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The Curtlees are the most powerful family in San Francisco, unscrupulous billionaires who’ve lined every important pocket in the Bay Area. So when Ro Curtlee was convicted of rape and murder a decade ago, the fallout for those who helped to bring him to justice was swift and uncompromising. The jury foreman was fired from his job. The lead prosecutor’s dreams of becoming D.A. were dashed. And head homicide detective Abe Glitsky was reassigned to the police department’s payroll office.

And then Ro Curtlee’s lawyers won him a retrial, and he was released from jail. Within twenty-four hours, a fire kills the original trial’s star witness, and when a second fire claims another participant in the case, Abe is convinced: Ro is out for revenge. But with no hard evidence, can Abe stop the violence before he finds himself in its crosshairs? How much more can he sacrifice to put Ro back behind bars and just how far across the line is he prepared to go in pursuit of justice?




John Lescroart is the New York Times bestselling author of twenty-three novels, including Damage, Treasure Hunt and A Plague of Secrets. His books have been printed in 16 languages and published in more than 75 countries. He lives in northern California with his wife and two children.




By John Lescroart

Sunburn

Son of Holmes

Rasputin’s Revenge

Dead Irish

The Vig

Hard Evidence

The 13th Juror

A Certain Justice

Guilt

The Mercy Rule

Nothing but the Truth

The Hearing

The Oath

The First Law

The Second Chair

The Motive

The Hunt Club

The Suspect

Betrayal

A Plague of Secrets

Treasure Hunt

Damage

The Hunter


Praise for the Novels of John Lescroart:


Damage

‘One of the best legal-thriller writers in the business . . . Damage is a must read’ Examiner



A Certain Justice

‘A gifted writer with a distinctive voice’ Richard North Patterson


Hard Evidence

‘A blockbuster courtroom drama’ Kirkus Reviews



A Plague of Secrets

‘The best of the best: the best yet in today’s best legal thriller series’ Lee Child


The Suspect

‘One smooth ride, and a fine legal thriller to boot’ Philadelphia Enquirer



The Motive

‘Surpasses anything Grisham ever wrote’ Washington Post



The 13th Juror

‘Terrific’ Jonathan Kellerman


Betrayal

‘Deserves to be considered alongside Turow and Grisham’ Chicago Sun-Times



The Second Chair

‘Great characters and a wonderful sense of place’ Chicago Tribune



The First Law

‘With his latest, Lescroart again lands in the top tier of crime fiction’ Publishers Weekly



Dead Irish

‘Unusual and powerful’ Booklist



The Hearing

‘A spine-tingling legal thriller. A really, really good read’ Larry King, USA Today



The Oath

‘A terrific crime story’ People







To my consiglieri Al Giannini, and to my bride,  
Lisa Marie Sawyer, always and forever






The total amount of suffering per year in the natural world  
is beyond all decent contemplation.


—Richard Dawkins

 



Life is a cheap thing beside a man’s work.

—Ernest Hemingway




PROLOGUE

Felicia Nuñez saw him standing up against a building across the street from the stop where she normally got off her streetcar. With her heart suddenly pounding in her ears, she turned away from the streetcar door as it opened and sat down on one of the side-facing benches just at the front across from the driver.

As the car started up again, passing him, she caught another glimpse of him out of the corner of her eye.

Or maybe it was him. It looked very much like him. His hair maybe a little different, longer, from the last time she’d seen him in the courtroom, but the same attitude in the way he stood. He had one boot propped up against the building, his strong white arms crossed over his chest.

She knew why he was there. He was waiting. Waiting for her.

Back then she used to see him everywhere, even when her mind had known that he could not find her. She’d been in witness protection. No one even knew where she’d lived. So there was no way in reality that it could happen. And yet for a year or two, she thought she saw him every day.

But today?

This time it was exactly him. Most of the other times, whoever she saw reminded her of him – the hair, the arms, the set of the body. But today was all him, not a collection of similar parts that, in her terror, she could imagine into the monster that he was.

At the next stop she descended out into the neighborhood and heard the streetcar’s door close behind her and then the brakes  release and then the scraping sound as it moved ahead and left her standing alone at the curb.

She did not like to spend extra money and knew she could make a cup of coffee for free at home, but he might still be there lurking and if he saw her, he might, or he would . . .

She could not imagine.

No. She could imagine.

She went into the Starbucks and ordered a coffee – half an hour’s work at the cleaners where she was lucky to have a job, but she needed to sit quietly and to think, and also to give him time to leave if he was really waiting there to see her.

How could he have found her?

She took a seat at the front window where she could see him if he suddenly appeared among the pedestrians passing by.

The first sip scalded her tongue and the pain seemed to break something within her. She put her paper cup down and blinked back the wave of emotion that threatened now to break over her.


Bastardo! she thought. The life-destroying bastard.

In her mind, she was eighteen again.


The sun shines in her eyes as she leaves the school building where the Curtlees were letting her take the English classes two times a week, paying for her tuition as part of their deal. She comes all this way to work for them, they provide documentation and help her learn the language. She is going to become a citizen one day in the U.S., where her children can grow up educated and free.

It is almost too much for her to believe, after her poverty in Guatemala and then her mother’s death, leaving Felicia an orphan at seventeen. But now it is actually happening. She has been here for five months now and in spite of her initial fears of slavery and bad treatment, nothing bad has happened.

The son with greedy hands is someone to avoid, but the Curtlees are clearly just what they seem – good people, wealthy beyond measure,  who bring young Latinas here to work for them out of the goodness of their souls.

And God for some reason had led their man in Guatemala to Felicia.

Now she walks with her eyes down against the sunlight. It is a warm autumn evening and she wears a white cotton dress and red rope shoes that are so comfortable to walk in, especially on the hills here in San Francisco. She says goodbye to the last of her classmates, and turns uphill again and enters the forested area they call Presidio that she has to cross to get to the house.

She is halfway through when he steps out from behind a bush in front of her. Here in the trees it is darker than the street, but light enough still to see that he is confident and smiling as he steps up to her.


“Hola,” she says, with a tiny false smile, hoping he will leave her alone, and she goes to move around him.


But he steps to the side with her.

“You are so beautiful,” he says. Still smiling, he is breathing very hard. He makes some motion with his head that makes her look down and she sees that he has let himself out of his pants.


“No, por favor,” she says. She repeats it. “Por favor.”


And always smiling, though his eyes are deadly cold, he moves quickly now, both hands at her waist, pulling her toward him, holding her against him.

“Don’t fight,” he rasps out. “Don’t fight me. I’ll kill you.”

She struggles and he slaps her face hard, never letting go of her dress with his other hand. He now grabs her by the throat with the one free hand he’d slapped her with. Up against her, he pushes her back and back until she falls and then he is on top of her, holding her throat, opening her legs under him, forcing himself against and against and against and finally inside her and she screams out and he covers her mouth with one hand and tells her again that he will kill her and she believes him with all her heart. And she takes it in silence.

And then it is over and he stands up and smiles down at her, tucking himself in, and tells her that he likes her shoes and he’s glad that she kept them on for him – that was sexy, he says, the fact that she couldn’t even wait to take them off she wanted it so bad – and then he tells her that he will see her around and maybe they will do this again.


Her coffee had gone cold. She’d been sitting here now for twenty-five minutes. Outside, the fog advanced in bleary wisps.

If he was waiting for her, he would be very cold by now. She would wrap her coat up tightly and walk by at the end of the block to see if he was still there, and if he was, she would keep going and decide where she would hide.

But when she got there, he was gone.

She crossed the street and continued past until the next corner. She came up around the block and at it from the opposite direction.

He was gone.

Still, she kept herself bundled into her coat, her head down and the collar up as she passed first one building and then the next, darting quick looks into the doorways where he might be hiding. At her apartment’s front door recess, she stopped to make sure that the door was locked. It was.

Turning around, she chanced another look out to the street. The asphalt shimmered in light rain. Seeing her name, NUÑEZ, clearly labeled under the mailboxes as the resident in number six, she clicked her tongue.

Not careful enough.

Inside the door, she began the trudge up the three steep flights of stairs, finally making it to the top and through her door to safety – a bedroom, a tiny living room, a kitchen.

She closed the door and threw the dead bolt. Going to the front window, she again looked down at the rain-glistening street. Turning,  she wondered if she had pulled the bedroom door closed behind her this morning. She didn’t specifically remember doing that.

But then finally she allowed herself a small smile. It might not even have been him to begin with. She’d let herself get all worked up again over something that had happened so very long ago. The paranoia, the memories, the relived fear had happened before and would happen again.

She couldn’t let it dominate her life.

She had to get over it. Maybe there was still time to change and not live in the shadow of that one moment of horror and despair. People had survived worse and gone on to do great things.

She let out a long breath and crossed the three steps over to the bedroom door. Gently, gently, she kicked it open.

See? she told herself. No one is here. Her apartment door was locked when she came in just now. The front door was locked downstairs.

What could he possibly want with her out of all the women in the world anyway?

She was no longer the beauty she’d been at eighteen. She didn’t want to be pretty and mostly avoided the temptation of trying to be.

Pretty had ruined her life.

She walked through the bedroom door.
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On the morning of what was going to be his first day at his new job, a good-looking, well-built man with his hair trimmed to just over his ears stood in front of his bedroom closet in a pair of Jockey shorts. He pulled a T-shirt from the top of a large pile of them on their special shelf. Putting it on, he checked himself in the dresser’s mirror, sucked in an imagined gut, then turned around with a small flourish. The T-shirt read: SHOTGUN WEDDING: A CASE OF WIFE OR DEATH.


“No.” His girlfriend sat up against the bed’s headboard. “Absolutely not.”

“I like it,” he said.

“Wes, you like them all.”

“True. It’s a foolish man who buys a shirt he doesn’t like.”

“It’s a more foolish man who goes to work as the district attorney of San Francisco wearing a shirt that can only be misinterpreted, and will be.”

“By who?”

“Everybody. And all for different reasons.”

“Sam.” Wes walked across the room, sat on the bed, and put a hand on her thigh. “Nobody’s going to see it. It’s not like I’m wearing it outside with my tie. And besides, if I have a heart attack and they have to rip open my dress shirt and somebody sees it, so what? It’s not exactly inflammatory. It’s just a pun, for God’s sake.”

“It’s not just a pun. It’s a political statement.”

“Saying what?”

“That you’re in favor of shotgun weddings. That getting married isn’t sacred. That you don’t think women are equal. Pick one. That you’re not sensitive enough in a general way.”

“Well, we already know that.”

“You laugh, but it’s nothing to laugh at. Everything you do, innocent or not, is going to be a political statement from now on. Don’t you see that? I thought you would have learned that during the election.”

“Nope. I guess not. And, might I remind you, I won.”

Sam made a face. “Wes, you won by ninety votes out of three hundred and fifteen thousand after your opponent died the week before the election.”

“As though it’s a bad thing. No, listen. It’s proof that God wanted me to win. He wouldn’t have taken Mr. Dexter back into His bosom if He didn’t want me to win. It’s self-evident. Maybe even cosmic.”

“It’s hopeless.”

“Well, I hope not that. It’s only my first day. I’m sure I’ll be way more hopeless as time goes by.” He got up and crossed back to the closet. “But if you really think it’s going to matter,” he said, “I’ll consider going with tomorrow’s T-shirt instead.”

“You’re wearing one tomorrow, too?”

“Sam, I wear a T-shirt every day. It provides clues to my secret persona.”

“Not so secret. The press is going to start wanting to see it if word gets out.”

“Good. That’ll just make me more je ne sais quoi. Quirky and lovable. But if you want, for the inaugural, I’ll trade out this one with tomorrow’s.” He turned and held out the next shirt on the pile: HEAVILY MEDICATED FOR YOUR SAFETY.


“Much better. No, really, I mean it.” Her head fell forward and she sighed. “Never mind,” she said. “Never, never, never mind.”

“Hey, Sam,” he said. “If you can’t have fun with all this, what’s the point?”


Four days later, the fun part wasn’t much in evidence.

Wes Farrell’s office on the third floor of the Hall of Justice looked more like a janitor’s space. A couple dozen unpacked moving boxes lay stacked by the windows that looked out on Bryant Street. His predecessor’s comfortable and elegant furnishings were gone. Meanwhile, Farrell had commandeered a desk and several chairs from some offices down the hall. He’d also brought the Nerf ball basket from his old office and mounted it on the bookshelf.

Sitting in two of the folding chairs across from Farrell, Cliff and Theresa Curtlee had already congratulated him on his election victory. Now they exchanged glances with each other. Owners of San Francisco’s number-two newspaper, the Courier, the Curtlees had a lot of experience getting what they wanted in several different businesses – waste management, towing, import/export – and their tag-team approach had a long history of success. For this current campaign, their expectations were high because they had been large donors to Farrell’s campaign. Additionally the Courier  had run some flattering profiles of him before the election and in the end had endorsed him.

Farrell had done as much homework as he could. The Curtlees’ son, Ro, had spent the past nine years in prison serving a twenty-five-to-life term for the rape and murder of one of their housekeepers, Dolores Sandoval. On the day before Farrell’s election, the U.S. Supreme Court had refused to review the decision of the federal Ninth Circuit Court of Appeal that had sent the case back to San Francisco for a new trial. The Ninth Circuit had reversed the conviction, overruling both the California Court of Appeal and the California Supreme Court.

Cliff evidently gave Theresa the green light to begin. Her face,  rigid with Botox, twitched in a semblance of a smile, and she cleared her throat. “We wanted to talk to you about our son, Roland, as you may have already guessed.”

Farrell grinned to make himself look amicable. “I thought that might be what it was.”

“What it is”—Cliff came forward for emphasis—“is that he’s innocent.”

“This whole thing has just been such a travesty of justice,” Theresa added, “and we were hoping that with someone new at the helm here, together we could find a way to make up for some of the time we’ve all lost over his case and possibly give us all a chance for the healing to begin.”

“I can appreciate that,” Farrell said, “but I don’t think too much of what happens next is within my power.”

“But it is,” Theresa said. “You don’t have to try him again. That’s within the DA’s discretion.”

“Yes, well, but . . . I hope you both understand that I can hardly do that. The victim’s family alone . . .”

Theresa’s voice was low pitched, almost soothing. “But she wasn’t his victim, Wes. That’s the point. He didn’t hurt her in any way. If you could make the family understand—”

Cliff huffed and interrupted, “What family? You’d have to find them first wherever the hell they’re hiding out in Guatemala, and good luck with that. There’s no family to concern yourself over. But there is my son.”

Farrell cleared his throat. “I understood that the appeal wasn’t based on the evidence presented at the trial.” Farrell was referring to the two other women who testified they’d been raped by Ro.

Farrell knew that the successful appeal had been based on the fact that several members of the victim’s family had worn a button with a picture of a smiling Dolores Sandoval on it in the courtroom during the trial. This, the Ninth Circuit had ruled, must have hopelessly prejudiced the jury against the defendant. It was as  wacky a decision as Farrell had ever heard, even from a court renowned for its bizarre rulings.

Cliff Curtlee waved off Farrell’s objection. “The evidence won’t hold up in a new trial. You read the old transcript, you’ll see. The two other so-called victims. Who are they? They shouldn’t have been allowed to testify at all. And Ro admits he had sex with the girl, but she wanted it, too. There’s no case anymore. There wasn’t any to begin with.”

“Well . . .”

Theresa cleared her throat again. “But whatever you decide on the trial, and I’m sure you’ll come to the right decision, at the very least you can recommend a bail figure.”

Here Farrell shook his head. “I don’t want to seem unsympathetic to your son’s situation, but I can’t do that. There’s no bail in a special circumstances case.”

“Ah.” The muscles in Theresa’s face couldn’t get traction and – perhaps to compensate for the lack of expression – she held up her index finger. “But that’s the whole point. It’s not a special circumstances case. It’s never been one.”

Farrell showed his confusion. “I’m sorry?”

“It was Sharron Pratt’s one concession to us. After all we’d done for her.” Cliff obviously didn’t harbor any warm feelings for the former DA who’d prosecuted their son.

Well practiced, possibly even rehearsed, Theresa picked up the thread. “The charges were rape and murder, not murder in the commission of rape.”

Farrell noted the logical impossibility. If her son did it, the crime had to be rape/murder. But evidently this hadn’t bothered Sharron Pratt. “So it wasn’t special circumstances,” Wes said.

In other words, it wasn’t a no-bail case.

Theresa bared her teeth slightly. “Exactly. So he was eligible for bail, and will be again this time.”

“And last time, was he in fact released on bail?”

“No,” Cliff said. “That fascist Thomasino”—a highly respected superior court judge—“denied the bail anyway.”

“He was prejudiced against Ro,” Theresa added. “All through the trial, every decision he made, it was obvious to everybody.”

“And so this time . . . ?”

“This time,” Cliff said, “since bail is legally permissible, we’d just like to make a personal appeal to you, Wes, to step in if you catch wind of any early sign of judicial activism. At the very least, keep it away from Thomasino. Or maybe even put the word out that you’ll allow a reasonable bail before the matter even gets inside a courtroom.”

“It wouldn’t have to be a public statement,” Theresa said. “The important thing is the result.” And then, shifting into a less strident tone, she added, “Now that he’s out of prison, Wes, we’d just love to have our boy back with us at home.”

Farrell’s own personal idea of hell was to have any of his own three grown children come and stay with him and Sam for more than a long weekend, but here was a chance to sound cooperative, if not conciliatory, and maybe bring this uncomfortable interview to a close. “I understand how you can feel that way,” he said. “And I promise you I’ll review the case closely and do everything I can to address your concerns.”

Which, he knew, would be precious little.

But the finality in his tone conveyed his intended signal. Theresa smoothed her skirt and stood up. “That’s all we ask, Wes. Really.”

Cliff stared disconcertingly into Farrell’s eyes for another second or two – threatening?—but then he, too, got to his feet. “It’s good to know who your friends are,” he said. “And you know that the  Courier’s been good friends with a lot of politicians in this town.”

“Well, I’m not much of a politician, as the election made pretty clear,” Wes said. “But I do hope I can keep trying to do the right thing.”

Theresa took his proffered hand and gave him a prim little nod. “That’s all we can ask for. Thanks for sharing so much of your valuable time.”

“My pleasure. To both of you. My door’s always open.”


Just down the hallway from his own office, Farrell knocked on the open door of his chief assistant, Amanda Jenkins.

Despite a long history together – or maybe because of it – theirs was an awkward relationship. The conflict might have been purely endemic – Jenkins was historically prosecution and Farrell was dyed-in-the-wool defense. More personally, in the sensational murder case that had made his bones in the city, Farrell had gone head-to-head against Jenkins and beaten her in court, getting a clean acquittal for his client.

Then last year, Jenkins had been considering a run for district attorney herself. But the powers that had eventually settled on Wes Farrell as their candidate made it clear that they felt that she was a bit too much a one-trick pony – her issues were women’s issues, period. She was insufficiently left wing in other respects, believing, for example, that a period of house arrest was probably not the answer to violent crime. But in the immediate aftermath of Farrell’s victory, those same power brokers had promoted Jenkins’ cause as chief assistant – she had the prosecutorial chops, the administrative experience, the in-depth familiarity with the DA’s office personnel, and at least in feminist circles the correct politics. So now they were four days into their respective new jobs, and this was the first time Farrell had seen her since his inauguration ceremony.

Jenkins looked up from the pile of work surrounding her on her desk and straightened in her chair. “Sir?”

Farrell half turned as though looking around behind him. “There’s no ‘sir’ here, Amanda. It’s just me, Wes. I was ‘Wes’ when we were colleagues at the bar. And even running against each other. Remember?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Yes, Wes.”

She took a breath. “Okay. Wes.”

“Good. At ease.” He came into the room. “Got a sec? Mind if I get the door?”

Jenkins was a career prosecutor, always professionally turned out with the possible exception of the trademark short skirts she wore to accentuate her truly show-stopping legs. Now she threw a slightly harried look at her new boss and shrugged, indicating her workload, but then pushed her chair back a bit and linked her hands on her lap. At his service. “What’s up?”

Farrell closed the door and pulled a chair around. “I just had a chat with the Curtlees. Both of them.”

“That was fast,” she said, her eyes suddenly alive. “And let me guess. They wanted you to decline to retry Ro and, failing that, then let him out on bail.”

“You got a bug in my office?”

Jenkins was deaf to humor. “I hope you told them to take a flying.”

“Not in so many words. I said I’d look into the matter and try to do the right thing.”

“There’s nothing to look into. Their boy, Ro, is a monster.”

Farrell held up a hand, waiting while she huffed out a breath or two. “I’ve already done some looking. Since you prosecuted that case, I thought you could catch me up quicker than reading the transcript all the way through.”

Jenkins, smoldering, blew out again. “You see what they let him out on, those lunatics? The victim’s family wore badges with her picture on it, so quote federal constitutional error must have permeated the proceedings unquote. Have you ever heard such horseshit? I mean, even for the Ninth Circus, this is out there.”

Farrell let her rave.

And she went on, “I hope one of those judges has a daughter  and Ro gets out and finds her and . . . no. No, I don’t hope that. But Jesus Christ. The guy’s got to stay in jail. What did you tell them? The Curtlees?”

“Nothing, really. I wanted to get your take.”

“My take.” She sat back, closed her eyes briefly. “Keep him in jail. Get him back at trial as soon as you can. This is a no-brainer, Wes. The guy raped at least eight women, beat three of them, and finally succeeded in killing one.”

“Eight?”

“At least eight, Wes. At least. All housekeepers brought up from Guatemala or El Salvador by the company who screened the Curtlee family’s entire workforce. All of them here on a work visa. All who originally said they’d testify, and then six of them got bought off to the tune of like a hundred grand each.”

“You know this for a fact?”

“One hundred percent. They were honest about it. In our lovely state, you know you can’t make a rape victim testify if she doesn’t want to. She can just refuse to get on the stand. And all these women preferred to take the hundred grand. There was nothing we could do.”

“And all these women reported rapes with Ro?”

Jenkins’ mouth closed down to a thin line. “These were women who were raped by Ro, Wes.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Farrell kept his tone nonconfrontational. “But I was asking if any of these women had reported these rapes when they happened.”

No answer.

“Amanda?”

Her eyes flashed. “They were scared to death of Ro, Wes. To say nothing of the Curtlees, who had absolute power over their lives. Plus, they didn’t think anyone would believe them.”

“So I’m taking that as a ‘no.’ Nobody reported. Is that right?”

Jenkins gave Farrell the thousand-yard stare, her face set in  stone. “I really hoped we wouldn’t be having this kind of conversation.”

“What kind of conversation?”

“Temporizing over violent crime just because of the political climate.”

This criticism knocked Farrell back in his chair. Shaking his head, adjusting his bearings, he came back at her. “So I ask one question to clarify if these women reported their rapes and suddenly I’m the enemy?”

“I spoke to these women, Wes. I know them. No question they were raped.”

“All right,” Farrell said. “Fine. Let’s all agree on that.”

“Let’s also all agree, since we’re being honest here, that the Curtlees were pretty big fans of yours all through the campaign, and that maybe you feel you might owe them a little . . . cooperation.”

“That’s just not true, Amanda. I made no promises of any kind to the Curtlees. As far as I know, Ro’s in custody and should stay there until he gets his new trial. Certainly I’m not planning to do anything that’ll let him get back on the street. That’s the truth, Amanda. And regardless of what you might think, I don’t take orders from the Curtlees or anybody else. Except sometimes Sam.” He took a breath to calm himself, shaken at how far this had already gone, and with so little warning. “That’s just not how I operate, all right? I’m a pretty up-front guy, actually.”

She took a long beat, pursing her lips now. “They’ve hated me since I sent their fair-haired little boy off to prison. It’s a miracle I have any kind of a career left after all they’ve tried to do to me.”

“And yet here you are at number two, appointed by the very guy they supported. So who’s the winner in that picture?”

“Number two isn’t number one.”

“True. But it’s not hardly a dead career, either, is it? And you’ve  got more years left on the planet than I do, so I wouldn’t give up hope. And if I were you, I certainly wouldn’t get mad at your boss for something he’s not going to do.”

She hung her head for another second. “I didn’t believe you’d be able to resist them, or even want to. I’m sorry. I was out of line.”

“This one time only,” Farrell said, “I’ll forgive you.”


Farrell had a gap in his appointment schedule, providing time for him and his administrative assistant, Treya Glitsky, to unpack more boxes. Treya was a strong, attractive woman of mixed ethnicity – mostly black with a hint somewhere of an Asian blood-line. She was married to the city’s head of homicide, Abe Glitsky, and had three children – Raney off at college and Rachel and Zachary, six and three, at home.

Farrell sat on the edge of his desk, not being particularly helpful on the moving front. “No, I’m serious,” he was saying. “I really shouldn’t be here. I’m not cut out for this job. Maybe I ought to resign before I do too much damage.”

Treya stopped moving books from the packing boxes onto his bookshelf and turned around, looking at her watch. “That could be a record. I think it took Clarence a week before he thought he ought to quit.” She was referring to Farrell’s immediate predecessor and her own previous boss, Clarence Jackman. “And he wound up staying nine years.”

“That’s not me,” Farrell said. “I only ran for this thing to keep the Nazis from taking over, mostly as a favor to Sam and her women friends.”

“And the Latinos, and the gays.”

“Okay, some of them, too. And don’t forget those crucial votes from a hundred straight old white guys. My margin of victory.” Farrell swung his legs, kicked his heels back against the side of his desk. “Is that true? Clarence really wanted to quit, too?”

“At first, every day, for a couple of months. But don’t worry. You  still hold the record for least days in office before expressing the famed desire to retire.”

“That’s a relief. But why didn’t he quit, then? Clarence.”

Treya paused. “He got addicted to the naked wielding of power.”

“No, really.”

“You asked me. That’s my answer. Power.”

Farrell chortled. “Well, that’s not me. That couldn’t be further from me.”

“No.” Treya chortled right back at him. “No, of course not.” She leaned over and grabbed another stack of books.

“That ‘of course not’ sounded a little sarcastic.”

“It’s the acoustics in here.” Placing the books on their shelf, she half turned back to him. “So would you like me to go talk to Amanda?”

“No. I think we got it worked out. I’m not going to stab her in the back on this Ro Curtlee thing. Or anything else. That ought to be clear enough.”

“Let’s hope,” Treya said.
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OUR TOWN

By Sheila Marrenas

 



Justice took a big leap forward in San Francisco yesterday when Roland Curtlee, the son of this newspaper’s publishers, was released on bail. Mr. Curtlee, whose conviction had been reviewed and reversed by the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeal, has served nine years in prison for the rape and murder of a housekeeper from his parents’ home, Dolores Sandoval. During the trial, many of the victim’s family members, and their supporters, had appeared daily in the courtroom, sporting large buttons with Sandoval’s smiling face. It was an effective and, as the Court has ruled, illegal technique to elicit sympathy for the victim at the expense of Mr. Curtlee.

During the trial, Mr. Curtlee never denied that he was involved in a relationship with Ms. Sandoval. This explained the DNA evidence taken from Ms. Sandoval’s body after her death. But never explained were allegations that Ms. Sandoval had a large “dance card” of suitors who were never pursued by police.

Although he was legally entitled to his freedom via bail during his last incarceration before his trial nine years ago, Mr. Curtlee had been denied bail by Judge Oscar Thomasino, a conservative judicial activist whose decision was  widely decried in legal circles. “Mr. Curtlee,” said one Stanford professor, “was denied due process in the bail proceedings and was subject to a prejudicial review by Judge Thomasino that assumed his guilt and denied his basic civil rights.”

In a hearing today at the Hall of Justice, Superior Court Judge Sam Baretto set bail for the recently remanded Mr. Curtlee at $10 million. Though this figure is on its face exorbitant, the Curtlee family had no serious objections: “Any amount that allows our innocent son to reclaim some of his life as a normal citizen is worth whatever it might cost,” said Mr. Curtlee’s mother, Theresa, after the bail figure was announced. “We are looking forward to his second trial, and are confident that this time, justice will prevail, and Ro will walk away a free man.”





Amanda Jenkins was talking to her lunch partner and boyfriend, an investigator for the DA’s office named Matt Lewis. “Farrell loves to play the aw-shucks-I’m-not-a-politician game, but he knew damn well that if he didn’t put some pressure on Baretto that there was no avoiding bail. Look. I’m not saying he should have back-channeled Baretto and threatened to challenge him out of the building, but we both know elected officials in this town who would have done exactly that. At the very least, Farrell should have been in court and stood on counsel’s table and screamed if he had to so Baretto got the message loud and clear. Instead, it was the Curtlees and all their power against a lowly assistant DA, me. Who did Farrell think was going to win that fight?”

“Still,” Lewis said, “ten mil.”

“It’s ten mil only if Ro skips, and that’s never going to happen. They just put up their house as a property bond, written before they left the building.”

“So Farrell lied to you?”

“At least he deliberately misled me. Also,” Jenkins went on, “Farrell’s leaving out that we’re talking a couple of years here before Ro gets his new trial. If even then.”

“A couple of years?”

“Who’s going to be pushing for it?” she asked. “Ro’s lawyers don’t want it, for obvious reasons. Farrell isn’t going to press since none of the victim’s family is around anymore. So this way, he can keep the Curtlees happy so they can write nice articles about him. That fucking Sheila Marrenas. Which leaves guess who as the only party interested in putting this scumbag back on trial within the decade? Well, maybe there are two of us.”

“Who’s the other one?”

“Glitsky. Perhaps.”

“Well, if you’ve got to have an ally, you could do worse. Especially with his wife just outside Farrell’s office.”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe.”

Lewis reached a hand and rested it palm side up on the white tablecloth. After a moment of silence, Jenkins put her own hand on top of his. “Farrell doesn’t understand how bad they can be,” she said. “These guys, the Curtlees, not just Ro, although he is in a class by himself. They are truly evil. The thought of going up against them again, it scares the shit out of me. And might Glitsky, for that matter.”

“Hey, you both already did it once.”

“And barely survived.” At his skeptical look, she went on, “If that’s an exaggeration, it’s a small one. You know why I got yanked off trying homicides all those many years ago? Was it because I wasn’t good at them? No. It was because I succeeded with Ro. I put him down and his parents spent the next few years trying their damnedest to ruin my reputation. I drank too much. I slept around. I withheld evidence. In the end, Pratt had to send me down ‘for the good of the team.’ You probably read all about it.”

Trying to lighten it up, Lewis asked, “That was you?”

But Jenkins wasn’t laughing. “And Glitsky, too.”

“Amanda, he’s head of homicide and used to be deputy chief. Nobody’s ruined his career.”

“They came close. You know what he was doing before he got appointed deputy chief? This was after he had already been head of homicide. Give up? Payroll. Head of homicide to payroll. The trajectory there isn’t up.”

“So what happened? How’d he get back?”

“Frank Batiste became chief of police, that’s how. He and Glitsky go way back. But without Batiste, Glitsky was done. And he was done because the Curtlees, and Marrenas, never let up behind the scenes. I don’t think even he knows exactly how far they went. But he must have seen at least some of the articles. As head of homicide, Glitsky tolerated sloppy detective work; that was the real reason we had the worst conviction rate in the country. He routinely told his men to plant evidence, his guys kept and/or sold the dope they found serving their warrants. You name it. If it was bad, he did it. Oh, and my favorite, he actually took part in the ambush that killed Barry Gerson.” A previous head of homicide. “Glitsky maybe even killed him himself.”

“Yeah, but nobody believed that.”

“Still, the Courier printed it. And don’t kid yourself. People did believe it. People believe anything. Obama wasn’t born in the U.S. We never landed on the moon.”

“Well,” Lewis said, smiling again, “everybody knows those.”

Jenkins blew out. “Well, you see what I’m saying. The Curtlees print whatever lies they find convenient, and some significant percentage of the lunatic fringe – which in this town is very large, as you know – believes it all. So I’m stuck down in crimes against women instead of homicide and Glitsky works ten years to get back to where he was when he arrested Ro all these many years  ago.” She drank off what remained of her cranberry juice. “And so, thanks to Mr. Farrell and the Ninth Circuit, here we are back again with Glitsky and me the only ones trying to get Ro back to trial. I’ll tell you what, Matt, I don’t know if I’m going to have the guts to do it. I don’t know if the Curtlees won’t try to stop me physically. Or Ro himself might.”

“They’ve never done anything like that before, have they?”

“Hey, you don’t have to believe me. Maybe I’m paranoid. But I know what they’re capable of. And I’ll tell you something else.” She lowered her voice and leaned across the table. “I almost hope they try something.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes, I do. You notice I’m carrying a larger purse? For the first time in my career, since Ro’s out, I am packing heat.”


Amanda Jenkins did not know that she had another ally besides Abe Glitsky in her quest to get Ro Curtlee back behind bars.

Sam Duncan was sitting at her kitchen table at about eight thirty when she heard the front door open and the sound of Farrell’s voice as he entered their house on the periphery of Buena Vista Park. He was talking to their dog, a yellow Labrador named Gert, in a gentle singsong voice that bore no resemblance to the way he talked most of the time. “I know it’s a long, long day, baby, but you’re doing so good. So, so, so good. That’s a good girl. That’s the best girl. Yes, okay, you’re my very favorite girl.”

Man and dog got to the kitchen and Farrell stopped, straightening up. “Actually,” he whispered as Gert jumped across the room to greet Sam, “she’s my second favorite girl. But she gets jealous if I don’t tell her it’s her.” Following the dog, he leaned over and kissed Sam on the cheek. “You’re my very favorite.”

No response.

“Female,” Wes added. “Gert’s only three years old so I call her  a girl, which seems appropriate, even if she is a dog, whereas you are a mature and lovely human woman whom I would never under any circumstances call a girl.”

She looked up at him. “I can’t believe you let Ro Curtlee out on bail.”

Farrell stopped halfway to shrugging out of his coat. “‘And you’re my favorite male,’” he said with a little lilt, meant to mimic Sam. “‘Human male, I mean. And how was your day, honey?’” He got the coat off and draped it over one of the kitchen chairs. “Actually,” he said, “I didn’t let Ro Curtlee out on bail. Judge Baretto did that.”

“You were supposed to tell him not to.”

“I did. My chief assistant made the argument. Maybe you didn’t get that memo.”

“How could you not go down yourself and argue against bail? You’ve told me yourself Baretto was gutless. Why didn’t you pass the word that you’d challenge him off every criminal case for the rest of his life if he granted bail?”

“How do you know I didn’t?”

“Did you?”

“No.” Farrell backed a step away. “Silly me. I thought that Baretto, being a superior court judge and all, might have reached his own conclusion about whether or not bail was appropriate. And it looks as though he did. Which, for the record, wasn’t the conclusion I wished he’d gotten to.”

“But you could have stopped him. Or at least headed him off.”

“Actually, probably not, Sam.”

“But you don’t know for sure because you didn’t try.”

Farrell stalled for a little time, pulling one of the kitchen chairs out, turning it around, and straddling it. “Listen, Sam. This thing started back with Sharron Pratt, who in her wisdom decided to charge Ro with rape and murder, but not rape in commission of a murder.” He held up a hand. “And I know, if he did one, he did the  other. The charge made no sense, but that didn’t stop Pratt. What it did do was leave it up to the courts to decide on bail. The last judge, Thomasino, denied it. Good choice. Baretto, not so much. Now, could I have threatened him somehow? Yes, but it would have been unethical and he would have only resented the intrusion into what is properly his domain. And I’ve got to work with these guys, the judges, for the next four years. I thought it might be a good idea not to antagonize them in my first month.”

“So now we’ve got a convicted rapist out on the streets?”

“Sad to say, Sam, we’ve got a lot more than one. Rape’s a bailable offense, as we have seen. It sucks, but what am I going to do? I’m supposed to enforce the laws, not write ’em.”

Sam fixed him with a flat, disgusted glare. “I don’t know how this whole district attorney thing with you is going to work out. You know that?”

“I’m starting to get an idea,” Farrell replied.
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Since they’d been kids, Janice and Kathy had worked harmoniously together in the kitchen. Today they were in Kathy’s home in Saint Francis Wood, which was quite a bit more upscale than Janice’s crowded three-bedroom stucco twenty blocks north, in the Avenues. But to hear the two women talking, gossiping, joking, occasionally breaking into song, only the keenest observer might sense that the disparity between their homes and kitchens was a little bit hard to bear for Janice.

Janice Durbin was, after all, the elder by four years, the better educated, the harder working, the more beautiful. Nevertheless, Janice often had to stifle the pang of envy that would lance her heart when she found herself confronted anew, as she was today, by her sister’s material possessions – the newly redecorated island kitchen, the Tuscan tile work, the huge Sub-Zero refrigerator, the Viking stove, brushed stainless steel everywhere you looked.

In her darker moments, much more frequent of late, Janice sometimes found herself wondering why Kathy had gotten all this, what she’d done to deserve it. Could it all be a matter of luck?

And it wasn’t just the stuff. Although to be sure there was plenty of that – furnishings, clothes, jewelry. Beyond that, Kathy’s life was so smooth, so effortless, so serene. And why wouldn’t it be? She’d gotten it exactly right in making the single most important choice of her life – the man she had married. Chuck Novio, tenured professor of American history at San Francisco State University, was one of the most effortlessly gifted men Janice had ever  met. Kathy had snagged him soon after he transferred here from back East. Whip-smart, tall, trim, athletic, and funny, he also possessed a calm strength and sensitivity that seemed to rub off on Kathy and on their well-behaved twelve-year-old twin daughters, Sara and Leslie.

It was only because of this comparison that Janice sometimes let herself sink into self-pity that in turn primed the pump of her recurrent bouts of self-loathing. She knew about these things, about how they worked – after all, she was a psychiatrist. In reality, in real life, she was not any kind of a loser herself – she knew that. And neither were her husband, Michael, or any of their own three children, Jon, Peter, and Allie. It’s just that Michael ran his own business, a UPS franchise on Union Street, and the stress of that took its continual toll, making him sometimes seem much older than his forty-one years. And add to that, the kids were all in high school now at the same time. Three teenagers in the home did not generally equate to much serenity.

Janice stood in front of the sink with the cold water running over her hands and into the colander of peeled potatoes. Through the window, Chuck and Michael and the boys were playing touch football in the late-afternoon sunlight. She went still and sighed.

“Janice? Is everything all right?”

“Fine,” she told her sister. “Everything’s fine. Just looking at them playing out there. They grow up so fast, the boys, don’t they?”

“That’s funny.” Kathy came over and stood next to her. “You see your sons growing up and I see our husbands staying young, still boys themselves in a lot of ways.”

“That’s probably a healthier way to look at it.”

“I don’t know about healthier. It’s just how I see it.”

“It’s healthier, trust me.” She turned off the running water and put her hands on either side of the sink, leaning her weight into them.

Kathy touched her arm. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

Janice shook her head. “It’s just been a long week.” Now she straightened up. “I’m sorry. I’m just so glad we’re here, getting this break out of our house. And Sunday night dinner is always great. I don’t mean to be a downer.”

“You’re not.”

“Well, I’m not exactly Pollyanna, either.” She glanced outside again. “I should be happy Michael’s even out there with Chuck and the boys at all. This whole past week it’s almost like he’s been paralyzed. And in our house, with everybody on top of one another, moods tend to pile on up. So everybody’s been a little snappy.” She broke a brittle laugh. “Did I say a little snappy? I mean I know why it’s smart we don’t keep guns in the house.”

“Janice. Come on.”

“Well, not really, of course.” Janice dried her hands on a dish towel, then handed it to her sister. Crossing over to the island, she pulled out a stool for Kathy, then sat on one herself. “But let’s just say it’s good for us all to be here and out from under each other’s feet for a few hours.”

“What’s Michael been paralyzed about? Work?”

“No. Work’s been good. Christmas was way better than anybody predicted. Crazy busy but good.”

“So. What? Not you guys?”

“Well.” Janice paused. “We’ve been better, I suppose, but I don’t think it’s that, either. Does the name Ro Curtlee ring a bell?”

Kathy scrunched her face in concentration for a second. “No. I don’t think so. Who is he?”

“Remember the jury Michael was on, like, ten years ago?”

“Vaguely. Although ten years ago I had two-year-olds and everything was pretty much a blur. Michael was the jury foreman or something, right?”

“Right. And they found Ro guilty and sent him away.”

“Good. Right. I remember now. But then his parents came after you, something like that.”

“Exactly like that.” The memory was still all too clear to Janice Durbin: When the newspapers did interviews with the other jurors after the trial, it came out that Michael had played a prominent role in getting the guilty verdict. The jury had started out at only 50 percent for conviction, but Michael kept at them in the deliberations and finally got the other six to go along with him and vote guilty.

When the Curtlees realized this, they set out to destroy her husband, and nearly succeeded. At the time, he’d worked for one of the city’s big law firms as a word processing supervisor, a daytime job that left him time for his painting. The Curtlees had connections with the people he worked for and Durbin got accused of a lot of mischief – stealing supplies from the storeroom, using the firm’s computers for his own work – until he got fired. He received no severance after seven years of employment and was told he was lucky they weren’t prosecuting him criminally.

Finally, after a Courier article on Durbin the hypocrite vigilante and now thief who’d railroaded Ro Curtlee into jail, he found himself blackballed in the legal firms and couldn’t get work for almost a year. Couldn’t find the heart to get back to his painting.

Janice sighed. “I think having to abandon the painting was the hardest thing.”

“That was a bad time,” Kathy said. “I’d almost forgotten all about it. And his painting.”

“Well, Michael hasn’t. He’s never really come to grips with having to quit that.”

“Three kids,” Kathy said.

“I know. But still . . .” Her mouth tightened at the memory. “It’s a miracle he eventually got the UPS franchise, somehow under the Curtlees’ radar. At least we thought they were more or less forever out of our lives.”

“They’re not?”

“They might be. We hope so. But maybe not.”

“Why not?”

“Because last week some idiot judges let Ro out of prison on appeal, and another moron of a judge here in town gave him bail while he’s waiting for a retrial, and now he’s out. Ro, the convicted murderer, walking around free as a bird. And Michael’s thinking it’s all going to start again, that everything he went through, everything  we went through, was all just in vain. And the idea, as I said, just paralyzes him. If Ro’s out again, then Michael’s stand with the jury basically made no difference. It was all just a big cosmic joke.”


Out in the street, Michael Durbin took the hike from his younger boy, Peter.

When they’d been choosing up sides, Durbin had almost as a matter of course chosen Peter to be his teammate against Uncle Chuck and Jon. Both boys were athletic, but Jon had an indefinable special something as well as – much as he tried to deny and even hide it – a special place in Durbin’s heart. Though he loved both of his sons and tried to treat them exactly equally, Durbin and his firstborn shared a natural simpatico and deep connection that Durbin knew might prove hurtful to his very sensitive younger son if he let down his guard and inadvertently revealed his instinctual favoritism.

It was a lifelong struggle.

So whenever he got the chance – as here choosing who would be his teammate – Durbin leaned over backward to pick his younger son over his older. He knew that Jon intuitively understood why Durbin did this, why he almost always appeared to favor Peter. The insecure younger boy needed the overt signs, the trappings of his father’s love and approval. Jon did not. It wasn’t something he and his dad had to talk about. They simply “got” each other.

Now Durbin faded to his left with the football as his brother-in-law, Chuck, started counting to five at the scrimmage line and  Peter raced down the street, cutting first right, then left, trying to shake his brother Jon’s coverage. When Durbin saw Peter cut back again, gaining a step on Jon, he threw a high arching spiral that led his younger boy perfectly.

Or almost perfectly.

Jon jumped and with a cry of jubilation came down with the ball. Putting a move on Peter, he shook him and then sprinted up the street, yelling for Chuck to “block him, block him, block him,” meaning Durbin.

But Durbin feinted right, left, right again and broke around Chuck, then got enough in front of Jon to slow him down a step, which in turn allowed Peter to come up from behind Jon and get him just as Durbin reached him, too. Even though they were playing touch football, Durbin threw his arms around his beloved son and held him in a hug for a full second, maybe two.

Contact.


All the kids having dispersed to the television room at the other end of the house, the adults found themselves sitting around the Novios’ now-cleared dining room table, everyone drinking Frangelico out of snifters.

“You really think he still cares?” Chuck was asking.

“He’s done ten years in the slammer,” Michael said. “That’s a long time to think about getting back at who put you there.”

Chuck sipped and nodded. “It’s also a hell of a long time to hold a grudge, don’t you think?”

Michael shrugged. “I don’t think there’s a statute of limitations on grudges.”

“Yes, but,” Kathy said, “it seems to me that these Curtlees did what they did back when all this was fresh in their minds and Ro just recently convicted, but now that he’s out of prison, who cares about anybody who helped send him there? You’re not a threat to him anymore.”

Janice threw a look at her husband across the table. “That’s what I told him, too.”

Michael looked from one sister to the other. “And I hope you’re both right. But even if you are right about his parents, there’s still Ro himself.”

Chuck was shaking his head. “I don’t see that. He’s not going to do anything except be a good boy while he waits for his new trial.”

Michael swirled the liqueur in his glass. “I don’t think so. He can’t be a good boy. He doesn’t know how.”

“Michael,” his wife said, “how can you know that?”

“I can know it because I heard him testify at his trial. I mean, here’s this serial rapist on the witness stand trying to convince us that he was in fact in a normal relationship with the woman he killed. They were having consensual sex. What was the big deal?”

“Maybe they were,” Kathy said.

“They were not, I promise. She’s eighteen, just off the boat, scared to death, and she’s living under his roof on a work visa that the Curtlees can pull anytime they want. Then Ro wants to have sex with her? So whatever it was, it wasn’t consensual.”

“Still,” Chuck said, “it might not necessarily have been rape, right? I mean, she could have been coerced, but felt she had to.”

“Chuck,” Kathy said, “that’s still rape.”

“I’m just saying, maybe not technically, legally.”

Michael nodded. “Don’t tell that to the other two ex-housekeepers who testified. Who said that Ro had a thing about them keeping their shoes on.”

“That’s just weird,” Kathy said.

“Why did he have them do that?” Chuck asked.

Michael shook his head. “Nobody knows. He’s a nutcase. But they both said it.”

“And this means?” Chuck asked.

“It means Ro’s guilty as hell if Dolores Sandoval was naked except for her shoes. And she was. So it wasn’t consensual sex. It was a rape and then when she started screaming, he had to shut her up. There’s no other way to interpret it.”

“What about the other two women?” Kathy asked. “The ones who did testify?”

“What about them?”

“I mean, what did he say about them, their testimony?”

“He just said they were lying. He’d never had sex with either of them, much less raped them. He was just being set up. Why? Who knew? By whom? He didn’t know. There was just a lot of prejudice out there in the world against people who had money.”

“But,” Chuck came in again, “my point is, Michael, this guy Ro isn’t going to come after you. You’re no part of his new trial, right?”

“Right. If the new trial ever happens.”

“Well, even if it doesn’t, what kind of threat are you to him?”

Michael nodded. “Maybe you’re right.”

“I think I am. Why would he come after you? You’ve been put in your place after last time. You’re not trying to get him thrown back in jail. I’d be surprised if he knew or cared if you were still alive.”

Janice added, “I think Chuck’s right, here, Michael. We don’t have to worry about them anymore. They took their best shot at you, and it wasn’t enough.”

“But pretty darn close,” Michael said. “Pretty darn close.”
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At 5:05 on a Friday afternoon almost three weeks later, the man who ran San Francisco’s homicide detail picked up the telephone at his desk within the first half of the first ring. At the same time, he pulled his pad over in front of him, tucked the phone at his ear, and grabbed a pen. “Glitsky.”

“Lieutenant.” The female voice was metallic and without inflection. “We’ve got a female body at a probable arson fire scene at four twenty Baker, nearest cross street is Oak. Apartment number six. Fire is contained. Arson’s taking jurisdiction, but local squad units, precinct captain, CSI, and paramedics are en route.”

“Roger that.” Glitsky was writing down the essentials. “I’ll get a team rolling out there. Four twenty Baker, number six.”

“That’s it.”

Hanging up, Glitsky pushed back from his desk.

Fifty-seven years old, he stood six foot two and weighed 210 pounds. During college, he had been a tight end for San Jose State at the same weight. Though his eyes were blue, his skin was dark, his nose prominent and slightly hooked. His father, Nat, was Jewish; his mother, Emma, long deceased, had been African American. His short Afro had by now gone mostly gray. A thick scar bisected his lips top to bottom at an acute angle. Today, as most days on the job, he wore civilian clothes – black cop shoes, dark blue khaki slacks with a thin black belt, a light brown ironed shirt, and black tie. No one had ever called him a snappy dresser.

On a whiteboard hanging on the wall directly across from his  chair, he daily kept track of the twelve inspectors in the detail – their assignments and active cases. Today, that board was filled. It had been a busy winter for homicides in San Francisco.

Glitsky was around his desk, heading for the door out to the large room that held the inspectors’ desks, when he stopped for a moment to glance at the whiteboard. He knew it by heart, of course, but now it struck him anew. Each of Glitsky’s six homicide teams and his one solo inspector were currently working at least two murders. He needed more people, but what with budget issues, he knew he was lucky to not have had his staff cut by the morons, sycophants, and cretins who controlled these things.

His second wife, Treya, had worked since she’d met him, to no avail, to persuade Glitsky to try to temper somewhat his default expression, a flat, deathless, and menacing stare. He wasn’t interested; the look had served him well at work, even if it sometimes terrified small children, even his own. Glitsky thought this was a reasonable trade – besides, it didn’t hurt children to have a bit of a healthy fear of their father. Glitsky’s large intelligent brow jutted over intense blue eyes. When he was thinking or daydreaming or actively scowling – all regular occurrences – the scar between his lips stood out in relief.

When people weren’t calling him a snappy dresser, they often at the same time weren’t calling him a sweetheart.


By the time Glitsky made it out to the fire scene through rush hour traffic, dusk had just about settled into night. This is not to say that it was dark in the immediate vicinity. Between the flashing red and blue police-car lights, the lamps on the firemen’s helmets, the streetlights, and the kliegs from the several TV vans that had converged on the block, the place was lit up like a movie shoot.

Glitsky parked in the middle of Baker Street next to one of the fire trucks. Getting out of his city-issued car, he caught a gust of bitter, cold wind, heavily laden with the smell of smoke. He flashed  his badge and signed into the scene with the cop who was controlling access to the area.

A man wearing a white fire helmet, the incident commander, stood talking with another man in civilian clothes on the sidewalk in front of a stoop that led up to a three-story Victorian.

As Glitsky walked over to check in with them, his shoes squished in the still-wet street. Stopping to zip his heavy leather jacket up against the cold, he noticed that several pairs of uniformed precinct cops were standing around by their squad cars, aimless. He was tempted to go over and personally motivate them to get back in their cars and on patrol, where they were supposed to be, working. But indulging this fantasy, he knew, would only come back to bite him – hard-ass homicide lieutenant lording it over the serfs, taking his job too seriously.

But that he had the fantasy at all served as a wake-up call: He was seething. The feeling had snuck up on him full-blown. It was a Friday night and he should by now be home with his wife and children. He didn’t resent the overtime, never had, but he did when the idiocy of the bureaucrats and politicians gave him no choice – when he didn’t have enough staff or the budget to get the job done, so he had to step in and do it himself. And he knew that he could have simply assigned an already overworked homicide team to take this case, but that wasn’t leadership, and it wasn’t his style.

Fifty feet on down the street, somebody was giving an interview to one of the TV stations, and that had attracted its own small crowd. Looking up at the obvious site of the blaze, Glitsky saw that the fire itself was out; teams of firemen were rolling up hoses, sweeping the gutters, cleaning up. Moving forward, Glitsky crunched along over debris and broken glass. Closer now, he recognized the incident commander in the white helmet as Norm Shaklee and the man with whom he was talking, the city’s chief arson inspector attached to the Bureau of Fire Investigations, Arnie Becker.

Putting his anger in its secret place, he arranged his face and said hello to the men, both of whom knew him and greeted him cordially.

And then Becker said, “So they’re sending out the big guns on homicides now?”

Glitsky kept it loose. “I sent myself. I was the only one in the office.” He shrugged. “What are you going to do? So what do we have?”

“Pretty definitely arson. Started on the third floor, luckily, and even better luck, the neighbor across the hall smelled it early and called it right in. There’ll be water damage and the usual mess, but the residents can probably move back in in a week or so. We only got a total loss on the one apartment out of six.”

“What about our victim?”

“We don’t know too much about her yet. The apartment was rented by a woman named Felicia Nuñez.”

Glitsky’s brow clouded briefly. “Do I know that name?”

Becker shrugged. “I’d bet there’s more than one of them. It’s common enough. Anyway, that’s probably who she is, but we don’t know that absolutely, and nobody’s going to identify her from what we got up there, that’s for sure. We’ll probably have to wait for dentals.” Becker’s eyes, which in his career had already seen it all, went a little dull. “You should know that whoever set the apartment on fire, set her on fire first. It looked like she was probably naked or close to it when he poured whatever it was on her genitals and lit her up. And it spread from there.”

“So. Rape?”

“Probably, I’d guess. And I’d imagine he killed her first, although that’ll be the ME’s call. That and how he did it. Nobody heard any screams or struggling, and there were people right below and across from her in the building. We may never really know about the rape. I’d be surprised if they get DNA from her. She’s burned up pretty bad.”

Glitsky swallowed against his revulsion. “And nobody saw an assailant?”
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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.
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