt?’ The elderly dowager pointed with a bejeweled, arthritic finger. ‘Take that chair. Pour some coffee if you want. And, Dodie, for God’s sake, quit mushing, would you? And sit down.’


‘Judith Black,’ Hunt began, ‘is not exactly who she appears to be.’


‘I knew it!’ Gail Wren slapped the side of her chair. ‘I knew something wasn’t right with that woman.’


Deborah Hatcher turned her head, reached a hand across to her neighbor’s chair, and spoke in a calm tone. ‘Mr Hunt hasn’t said that exactly, Gail dear. Not yet.’


‘Oh, nonsense. Of course he has.’


‘Maybe we could just let him go on,’ Dodie Spencer said. ‘Wyatt?’


He nodded. ‘Thank you.’ He came forward, elbows on his knees. ‘She is in fact on the payroll at Abbot-Cantor Securities and has been for the past five years . . .’


‘She’s a broker?’ Gail might as well have said hooker.


Dodie glanced her impatience at the older woman as Hunt pressed on. ‘Not exactly a broker, Mrs Wren. More like a finder, although Josh Cantor called her a business development manager. I was up front with Cantor and told him that I was helping with Judith’s membership application background check here and he made no bones about her role in the firm.’


‘Her role in the firm?’ Deborah asked. ‘Which is what, exactly?’


‘She cultivates clients and funnels them to Abbot-Cantor.’


‘Cultivates,’ Gail said. ‘Charming. Funnels. And sends them to our city’s very own Bernie Madoff, only he hasn’t been caught yet.’


Again, this got a small rise out of Deborah. ‘Now, Gail, we don’t know that.’


‘Hmph! Would either of you work with him, with what we already know? He’s been dodging indictments for the past decade.’ And then, back to Hunt. ‘How much does he pay her?’


‘We didn’t get into that, and I don’t think he would have told me if I’d asked.’


‘Never mind that,’ Dodie said. ‘The point is, she lied on her application.’


‘Well, not exactly. Under “Employer,” she put “not applicable.”’


Deborah huffed at that. ‘She’s working for Abbot-Cantor. That’s applicable.’


Hunt spread his hands. ‘That might be a matter of interpretation.’


‘Nonsense. It’s purposefully deceptive,’ Gail said. ‘Do any of us doubt that she wants to become a member so that she can – what was your word, Mr Hunt? – she can funnel our members into Mr Cantor’s funds? When the rules explicitly forbid soliciting other members in business matters . . .’


Dodie reached across and touched Hunt’s knee. ‘Did you find any evidence of that? Specific solicitation?’


‘Well,’ Gail put in, ‘I don’t think we’re going to need that. Not after this.’


‘Nevertheless,’ Hunt said, ‘I did contact each of her three sponsors and, yes, two of them have moved their money to Abbot-Cantor within the past two years, and the third one, Florence Wright, is thinking about it right now. None of them seemed aware that Mrs Black worked for that firm, and I asked all of them specifically as it came up. And then when I asked if they thought the monthly dues would be a problem for Judith, they all volunteered that she was one of the most astute investors they knew, with close ties to Abbot-Cantor. In fact, the results she was getting with that firm were why they’d switched or were thinking about switching.’


‘Funneled,’ Gail rasped out in disgust.


Hunt nodded. ‘Funneled. I tend to agree.’


Dodie let out a disappointed little sigh. ‘Well.’


‘It’s such a shame.’ Deborah’s eyes were downcast. ‘She should have known she wouldn’t have been happy here if she really wasn’t who she’s pretending to be.’


‘She doesn’t care about happiness, not in the same way you do,’ Gail replied. ‘Happiness to her is money. And she just wanted to make money off of us, plain and simple. You’re such a believer in the goodness of people, Deborah. You’d think you’d have grown a little more realistic by now.’


‘It’s just that I’ve always liked Judith,’ Deborah said. ‘She seems so sweet.’


‘Con men don’t succeed if they’re not sweet,’ Gail replied with her usual asperity. ‘Same goes for con women.’ She shifted her focus. ‘And you, Mr Hunt, thank you. This is precisely why we decided to hire you, and you’ve saved us all embarrassment, not to say possible financial reversals.’ Now, taking in her fellow members, ‘I believe our decision is clear here, is it not? Decline?’


Dodie nodded. ‘Decline.’


Deborah sighed. ‘Oh, if I must.’ She wagged her head sadly. ‘Decline.’


Dodie walked Hunt out as far as the foyer. Talking about ‘the old battle-ax’ in a stage whisper, she kept her hand on Hunt’s arm as they walked. ‘I particularly liked it when she told me to “quit mushing.” I didn’t know I was mushing. Did you think I was mushing, whatever that is, Wyatt? Was I bothering you?’


‘Not in the least.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘Promise.’


‘All right, then. Just so I’m not a nuisance.’


‘You’d have to go quite a ways to get to there, Dodie.’


‘Well, thank you.’ She gave his arm a little squeeze. ‘And also, thanks again for the background on Judith. She would have been a cancer here if we’d let her in.’


‘I’m glad I could be of help, what little I could do.’


‘You did plenty, believe me, and beyond that, you kept it all under the radar, and that’s a talent rare as gold. The last thing this club needs is a public scandal.’


For an instant, Dodie stopped and looked up at him. Hunt wondered if she might try to kiss him. When she had interviewed him for the assignment here, her attraction to him had been obvious: She’d hung on his every word. His professional background. His personal story all the way, it seemed, back to his childhood. It had almost been unprofessional enough to make him decide not to take the job.


But now the intensity in her eyes gave way to a smile and she said, ‘We will certainly keep you in mind if anything new comes up. Have a nice day.’


In front of the mansion, Hunt was waiting for his car to be delivered to him when he took out his cell phone and powered it back on. Mickey’s earlier text message appeared again on the screen, some menu he was working on. Hunt could get back to him later. He pressed ‘Close’ on Mickey’s text, and the next message popped up from an unknown number.


What the . . .?


The message read, How did your mother die?
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IVAN ORLOFF SLOUCHED on the chrome and leather chair in the reception area of the new Hunt Club digs in the Audiffred Building directly above Boulevard restaurant. After a lengthy stint as a San Francisco police officer, he’d finally succumbed to Wyatt’s blandishments and eleven months ago had come to work with the firm. Now in his early thirties, slightly heavier than he needed to be, he looked dark and brooding with his low forehead and thick black hair. But his looks were misleading. Upbeat and optimistic, he had a smile for everyone and often a joke to go with it. Although this, of course, was no time for jokes. ‘Did you try calling the number back?’ he asked Hunt.


‘It’s the first thing I did. No answer, no voice mail, no nothing.’


Jill Phillips was a forty-two-year-old mother of two teenagers. No-nonsense in demeanor, clueless about fashion, she was four months into what she hoped would be a three-year apprenticeship with the Hunt Club that would give her the six thousand hours of investigative work that she’d need to qualify for her PI license. ‘Disposable phone,’ she said. ‘One of those prepaid things.’


‘Probably,’ Hunt said.


‘Could you text back to it?’ Ivan asked.


‘I tried. No response.’


Tamara Dade, boosted on her desk, wore a short green skirt with a plain white blouse. She had kicked her shoes off, now was swinging her long legs. ‘Maybe it’s a prank. Some kids sending texts to random cell numbers.’


‘If that’s it,’ Hunt said, ‘they need to get a life.’


‘How did your mother die, Wyatt?’ Jill asked. ‘What’s that about?’


‘I don’t know. I never knew her. Neither did the Hunts, my adoptive parents. And I never asked.’


‘Well, there’s your problem,’ Orloff said. ‘You’ve got to ask about these things. You want answers, you gotta ask.’


‘Thanks, Ivan,’ Hunt said drily. ‘I’ll try to keep that in mind next time I get adopted. Note to self: Ask new parents about natural mother. I got it now.’


But Orloff pressed. ‘You don’t remember her at all?’


‘Little tiny things, maybe. Snippets, but what I remember might have come from other places, other homes.’


‘What about your dad?’ Tamara asked. ‘Your birth father?’


‘I don’t know. I mean, I was in the foster system, so both my birth parents were gone. That’s all that really mattered.’


‘And now,’ Jill said, ‘somebody’s sent you this text message.’


‘That’s creepy.’ Tamara had known Hunt since she’d been in sixth grade, when he’d literally saved her life and that of her younger brother, Mickey. Their mother, dying from a drug overdose, had left them locked inside their apartment. After they’d missed several days of school, Hunt – at the time working for Child Protective Services – had gone to their apartment and talked his way inside, to find them both near death from malnutrition.


Hoping to keep the siblings together and out of the foster-care system, which he’d once known so well, Hunt had helped hook up both kids with their maternal grandfather, Jim Parr, who then raised them both as his own. Tamara was as protective of Hunt as he was of her. ‘I think it’s creepy,’ she repeated.


‘Somewhat.’ Hunt chuffed out a breath. ‘I don’t know why they wouldn’t just call me.’


‘Yes, you do,’ Ivan said.


‘I do?’


‘Sure. There’s only one possible answer.’


‘That’s easy for you to say, since you seem to have all the answers today.’


‘Actually,’ Mickey said brightly, ‘he’s got ’em every day.’


‘In fact, Wyatt, if Ivan gets any better,’ Tamara added, ‘we’re thinking of electing him boss.’


‘I’m not sure it’s an elective office,’ Hunt said. ‘I’d have to check the bylaws.’


‘I’m just trying to be helpful,’ Ivan said with a trace of defensiveness. ‘It just seems obvious to me why they wouldn’t have called you.’


Hunt flashed him a smile. ‘Enlighten us, O wise one.’


‘Because they don’t want you to know who they are,’ Ivan said. ‘You’d recognize the voice.’


Hunt glanced around at the rest of his team. ‘I hate it when he makes it look that easy.’


Ivan, smiling, nodded. ‘It’s a modest gift.’


‘But wait,’ Jill put in. ‘Why does it matter how your mother died? And especially, why does it matter to somebody who doesn’t want you to know who they are?’


‘All good questions,’ Hunt said. ‘Unfortunately, I’ve got no good answers.’


The house in Belmont that Hunt had grown up in looked smaller every time he went down to visit. It was hard now for him to imagine that he’d shared a twelve-by-fourteen-foot bedroom above the garage with his two brothers – first Wyatt alone and then, when his parents had suddenly become fertile after years of trying and failing to conceive, Rich and Ethan sharing the bunk bed. Around the corner at the top of the stairs, Lori and Pam’s room wasn’t really much more than a closet, maybe eight by ten, with one window. His mother and father’s room, the master, such as it was, was on the ground floor down a short hallway behind the kitchen/dining room. Seven people in fourteen hundred feet. Six to eighteen, the happiest years of Wyatt’s life.


Now in mid-October the sun was just kissing the tops of the hills to the west outside the large picture window. Wyatt’s dad, Bob Hunt, sat in his recliner with a glass of red wine. Bald, trim, soft-spoken with an all-white goatee, Bob Hunt came across as mostly cerebral to anyone who hadn’t competed against him in any activity on the planet, from poker to pool to basketball to chess to golf. To those people, including his children, he was relentless, kind, and unbeatable.


‘Sure,’ his dad was saying, ‘you can ask me anything. You know that.’


‘It’s about my birth parents.’


His father’s eyebrows went up a fraction of an inch. His eyes glinted with interest. As a clinical psychologist, Bob had often wondered about his adopted son’s refusal to acknowledge his natural roots. But it wasn’t Bob’s nature to pry. Wyatt had his reasons and Bob had always respected them.


‘Well,’ Bob said, ‘not that I’ll be much help. Your mother and I never knew them and you didn’t seem too curious.’


‘More than not too curious,’ Hunt said. ‘More like actively hostile.’


‘So what’s changed?’


Wyatt told him about the text message, trying to figure out where it had originated, then went on, ‘. . . and then I saw there were really two sides to this equation. One was this mystery text and who sent it, but the other was the message itself, the whole question of my birth mother, my birth parents. And suddenly I realized that I wasn’t mad about any of that anymore. Which, you know, after the way I was . . .’


‘You were fine, Wyatt,’ Bob said. ‘You thought it would hurt our feelings, especially your mother’s, if you got all emotional and needy about your birth parents. So you didn’t. We understood that. Even admired it.’


‘I consider you guys my parents.’


Bob cracked a smile. ‘Good thing, since we consider you our son.’


‘Yeah, but I don’t want you and Mom to think—’


Bob cut him off. ‘– that we’re getting demoted somehow. No chance of that. I’m afraid you’re stuck with us. It’s just that now, suddenly, something’s come up and you’ve got a reason to look into things.’


‘Maybe a bogus reason. Maybe just a prank of some kind.’


‘But maybe not.’ Bob sipped his wine. ‘So what do you need to know?’


Wyatt spread his hands. ‘A name would be good. I could start with that.’


His father nodded. ‘And it would be a good thing to start with, I admit. But I don’t have it.’ He held up a hand. ‘I know. It’s ridiculous, but this was in – what? – ’74. Char!’ he called out. Then, to Wyatt, ‘Your mother will know more about all of this than me. Always.’


Wyatt’s mom, Charlene, in the kitchen with the spaghetti sauce that was perfuming the entire downstairs, now came and stood in the doorway with a straw-covered bottle of Chianti in her hand. Tall, rangy, still handsome pushing seventy, she wore her thick gray hair proud and long. She could have been a prairie wife from two hundred years ago. ‘And at his beck and call,’ she announced, ‘your servant arrives bearing wine.’


‘And how could it hurt?’ Bob asked. ‘But that’s not what I called you for. Wyatt’s got some questions about his birth.’


A shadow crossed her face and tightened her lips, then vanished. ‘I’ve got a few of those myself, to tell you the truth. Your father probably already told you we don’t know much.’


‘Not even a name?’


She pulled a dining room chair around and sat on it. ‘It was a different era. Everything about adoption was so much more hush-hush than it is now. Back then, everybody was so protective.’


‘Of what?’


‘Of everything, really. First, just the stigma of being adopted. Which right off the bat meant somehow you weren’t “normal,” whatever that means. You don’t remember kids teasing you at school?’


Wyatt nodded. ‘Vaguely, maybe. Not really.’


‘Ah, repression,’ Bob said.


‘It was just one more thing to fight about back then, Dad. I don’t specifically remember the adopted thing being what it was about.’


‘Good. Then your mother and I did our job.’


‘Plus,’ his mother said, ‘you were six when we got you. There wasn’t any point in trying to deny you were adopted. That was always part of the package with you. The other kids picking on you used to make me nuts.’


‘It seems like a weird thing to tease somebody about,’ Wyatt said.


‘Some kids,’ his mother said, ‘anything will do.’


‘Well, remember,’ his father put in, ‘back then, if you were adopted, especially through Catholic Charities, which you were, then you were probably illegitimate, so the fourteen-year-old birth mother just wanted to get back to her real life and pretend you never happened.’


‘And then the adoptive parents like us,’ Charlene added, ‘were terrified that the birth mothers were going to come back and claim their babies and take them away when they got older. So there was this whole legal apparatus keeping the birth parents and the adoptive parents separate, and then of course keeping the kids from being able to go back and find their birth mother, either, and disrupting her whole adult life and family.’


‘So my birth mother and father might still be alive?’


‘That’s not impossible, I suppose,’ Charlene said. ‘They could be midfifties, sixty. If they were young when they had you, they could be younger than us.’


‘Except,’ Bob said, ‘that your texter knows something.’


‘What texter?’ Charlene asked.


Wyatt ran down the situation for her. ‘So whoever this person is,’ he concluded, ‘thinks they know who my mother was, somehow connected her to me, and that she is now, probably, dead.’


‘How could anybody know that? And why would they care?’


Wyatt shook his head. ‘You got me.’ He drank off half his wine. ‘How about my birth certificate? Didn’t I need that to get into the army? I think I did. Don’t we still have that here?’


‘I’m sure we do,’ his mother said, ‘but it’s not going to help you identify your mother since you’re named in it as Wyatt Hunt.’


‘How can that be,’ Hunt asked, ‘if I was six when you guys got me . . .?’


‘You were six when we got you out of that last home,’ Bob said.


‘Okay, but I must have been Wyatt somebody else when I was born, right?’


‘Correct,’ his father said. ‘And Catholic Charities has that name, I’m sure, on your original birth certificate. But you’ll have to petition them to get a look at that, and then if they’ve got a countervailing order from your birth mother or birth father, you’re still going to be out of luck.’


Hunt sat back on the couch. ‘So when you got me, I was who?’


‘To protect your identity, you were Wyatt Doe,’ his mom said quietly. ‘By the time we made it official, you wanted to be Wyatt Hunt.’


‘Still do,’ he said. ‘So where does that leave me?’


‘Maybe,’ Bob offered, ‘this texter will write you again and tell you something you don’t know.’


Charlene twirled her glass on the table. ‘You could go to Catholic Charities.’


‘I’m definitely going to do that,’ Wyatt said. ‘But here’s another question: Do you know how long I kicked around foster homes or other people’s prospective adoptive houses before you got me? I mean, I remember at least three, maybe four of them. I must have been slightly challenging, huh?’


‘You could say that, for those people,’ Charlene said. ‘You were acting out some, dealing with abandonment. Those other people didn’t know how to connect with you, that’s all. They weren’t good fits like we all were.’


‘I think it was about three years,’ his father said.


‘So I was with my birth mother and father until I was about three?’


‘That would be the math,’ Charlene said.


‘So, 1971? That’s when I went into the system?’


His dad nodded. ‘Pretty close, I’d say.’


‘That’s when whatever happened, happened,’ Wyatt said. ‘I wonder what the hell it was.’


Hunt lived in a former flower warehouse on Brannan Street. He’d bought the dilapidated shell in a down market fifteen years before when the neighborhood around the Hall of Justice seemed a step away from outright condemnation. He had renovated it, mostly by himself, into something unique and impressive.


There were two possible entrances on the Brannan side, a solid-steel door and a garage door next to it. Both were cherry red because Hunt thought the accents went nicely with the purple of the rest of the outside wall. The space inside featured a twenty-foot ceiling, natural light coming through windows all around and way up high. The centerpiece was the hardwood basketball court and professional basket – hung from the roof – that Hunt had scored a decade ago from the Warriors when they’d upgraded. Along the white drywall beyond that, a cluster of guitars and amps filled one corner, while a bank of three computers sat on a couple of old library tables. In the other corner lurked Hunt’s surfboards and sails and a new Kawasaki motorcycle.


A nearly invisible door led to the residential side, a nicely designed, functional, well-lit modern apartment – Hunt’s bedroom down a wide hall to the left, then a living room/den with books and his TV and stereo stuff, and finally a well-equipped kitchen and eating area – Sub-Zero refrigerator and Viking four-burner stove and six solid but mismatched chairs around a distressed farm table. A back door – like the front entrance, also steel – led out of the kitchen to the alley behind.


Now Hunt sat at his kitchen table, nursing his frustration along with a Heineken. His cell phone was on the table in front of him. He could not understand how a random person could have come to know anything at all about his mother and then, even more impossibly, had connected her to him. Therefore, he thought, the texter was not and could not be a random person. The only solution that came to him was that he or she must be with the Catholic Charities. If Hunt and his birth mother were at either end of a chain, he reasoned, the adoption service was the single link that connected them.


He had to start there.


Reaching over and picking up his phone, he returned to the original text message, got back into ‘Send’ mode, and typed, Write me back. What is this about?


He sat holding the phone for another minute or two, his knuckles going white around its slim rectangularity. Then he pushed and held the on/off button, swiped the bar to power off, and got up from the table on his way to bed.
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THE CATHOLIC CHARITIES main office was on Howard near Main, easy walking distance from Hunt’s home. The clerk there, a kind-looking elderly woman named Melissa Wagner, told him that they had stopped handling adoptions two years before, and now the files and paperwork had been taken over by the California State Department of Social Services, Adoption Support Unit, and shipped to a storage facility in Sacramento.


‘You are kidding me.’


Ms Wagner smiled under her bifocals. ‘Nothing’s easy, you know. That’s one of the rules.’


‘I’ve heard about it. But I wasn’t planning to drive up to Sacramento today.’


‘Oh, there’d be no sense in doing that anyway. You can’t just walk in and ask for your birth records.’


‘Of course you can’t. I knew that. That would be too easy.’


‘Exactly.’


‘So what do I do?’


‘You send them a notarized letter telling them your birthday and your adoptive parents’ names, and then request the information you want about your birth mother and father. Then, if one of your parents signed a Consent to Contact form, they can put you in touch with them.’


‘What if they didn’t? Sign the form, I mean.’


‘Well,’ Ms Wagner sighed, ‘then it becomes more complicated.’


‘Why am I not surprised? So what are the complications?’


‘Well, you can mitigate some of them, maybe, if you include in your original letter some questions that they’re allowed to answer.’


‘Such as?’


‘Such as your parents’ race and general physical description, or how old they were when they put you up for adoption, medical information. Are you looking for something related to a medical condition?’


‘No.’


‘Are you part American Indian?’


‘I don’t think so. Why?’


‘Because if you were American Indian, you could petition the superior court and they could release those records so you could get any benefits that might accrue from belonging to your tribe.’


‘Well, I think that’s a long shot.’


‘And actually, you don’t look very Native American to me,’ she said.


‘Not so much,’ Hunt agreed. ‘So I have to send this notarized letter and then if there’s no consent form, that’s the end of the search?’


‘You could petition the superior court, as I said, even if you’re not Native American. But you’d need a pretty compelling reason for them to agree, usually medical. Otherwise, I’m afraid if your parents didn’t want you to find them, there’s essentially no way for you to do it.’


At his desk in his office, Hunt was putting the finishing touches on the letter to Sacramento. Tamara came in with coffee and now sat in one of the armchairs across from him. ‘What if it wasn’t Catholic Charities?’ she asked him.


‘But it was. My dad knew that one.’


‘No. You said he’d adopted you through them.’


‘Right. Didn’t I just say that?’


‘Yeah, but what if they got ahold of you after you were already in the system? When Mick and I . . . when Mom died, we went directly to CPS, as you know. So even if Catholic Charities eventually got you, you probably spent time at CPS while they sorted through the admin stuff getting you over to them. They’re the dumping grounds, wherever you wind up.’


Hunt nodded thoughtfully. ‘That’s worth a look, except . . .’


‘I’m ahead of you.’ She held up a finger. ‘Fortunately, your first name is not exactly common, is it? What year are you talking about?’


‘Nineteen seventy, seventy-one.’


‘Okay, so you look through the files and find a Wyatt. How many could there be? The real challenge might be getting them to let you look at their files.’


Now Hunt was on his feet. ‘That,’ he said, ‘should not be an issue.’


When Hunt had been a field-worker at CPS, Bettina Keck had been his partner. A black woman from the projects, she had been funny, smart, tough, and fearless. Unfortunately, the stress of the job – taking children away from their abusive parents – had taken its toll and she’d eventually become addicted to OxyContin and alcohol and was fired, then spent seven years in and out of rehab. Finally clean and sober, she’d gone back and somehow gotten herself rehired at CPS and now, ten years after that, was deputy director. Not only had Hunt never lost touch with her through all the rehabs, but also he had been, along with her husband, one of her mentors during her last rehab stint, the one that had finally worked.


Now with that history between them, they sat in her cubicle at her cluttered office on Otis Street. ‘Of course it’s an issue, Wyatt,’ Bettina said. She wanted to help, she really did, and her frown reflected her disappointment that she wouldn’t be able to. ‘You know this. The files are private. Even if they still exist, you can’t look at them without a court order.’


‘I won’t really look. I’ll just peek.’


‘Peeking counts.’


‘And what do you mean, if they still exist? Why wouldn’t they exist?’


‘Well, we’re talking thirty, maybe forty years ago. Records from back then should have been purged.’


Hunt straightened up in his folding chair. ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘how about this? First, we go across the street and find out if the records still exist. If they don’t, okay, I lose. But if they do . . .’


‘No, listen.’ Keck was shaking her head. ‘The problem is that you’re not looking for one particular record. If that was it, I could just go over there and have somebody pull it out. Wyatt Smith, or Wyatt Jones. Probably not technically legal, but I’d do that for you. But for what you want, you’re going to have to look through all of the records, and you admit that you might not even have come through CPS in the first place. I can’t ask somebody to go back into all those files and look for that.’


Hunt broke a grin. ‘Sure you can. It’d be fun!’


‘It might take a couple of days.’


‘Bettina, everybody’s bored to death over there anyway. This could be your chance to brighten up lives. They’ll love you for it. Really. You could make it a contest. Find the Wyatt. Give out prizes. I’ll supply them. Maybe a bottle of wine or some Giants tickets, or even cash, say a hundred bucks.’


‘Going for bribery now.’ Keck brought both hands up to her face and pulled down on her cheeks. ‘You can wear a girl down, Wyatt.’ But she raised herself out of her chair. ‘Let’s see what’s left to begin with, then take things from there.’


Hunt’s phone emitted a two-toned chirp when he got text messages and now, just as he was getting out of his chair, it sounded. He pulled his phone from its holster.


The message said, ‘Progress?’


Hunt’s thumbs flew. Who are you? Call me. We can talk.


He touched ‘Send.’


‘What’s that all about?’ Keck was hovering over him.


‘It’s what started all this. Somebody’s stalking me by text.’


‘So change your phone. Get a new number.’


‘I don’t want to do that. Whoever it is knows something and wants me to discover whatever it is. Why they’re doing it this way I don’t know, but I’m going to need to find out.’


‘What, though, exactly?’


‘Who they are and what they want.’


Can’t talk. Text.


Why?


Progress?


No.


Later then.


Wait. Records?


Hunt stood glued to his screen, finally looked up at Keck. ‘Gone,’ he said.


‘That was weird.’ Keck crossed her arms. ‘I don’t suppose it’s occurred to you that this person has a reason for not wanting you to know who he or she is.’


‘Sure.’


‘So maybe they won’t appreciate it much if you expose them.’


Hunt shrugged. ‘They should have thought of that before they started.’


After all the back and forth, the reality turned out to be anti-climactic.


At the records office across the street, Keck and Hunt learned that, yes, the files should have been purged – destroyed – long ago. But, in fact, that bit of bureaucratic housekeeping had possibly not been completed. The head clerk of records management had held the same job during Hunt’s tenure there and he told them without much apology that you had to expect these kind of delays on nonessentials in an office like theirs where everything tended to be an emergency.


Hunt looked around and realized that his theory about the clerks being bored to death wasn’t holding up. Everybody was working – on their phones, at their desks and computers, in the interview rooms. It brought back to him his own experiences here, when they were always behind. Too much work; too many incompetent, irresponsible, stupid, addicted parents; and too many children who needed to be rescued, interviewed, evaluated, placed. Why did people have kids anyway, Hunt thought for the thousandth time, if they weren’t going to take care of them?


But that wasn’t his mission here today. ‘If these files still existed,’ he asked the records boss, ‘where would they be?’


‘Down the basement.’


Hunt made the request sound casual. ‘You mind if we go down? We don’t want to get anybody in trouble and Bettina here was worried about confidentiality issues.’


The man didn’t really have to think about his answer. ‘Anything down there,’ he said, ‘the statutes got to have run on ninety-nine percent of it, whatever it might be. Really, who’s gonna squabble? Y’all go knock yourselves out.’


Five minutes later Keck and Hunt found themselves in the semi-finished, low-ceilinged basement – bare bulbs and concrete floors and a footprint the size of the building above them, maybe twelve thousand square feet. They’d packed the files in moving boxes and stacked them in aisles five tall and two deep by year, the latest being 1992, when CPS had gone to computers.


Hunt stood with his hands on his hips in front of the rows and said, ‘I can do this, Bett. Thanks for getting me down here.’


But Keck shook her head, pointed at the boxes. ‘Let me have one of those suckers. If this is all there is, shouldn’t take us an hour.’


It didn’t even take twenty minutes. Going through the 1970 files, near the end of his third box, Hunt came upon the name Wyatt Carson. He pulled out the manila folder and opened it. He must have made some noise, because Keck was suddenly standing over him. ‘You got something? Wyatt, are you all right?’


Hunt’s neck was flushed and his hands had gone cold and were shaking. Keck touched his shoulder. Hunt, his voice sounding raw, read from the file: ‘The subject child’s father, Kevin Carson, is in custody awaiting trial for the murder of his wife, the child’s mother, Margaret.’


Keck went down to a knee next to Hunt and put an arm around his shoulders. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘It’s all right.’


‘No,’ he said. ‘No. It really isn’t.’
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‘JESUS, MARY, AND JOSEPH. God in His mercy be praised.’ The man, in cassock and collar, made the sign of the cross and then held his hands together in front of his chest as though he was in a state of rapture.


And perhaps he was.


In his mid to late seventies, ruddy cheeked, white-haired, and well fed, the priest stood in the door to the Star of the Sea rectory’s waiting room, beaming at Hunt, now coming forward with his hand extended, his eyes glassy with emotion. ‘Welcome, welcome.’ He gripped Hunt’s hand. ‘Don Bernard,’ he said. ‘I can’t tell you how long I’ve waited for this day.’


Hunt shook. ‘What day is that, Father?’


‘When I’d see you again. If I’d see you again.’ He backed away a half step and looked into Hunt’s face. ‘I don’t know if I’d have picked you out in a crowd, but looking at you now, I can see your mother like she’s here in the room with us. You’ve got her eyes exactly.’ With an effort he stopped staring at Hunt’s face. ‘How did you finally come to find me?’


Hunt explained how Bernard’s name had been in the CPS report as the primary contact in case of emergency. Hunt had then called the archdiocesan office and found out Fr. Bernard was still alive and where he lived. ‘And they sent me here.’


‘All this happened when?’


‘Since this morning. Someone put me on the trail to find my mother and suddenly it became important.’


‘You hadn’t sought her out before then? Before now?’


‘No. I have my parents – Bob and Charlene Hunt – and they’ve been fine for me. Better than fine.’


‘I can see that. At a glance. They’ve done a good job.’


‘Yes, they have.’ Hunt shifted on his feet. ‘I don’t want you to take offense, Father, but have you been texting me?’


The priest’s face clouded. ‘Have I been what?’


‘Texting me. Leaving me text messages on my cell phone.’


The cloud gave way to a sunny laugh. ‘I don’t even own a cell phone. All this modern technology is too much for me. You send messages now by telephone? Why would you do that if you could just call and talk in person?’


‘That’s a question for another day, Father, but some people seem to prefer it.’


‘So someone has been sending you these messages about your mother?’


‘Asking how she died. If I knew how she died. That’s what got me going.’


‘Since yesterday? It certainly didn’t take you very much time.’


‘No.’ Hunt explained. ‘I’m a private investigator by trade. I can generally find people if I’m looking for them.’


‘A private investigator,’ Bernard said. ‘What an amazing world. But you still don’t know who contacted you to start you looking?’


‘No.’


‘Or why?’


‘That, too. I was hoping you might be able to help.’


‘Maybe not with that,’ the priest said, ‘but I can tell you about your parents.’


Hunt paused, then asked, ‘Did my father kill her?’


‘No, your father did not kill her. They never proved that, and they tried twice.’


‘Who?’


‘The courts. The law. He was tried twice for her murder and they couldn’t convict. Because he was innocent. He simply didn’t do it.’


‘So who did?’


The priest let out a breath. ‘No one knows. No one’s ever found out.’


‘So what happened to my father?’


Bernard sighed again. ‘If you’ve got the time, why don’t you take a seat and wait here? I want to get a few things. I can be back in a couple of minutes.’


In the rectory’s small sitting room, Hunt held photographs of himself as an infant and a toddler, pictures of the family into which, apparently, he had been born. In every shot, the couple looked impossibly young, innocent, happy. Here was Wyatt, a three-year-old on the merry-go-round in Golden Gate Park. The image brought to his consciousness a memory that raised the hairs on the back of his neck. For a moment, the mnemonic pull of the photograph made him blink.


He turned the picture so that the priest could see it. ‘An hour ago, I would have told you I had no memories of my parents. But I remember this, the day. It was warm and smelled like popcorn. I feel a little whacked upside the head.’


‘That’s understandable.’


Hunt flipped his way through the stack. ‘Not her, though. I don’t remember her.’ He stared at his mother, Margaret Carson, holding him when he’d been a small baby. He wasn’t sure he saw what Fr. Bernard had recognized in her eyes as the template of his own, but then, without anything changing in terms of what he recognized as his conscious memory, something turned over inside him and the muscles in his face went tight.


He tucked the picture behind the small pile.


‘Or him, either.’ His father, Kevin Carson, had Wyatt on his shoulders, holding on to his shoulder-length hair. The man was grinning with swagger under his mustache, wearing a white T-shirt, his arms crossed over his chest. He was leaning up against what Hunt knew – recognized? – as a brown Ford Fairlane 500, one leg braced against the back bumper.


‘You said my father was tried twice for my mother’s murder?’ he asked. ‘How did that happen? What about double jeopardy?’


‘The jury hung both times,’ Bernard said. ‘The DA elected not to go for three.’


‘So where was I all this time?’


‘When your father was arrested, I was his phone call. The Child Protective Services had already taken you in by that time, and since your parents didn’t have any other family, I . . .’


‘Wait a minute. They didn’t have any family, either? How did that happen?’


‘They were just . . . well, as you can see, they were just a couple of kids on their own. When your mom was maybe fifteen or so, she ran away from her home, I think it was in Indiana, where she’d been in some kind of abusive situation she didn’t like to talk about. No, not didn’t like to talk about, wouldn’t talk about. Whatever it was, she was done with it. It was behind her and never coming back.


‘Your dad lost both his parents in a car wreck a few months before he met your mother. So it was just the two of them, alone together against the world. Or at least, that’s how they felt, and you couldn’t really blame them.’


Hunt sat back on the couch, the pictures in his lap. ‘How’d you meet them?’


A wistful smile. ‘I married them. Smallest wedding in history, I believe. Just the two of them and their two witnesses. They came in and had the nuptials in the middle of six-thirty mass. She was carrying you at the time, maybe four months along.’


‘And then, suddenly, three years later, out of nowhere my dad calls you when he gets arrested?’


‘Well, not exactly out of nowhere. I’d come to know them fairly well by then.’ He hesitated. ‘It wasn’t always a picnic. They had some problems.’ Another pause. ‘The truth is they were starting to fight. Money was tight, they weren’t having much fun. Your mother was staying home with you, and your father . . .’


Hunt prompted him. ‘My father . . .?’


‘Well, your father, he didn’t make much at the garage. He felt that they needed more, so he got into some behaviors – and Margie thought maybe between the two of us, me and her, we’d be able to talk some sense into him.’


‘What behaviors?’ Hunt asked.


Bernard finally came out with it. ‘He sold some marijuana, stole a couple cars, got caught driving drunk. All petty stuff, really, but it’s a slippery slope. They had a few loud fights; the cops got called.’


‘I know. I read about the fights in my own file since there had to be a CPS follow-up on those, to see if the house was safe. Plus, there was the one child endangerment – that was my mom, not my dad – where they let her off with a warning, no charge. And then the three DVs.’ Domestic violence.


Bernard nodded. ‘Yes, sadly, all of the above. Both of them struggled.’ He sighed. ‘Anyway, long story short, I became their counselor. I helped get Kevin a second job on the weekends, landscaping with one of the parishioners here at the church. And Margie was babysitting and starting to take in alterations . . . She was quite a talented seamstress.’ Bernard’s pale blue eyes glazed over. ‘They were going to get through it. They were good people at heart, just young and poor and inexperienced. They were in love. I knew that. You couldn’t help but see that. Somehow, it was all going to work out. And then Kevin called me from jail . . .’ Bernard ran his hand down his cheek.


‘And you moved me out of CPS and into Catholic Charities.’


‘I did. In those days, the networks in the Catholic community were very strong. I thought it would be the best for you.’


‘But why didn’t my father . . .? Why didn’t he put me in some kind of holding pattern, some foster home or something, while he was at trial? What was he going to do about me when he got out?’
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