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Friday

JULY 11 

I dropped the legal pad full of notes on my office desk, went to the high, arching window that overlooked San Francisco Bay, and waved exuberantly at the pilot of a passing tugboat. He stared, probably thinking me demented, then waved back.

The reason for my impulsive gesture was that I’d just come from a midafternoon meeting with my entire staff in our newly refurbished conference room—a let-the-phones-go-on-the-machine, everybody-must-attend gathering, during which we’d discussed McCone Investigations’ present healthy state and bright future prospects. When the session broke up, the others were as high-spirited as I.

During the past two years our business had tripled. Last year we’d taken over all the offices fronting on the north-side second-story catwalk at Pier 241/2. My nephew, Mick Savage, now headed up our new computer forensics department and was about to hire another specialist in that area. His live-in love, Charlotte Keim, was overwhelmed with her financial investigations—locating hidden assets, tracing employees who had absconded with company funds, exposing other corporate wrongdoing—and I’d authorized her to begin interviewing for two assistants. Craig Morland, a former FBI agent, was invaluable on governmental affairs, as well as a damn good man in the field; and my newest hire, Julia Rafael, had shaped up into a fine all-around operative. I didn’t see any reason why either wouldn’t eventually supervise his or her own department. Of course, my office manager, Ted Smalley, had yet to settle on an assistant who lived up to his exacting standards of efficiency—so many had passed through his office that I’d stopped trying to remember their last names—but I had no doubt that in time the individual whom he called “a paragon of the paper clips” would appear, résumé in hand.

Not a bad situation for a woman who once worked out of a converted closet at a poverty law firm.

Still, sometimes I missed those days when my generation had held the firm conviction that we could change the world. Which was why the ratty old armchair where I’d done some of my best thinking inside that closet now sat under my schefflera plant by the window of this spacious office at the pier—covered, of course, by a tasteful handwoven throw. I flopped into it to savor my professional good fortune.

I’d basked in the afterglow of the meeting for only a few minutes, while conveniently ignoring a couple of personal issues that had been nagging at me, when the phone buzzed. I went to the desk and picked up.

Ted. “You’d better get out here fast!”

Something wrong. Really wrong. So much for basking.

I dropped the receiver into the cradle. As I hurried onto the catwalk, I heard the words “. . . silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.”

Two men near the top of the stairway. Plainclothes police officers; I recognized one. He stood poised to assist as his partner struggled with Julia Rafael, attempting to handcuff her. She bent over, kicking backward at his shins, trying to break his grasp. Beyond them Ted and Mick stood, looking confused and helpless.

“You have the right to speak to an attorney . . .”

Confusion gripped me, too. “What the hell’s going on here?” I demanded.

Before either man could reply, Julia screamed, “Help me, Shar! I didn’t do anything!” Then the fight went out of her, and she collapsed, nearly taking down the officer.

He steadied himself, went on, “And to have an attorney present . . .”

He finished Mirandizing Julia and yanked her upright by the cuffs. She cried out in pain, and I warned, “Careful. You’ve got witnesses.”

He ignored me.

I turned to the other officer. August Williams, an inspector on the SFPD Fraud detail. On several occasions I’d supplied him with leads that I’d stumbled across. “What’s the charge, Augie?” I asked.

“Ms. Rafael has been accused of grand theft,” he replied. “Specifically, stealing and making purchases with a MasterCard belonging to—”

“I’ll take her downstairs,” his partner said.

I looked at Julia. Now she stood erect, dwarfing the arresting officer by some two inches. Her severe features were stony, her dark eyes blank. She didn’t meet my eyes.

She’d been in this situation before, as a juvenile, and knew the drill.

I said, “Go with him, Jules. I’ll call Glenn Solomon.”

At my mention of the city’s top criminal-defense attorney, the inspector who was ushering Julia toward the stairway paused, then glared at me. Great—a hard case, one of the types that the department was attracting, and eventually having to discipline, in increasing numbers. Thank God he was partnered with Williams, an even-tempered and by-the-book cop.

As his partner ushered Julia down the stairway, I touched Williams’s arm. “Augie,” I said, “make him go easy.”

He nodded, his jaw set.

“As you started to say,” I added, “a MasterCard belonging to . . . ?”

He looked down at me—a big, handsome man with rich brown skin, close-cropped gray hair, and concerned eyes that were pouched from lack of sleep. For a good cop, sleep is always in short supply.

“A credit card belonging to Supervisor Alex Aguilar. He alleges she stole it from his wallet after he rejected her sexual advances last month, and has used it to run up over five thousand dollars’ worth of purchases.”

Alex Aguilar. Founder and director of Trabajo por Todos—Work for All—a Mission-district job-training program designed to bring the city’s disadvantaged Hispanics into the mainstream. Two-term member of the city’s board of supervisors. Rumored to be positioning himself to become our first Hispanic mayor.

Alex Aguilar—our former client. He’d hired us to investigate a series of thefts from the job-training center. I’d assigned Julia, since she was my only Hispanic operative. When I called Aguilar after she’d brought the investigation to a satisfactory conclusion, he said he was pleased and would recommend our services to others.

Now he was accusing her of grand theft.

“I don’t believe it,” I said.

Williams shrugged. “I’m sorry, Sharon, but there’s more. I have a warrant to search any part of your offices that Ms. Rafael has access to.”

I took the document he held out as a pair of uniformed officers came up the stairway. It specified packages and merchandise from Amazon.com, Lands’ End, J. Jill, Coldwater Creek, Sundance, Nordstrom, Bloomingdale’s, and The Peruvian Connection, as well as a MasterCard in the name of A. Aguilar.

The warrant was in order.

“Go ahead and search,” I said.

I accompanied Williams and his men to the office Julia shared with Craig Morland. Craig wasn’t there, and neither were any of the items listed on the warrant. When they finished, Augie asked, “What other areas does she have access to?”

“All of them. I trust my employees and don’t restrict them.”

But was I wrong to put my trust in Julia? Given her history?

I pushed the doubts aside and added, “We’ll start with my own office.”

After Williams and the uniforms had left empty-handed, I said to Ted, “Get Glenn Solomon on the phone for me, please.”

Ted hesitated, looking at Mick, who had remained on the catwalk with him. “May we speak privately?”

“Of course.”

We went inside his office, and he shut the door. “You didn’t tell them about the mail room,” he said.

“. . . It slipped my mind.”

“Nothing like that slips your mind. You deliberately didn’t tell them. Does that mean you think Jules is guilty?”

“I don’t know what to think. They must have some pretty compelling evidence, to walk in here and arrest her without first asking her to come in for questioning.”

Ted crossed his arms, leaning against his desk, and shook his shaggy mane of gray-black hair. He’d been growing it long—always the prelude to some change in fashion statement—and it was at the unruly stage. “I can’t believe you don’t have more faith in her. After all, you hired her in spite of her juvenile record. You’re the one who keeps praising her for the way she’s turned her life around.”

His implied accusation made me feel small, disloyal to an employee who had, up until now, given me no reason to doubt her. But doubt still nagged at me. Ted saw I was conflicted and let me off the hook. “I’ll get Glenn on the phone now.”

“Thanks. And then will you please print me out a copy of the Aguilar file?”

I went back to my office and flopped onto my desk chair, numb. All the good feelings I’d been reveling in were gone now. Once again life had reminded me that things are never as secure as they seem. That none of us is immune to the sudden, vicious blow that can descend at any time and place.

Ted put Glenn through a few minutes later.

“This is bad news, my friend,” he said when I finished explaining the situation.

“You don’t need to tell me that.”

“Julia Rafael—she’s the big one, right? Five-eleven or six feet, bodybuilder’s shoulders? Standoffish?”

“She’s shy. She came up the hard way, and she’s not comfortable with people outside her own sphere yet.”

“I wasn’t putting her down. That’s how I acted when I first enrolled at Stanford. Down there on the Farm with all the rich kids, a scholarship student whose father was a grocery-store keeper in Duluth, and Jewish to boot. The one time I met your Ms. Rafael, she interested me. Any chance she might’ve done what Aguilar alleges?” 

“I can’t imagine her coming on to him. Or stealing his credit card in retaliation. But sometimes she does display a curious pattern of behavior.”

“How so?”

“First, there’s the shyness, which, as you say, comes off as standoffishness. On the other hand, in a professional situation she can be cool and assertive. But if someone says or does something—no matter how innocent—that she interprets as an ethnic, class, or gender slur, she’ll lash out. I’ve had to warn her about that several times.”

“Passive-aggressive,” Glenn said.

“With a wide swath of middle ground.”

“Quite interesting.”

“As a case study, maybe, but not when my agency and career are threatened. If Aguilar goes to the Department of Consumer Affairs and lodges a complaint against us, it’ll be expensive at best, disastrous at worst.”

“DCA licenses you. And Julia.”

“Only me. She’s a trainee, hasn’t put in the requisite number of hours to take the test.”

“So you’re the liable party.”

“If they can prove I had knowledge of what she did.”

“Which you didn’t.”

“No, but . . . Jesus, Glenn, you never know which way one of their hearings may go. I’ve heard horror stories. Their investigators just show up at your office—and not to ask if you’re having a good day. They question you extensively and demand to see your files on the particular case, and if you resist turning them over, they return armed with a subpoena and the firm conviction that you must be guilty. Sometimes they even perform a general audit. If BSIS—Bureau of Security and Investigative Services, the people who control the licensing process—then deem the complaint valid, there’s a hearing, whose results can range from a dismissal to the temporary or permanent loss of your license. Even if the complaint is dismissed, it’s an all-around expensive proposition, involving lawyers’ fees and court costs, to say nothing of damage to your reputation.”

“Have you ever been involved in such proceedings?”

“No. During my early years in the business, when I was brash and took foolish risks, any number of complaints probably should’ve been lodged against me. But I was lucky. Now I keep to the straight and narrow, mostly, and insist my operatives do the same.”

“Well, we’ll worry about DCA later—if Aguilar even bothers to file a complaint. In the meantime, I’d better take myself down to the Hall of Justice.”

“You think you can get Julia out of custody?”

“I doubt it. It’s unlikely there’ll be a duty judge on the weekend. But at least I can hear her side of the story, try to nose out what kind of evidence they have. Where will you be?”

“Here at the pier, I guess. I’ve got a lot of paperwork to finish up before the weekend.”

“I’ll see you there later, then.”

After I replaced the receiver, I looked at my watch. It was five-fifteen, the time when Julia, a single mother, would normally be heading home to her young son, Tonio, or calling her sister, Sophia Cruz, to ask her to care for him. I should get in touch with Sophia, alert her to the situation.

I called the flat that Sophia and Julia rented together on Shotwell Street in the Mission district. The phone rang four times before Sophia picked up, sounding distraught.

“Sharon! Thank God!” she said. “I’ve been trying to get through to Jules for hours. All I got was the machine at the office, and her cell’s not working.”

Julia, like me, had a bad habit of forgetting to turn on her cellular, but why hadn’t Ted or someone else picked up? “When did you call the office?”

“Around three-thirty, when the police came with the search warrant.”

We’d all been in the meeting then, phones on the machine. “Did you leave a message?”

“No, I was too upset. The warrant, it was for the apartment and our storage bin. I had to let the police in, and they took a bunch of stuff away from the bin, gave me a receipt. All this stuff that I didn’t even know was there, and I can’t believe—”

Her words were spilling out breathlessly. I said, “Slow down, Sophia. What kind of stuff?”

“Unopened packages from mail-order places. Amazon. Lands’ End. Nordstrom. Packages that had been opened, too. Computer stuff. Fancy outfits.”

All items that could easily be bought with a stolen credit card.

“What’s going on, Sharon?”

“You’d better brace yourself. Julia’s been arrested.” I told her what I knew of the charges.

Sophia was silent for a moment. Then she said, “She told you she didn’t do it?”

“She told me she didn’t know why she was being arrested.”

More silence. Apparently I wasn’t the only one who was having doubts about Julia’s honesty. Now I felt the same reproach toward Sophia that Ted had displayed toward me.

“What?” I said. “You think she’s guilty?”

“I don’t want to think so. And the stealing isn’t like Jules. Even when she was a teenager, turning tricks and dealing, she didn’t steal. But the sex thing, coming on to the guy . . . For months now, since she and that Johnny broke up, Jules has been kind of down and sticking close to home. Then a few weeks ago she’s off to the clubs, hot to trot and find herself another loser.”

Julia had perfectly terrible taste in men, and Sophia rejoiced at the departure of each, while dreading the appearance of his replacement.

I said, “So you’re suggesting she set her sights on Alex Aguilar?”

“Might’ve. I know she was excited when he asked her out to dinner. And she did say she might not come home that night, so I should watch out for Tonio. Not that I’m complaining. Jules has her needs.”

I pictured Sophia: a plain woman in her early forties whose two children and husband were long gone from her life. She clerked at Safeway, played bingo at her church on Wednesday nights, and cared for Tonio. That was it, as far as I knew. But she was still young. Didn’t she have needs, too?

“Well,” I said, “I guess Tonio’s your responsibility until bail can be arranged. Are you supposed to work tonight?”

“Yeah, but there’s an old lady upstairs can take him.”

Tonio was a bright, cheerful eight-year-old who did well in school and didn’t seem to suffer from being shuffled off to the various caretakers who helped Julia and Sophia juggle their complicated schedules. All of us at the agency were fond of him and encouraged Julia to bring him to the pier when no one else was available to look after him. “If I can help in any way—”

“No, no. I got it under control.”

After I replaced the receiver, I looked at my watch. The wheels at the Hall of Justice turned slowly. It might be hours till Glenn returned to tell me what he’d found out. I could read the Aguilar file. I could start plowing through the week’s paperwork.

I could visit the mail room.

Because of the size of the pier and the number of tenants, a mail room had been established near the front entrance, to which the post office and parcel service delivery people had keys. Only one person from each firm had access to the room and made pickups. In our case, it was Ted.

I went along the catwalk to his bailiwick and found him seated behind his desk, working on a crossword puzzle. As long as I’d known him—going back to the days when he ruled the front office at All Souls Legal Cooperative—he’d been a crossword enthusiast, and now I wondered how many words he’d fitted into the little squares over the years.

“Why’re you still here?” I asked. “It’s Friday night.”

“I’m waiting for Neal to pick me up for a weekend getaway to Monterey.” Neal Osborn was Ted’s life partner. “I’ve also been waiting for you to ask for the key to the mail room.”

“Julia’s sister said the police seized a lot of merchandise at their building. I have to know if there’s more here.”

“I understand. I’ve had a hard time resisting going down there myself.” He stabbed his pen—the showoff always did his puzzles in ink—at the newsprint, then dropped it. “Let’s see what’s what.”

The pier was Friday-night quiet. A light glowed in the offices of the architects on the opposite catwalk, but all the others were dark. Ted and I walked silently toward the mail room—actually a chain-link cage to the left of the pier’s arching entrance. He worked the lock, opened the door, and flicked on the overhead light.

The room was divided into bins with shelves above them. Most of the bins were empty. Beside ours sat a couple of cases from Viking Office Supply. “Copy paper,” Ted said. He leaned over them, reached into our bin, and grunted in surprise as he pulled out a Jiffy bag.

“What?” I asked.

He held out the bag so I could see. The return address was Coach Leatherworks. The recipient was Ms. Julia Rafael, c/o McCone Investigations.

“What should we do?” Ted whispered, in spite of there being no one to hear us.

“Put it back. That’s all we can do. It’s evidence. Put it back—and leave it there.”

In the three hours before Glenn Solomon arrived at the pier, I read through the Aguilar file and completed my paperwork for the week, but my concentration wasn’t all it should have been, and my thoughts kept turning to Julia.

Last year she’d responded to an ad I’d placed in the Chronicle for an investigative trainee, no experience necessary—the idea being that I could mold said individual to my own standards while paying a modest starting salary. The application she presented me was the most off-putting I’d ever seen, listing two incarcerations by the California Youth Authority for drug-related offenses and two firings from subsequent jobs, one by a close relative. On the plus side, she’d gotten her GED during her second stint with the Youth Authority and had a solid recommendation from the former director of a federally funded neighborhood outreach program where she’d worked for four years until the government pulled the plug on it.

In California, juvenile records are sealed in order to give the offender a fresh start, and it seemed strange that Julia would choose to reveal hers. When I questioned her about that, she said she feared her history might come out somewhere down the line, and thought it was best to be honest.  During the rest of the interview I’d found her honesty to be brutal in the extreme, so brutal that I suspected she was working the angles. But jail time, even in a juvenile facility, teaches you a certain slyness, and it was an ability that would stand her in good stead as an investigator. In the end, mainly because none of my other applicants had standout qualifications, I hired her; she’d proved a fast learner and was also picking up on the interpersonal skills that would make her an asset to the agency. During the time she’d been a member of our little family—as we often referred to ourselves—she’d opened up, begun to trust in her growing friendships with us, become more confident. Now—

Glenn knocked on the door frame and came in. As he sat on one of the clients’ chairs—which creaked under his weight—the set of his mouth was grim.

“It’s bad?” I asked.

“It’s bad.” 

Normally Glenn cut an imposing figure: tall and heavyset, with a lion’s mane of silver-gray hair, he was always impeccably and expensively tailored, even in his most casual clothes. Although generous and kind to those close to him, he was capable of unleashing scathing sarcasm upon his opponents, and had a cobra’s sense of when and how hard to strike. A man you would want as a friend, never as an enemy, and during the years he’d been throwing business my way, I’d learned to walk a fine line with him. Tonight, however, he was tired and looked nothing like the aggressive defense attorney whose thundering voice could quail prosecutors and their witnesses.

He slouched in the chair and ran his hand over his reddened eyes, then over the stubble on his chin. “God, I’d forgotten how much that jail depresses me,” he said. “Normally I send one of my associates to handle the preliminaries.”

“But you went for Julia.”

“As I said on the phone, she interests me. Or maybe she reminds me that I come from humble roots, which is not a bad thing. And, of course, I’m concerned for you, my friend.”

His words touched me. “Thank you.” 

“No need for thanks. Anyway, your Ms. Rafael: They’re housing her in Jail Two, on the seventh floor of the Hall. High security, no bail until arraignment, and no visitors allowed except me, as her attorney.”

“Why high security?”

“Because it’s a high-profile case—involving a city supe—and because of ‘behavioral problems.’ Meaning she resisted arrest and is considered a flight risk.”

“You speak with her?”

“Briefly. She claims that the arrest came as a total surprise. Says Aguilar took her to dinner at the conclusion of the investigation, and they parted on amicable terms. Denies making any sort of pass at him, or taking his credit card.”

“You believe her?”

“I do. I’ve got a damned good internal shit detector. She strikes me as a very straightforward young woman.”

“Maybe not as straightforward as she appears.” I told him about the search and seizure at Sophia Cruz’s apartment, and the package in our mail room.

He frowned. “Something’s not right. I’ve never known my shit detector to go on the fritz. She claims she and her sister haven’t gone into their storage bin at the apartment building in at least three months. I believe her. But by all indications the D.A.’s got a strong case. I’ll know a little more tomorrow, after she’s processed and I can take a look at the paperwork, but you’d better be prepared: a source close to the investigation, whom I happened to encounter in the men’s room, tells me they have plenty of evidence—and that it leads straight back to your firm.”

“Jesus. Because the packages they seized at her apartment house were sent here?”

“That’s what I’d guess. Who brings them up from the mail room?”

“Ted.”

“He still here?”

“No. He and his partner, Neal Osborn—”

“I know Neal. I’ve bought books from him.” Neal was a secondhand bookseller, dealing on the Internet; Glenn was in the process of amassing a collection of out-of-print volumes dealing with criminal law.

“Well, by now they’re on their way to Monterey for the weekend. I don’t know where they’re staying, and neither of them has a cellular. They won’t be back till Monday morning.”

“Too bad. I wonder if Ted’s noticed an unusual number of packages arriving for Julia.”

“He said the one we found in our bin tonight was the first he’s seen, and I’m sure that’s correct. What about Aguilar’s credit card? Did it turn up?”

“Not yet.”

“So what happens now?”

“I go over the paperwork when it’s available tomorrow, and then we wait till she’s arraigned.”

“When will that be?”

“Tuesday morning.”

“Tuesday!”

“It could be worse. Because she was arrested before four o’clock this afternoon, the case has to go to the D.A. by four p.m. on Monday. If he decides to go ahead with it, it’s a Tuesday arraignment. If they’d come for her after four, the arraignment wouldn’t’ve been until Wednesday.”

“Poor Jules. So I can’t visit her over the weekend?”

“No.” 

“That’s outrageous!”

He shrugged. “Sheriff’s department runs the jail and makes the rules. Frankly, they’re more generous than most; as you may recall, the sheriff used to be a prisoners’ rights attorney. But Julia made a bad mistake when she resisted the arresting officer—even though it wasn’t much resistance.” 

This was going to be a very long weekend—for all concerned.

Half an hour later, when I arrived at my house in the Glen Park district, I left my car in the driveway, illegally blocking the sidewalk, as everyone else did on this congested tail-end segment of Church Street. Parking control understood that we residents settled our disputes privately and politely, and seldom ticketed anyone.

As I hurried up the front steps, I heard the patter of paws behind me and then a yowl. Alice, my calico cat. She nosed frantically at the front door while I unlocked it: Food! I need food!

“Hold on, will you?” She streaked down the hallway. I dealt with the alarm system, hung my jacket on the wall rack, and dumped my briefcase and purse on the chair in the sitting room. When I went into the kitchen, Allie was pacing impatiently in front of her food bowl.

“Where’s your brother?” I asked her.

For the past few months, Ralph, my orange tabby, had done poorly—weight loss coupled with a huge appetite for both food and water, listlessness, back legs so shaky that he had difficulty climbing up onto the couch. He and his robustly healthy littermate were getting on up there in years, and this sudden decline worried me. We had an appointment at the vet’s tomorrow morning.

Hearing his name, Ralph crept tentatively from under the table. This was the cat who once could top the back fence in a single leap, who would run to greet me, tail wagging like a little dog’s. Now his tail drooped to the floor. My spirits drooped in a similar fashion, but I patted both cats and babbled with false cheer as I filled their bowls.

In the sitting room I checked the answering machine. A couple of routine calls—I was three weeks overdue picking up my dry cleaning, and even more overdue for my MG’s servicing. Nothing from Hy.

My longtime love’s silence was another reminder of a troublesome issue, and one I didn’t want to dwell on just now. I went back to the kitchen, stuck a frozen lasagna in the microwave, and when it was ready, took it and a glass of Chianti to the table, where I ate as I read my mail. A postcard from my mother and stepfather, mailed at the end of an Alaskan cruise from which they’d now returned. A note and sample menu from my sister Patsy, who, in partnership with her husband, Evans Newhouse, had just opened their third restaurant in the Sonoma Valley. A weird, scribbled card from my half brother, Darcy Blackhawk, in Boise, Idaho. Catalogs and other junk mail that I took to the recycle bin. On the way back, I detoured to my briefcase and extracted the file on the Aguilar case. Went over it again while I finished eating.

As before, I noted nothing unusual. The investigation had proceeded in a straightforward manner. Computers and other equipment had disappeared from the Mission district job-training center Alex Aguilar and a partner had founded. Julia went undercover there, posing as a new client. She studied the dynamics of the other clients for a week, identified a pair of brothers as the probable thieves. Maintained a surveillance at night and photographed them exiting the premises with stolen goods. Followed them and photographed them turning the goods over to a third brother. Called the SFPD Burglary detail, who had arrested the brothers and seized the goods. The trial was scheduled for August, barring a complete breakdown in our overcrowded legal system. End of case.

Until today.



Saturday

JULY 12 

After dropping off Ralph at the veterinary hospital on Ocean Avenue, where he would undergo a series of tests, I called Craig Morland. His time, I knew, would be somewhat free this weekend, as his significant other, Homicide Inspector Adah Joslyn, was in Las Vegas attending a forensics seminar and undoubtedly indulging her fondness for blackjack. Given the current situation, Craig was the employee whose expertise I most needed to tap into.

But Craig had plans. “I was about to go for my run and then stop by the Friends of the Library bookshop at Fort Mason,” he told me.

“Can we meet later, at the office?”

“The office? I don’t know, Shar. It’s such a beautiful day, I hate to waste it sitting around inside.”

It was beautiful: clear blue sky, a light breeze, the warm sun making the city shine clean, as if all its buildings were freshly painted. The sort of day we residents hunger for during the fogbound summer months. 

“Tell you what,” I said, “why don’t I meet you at Fort Mason? I’ll pick up deli sandwiches, and we can picnic and talk on one of the piers.”

“Throw in a few bottles of Sierra Nevada, and you’re on.”

After a quick stop at the Marina Safeway, I drove past the boats moored at the eastern end of the yacht harbor and through the gates of Fort Mason. The former military base, from which troops and supplies were deployed by ship during World War II, seemed strangely deserted today, and I had no difficulty finding a parking space. That was a surprise, because the facility, now a part of the Golden Gate National Recreation Area, houses forty-some nonprofit organizations, four museums, a nationally renowned vegetarian restaurant, and five theaters, and plays host to thousands of special events yearly. So where was everyone? Out enjoying the beaches and parks, presumably.

I locked the MG and walked over to one of four long beige stucco buildings with red-tiled roofs—former storage depots—where the Friends of the San Francisco Public Library had their bargain bookshop. Craig was seated at a picnic bench in front of it, leafing through an illustrated copy of Grimms’ Fairy Tales.

“Trying to scare yourself?” I asked.

He looked up and smiled, lines crinkling around his mouth and eyes. “Adah’s taken to collecting kids’ books. I don’t know much about them, but this struck me as a pretty one—although there are an alarming number of hairy, fanged beasts in the pictures.”

“The Brothers Grimm were well named.”

Craig stood, stuffing the volume into a tote bag that contained several other books, and said, “Let’s eat. Not much going on here today, so we should be able to find a good place.”

We turned toward the three piers that extended into the bay, passing spaces belonging to such eclectic organizations as the Children’s Art Center, the African American Historical and Cultural Society, and Friends of the River. At the middle pier, housing Herbst Pavilion and the Cowell Theater, Craig motioned to the right, then to the left, eyebrows raised questioningly. I pointed to the left, the sunny side at this time of day.

We walked along past rust red stanchions, some still draped in the huge chains that had tethered the military transport ships. A trio of old fishermen leaned on the railing halfway out, and they nodded cordially as we went by. After they could no longer hear us, Craig said, “I don’t think I’d want to eat anything they’d catch there.”

I glanced at the murky, brownish water and shrugged. “They’ve probably been fishing here for decades, and they’re still above ground.”

At the far end of the pier we chose a spot in the sun and sat cross-legged on the warm concrete. I paused to take in the view from the Golden Gate to Alcatraz, watched a sailboat that resembled a Chinese junk glide by. Craig immediately burrowed into the bag of food I’d brought. 

“Hungry, are we?” I asked. 

“Starved. I’m not much of a cook, and when Adah’s gone, I don’t eat very well.” 

Craig was slender, with longish brown hair and a thick mustache. Today he wore shorts, running shoes, and an FBI Academy sweatshirt that was one wash short of the ragbag. A far cry from the buttoned-down, tightly wound agent who had descended upon San Francisco several years ago, determined to nail a lunatic who seemed intent on blowing up every individual in the country who held diplomatic immunity. That case—which I’d eventually solved—had changed Craig, made him doubt much of what he’d previously believed about the Bureau, and in the course of it he’d also met Adah, who had been temporarily assigned to the FBI detail. A year or so later, he resigned and moved west to be with her, and I brought him on board at the agency. A good man, a good operative.

“Sierra Nevada. Yes!” He uncapped two beers, unwrapped our sandwiches and garlic dills, opened the potato salad container. Clinked his bottle against mine and said, “To beautiful Saturdays.” As he sipped, however, his expression sobered. “Not that Jules is having much of one.”

“You’ve heard, then.”

“It was on the front page this morning. Poor kid. You been able to visit her?” 

I shook my head, swallowing pickle. “They’ve got her in the high-security lockup. No visitors but Glenn Solomon. She told him she didn’t steal Aguilar’s credit card, but . . .”

Craig paused, sandwich halfway to his mouth. “Come on, Shar. You know Jules. She wouldn’t do anything like that.”

“I’m not so sure.”

“You can’t think she’s guilty.”

“There’s a lot of evidence. Packages from mail-order houses in her apartment’s storage bin. And one still in our mail room.”

“There’s got to be a reasonable explanation. . . .”

“I spent a sleepless night trying to think of one.”

Craig hesitated. “Look, Shar, you’ve always stood squarely behind your employees. One hundred percent, you’ve been there, even when somebody screwed up and did something really stupid. How many times have I heard you say it? ‘If we can’t trust each other, who can we trust?’ And don’t give me any bullshit about Jules’s juvenile record, or that maybe she’s been conning us. She is a con woman, but she puts it to positive use—as in closing out her case files.” 

Craig was as cynical as they come, having blown off the FBI after years of dedicated and meritorious service. His faith in Julia both made me ashamed of my suspicions and gave me reason to hope.

“Okay,” I said, “maybe you’re right. Maybe she is telling the truth. But if she is, we’ve got to find out what really went on. That’s where you can help.” 

“I’m with you. How?”

“You’re politically informed. Tell me everything you know about Alex Aguilar.”

Alex Aguilar, Craig said, had come up from Southern California in the early nineties. “Through volunteer work within the Hispanic community down there, he connected with a very bright USC grad—Scott Wagner—who had a talent for grant writing. When Wagner decided to relocate to San Francisco, he persuaded Aguilar to come along, and together they tapped into federal, state, and private money to establish their job-training program.”

“Trabajo por Todos.”

“Right. Things went well from the first. Wagner was a natural at administration, and Aguilar is good with people.”

“Why the past tense with Wagner?”

Craig took a pull at his beer. “He died last month—a hiking accident up in Marin County. Anyway, seven years ago Aguilar ran for the board of supes, was elected by an overwhelming majority of people in the Mission. He’s in his second term now.”

“They say he’s got mayoral aspirations.”

“Sure, but he’s looking years off and positioning himself slowly.” 

“You know anything about his personal life?”

“It’s austere. He’s unmarried. Lives in the same Mission-district apartment he always has, drives an old Datsun, takes pride in wearing thrift-shop clothes, like his clients at the center.”

“I noticed a certain shabbiness when he came to the agency. It made me wonder if he could afford us, but he didn’t flinch at the retainer and paid off promptly. Is he still involved with the center now that he’s on the board?”

“Not as much as before. He’s hired a good hands-on man, Gene Santamaria, to interface with the clients and the public. I guess Santamaria’s an able fund-raiser, too. Aguilar’s smart enough to know he can’t juggle too many balls without one of them getting out of control.”

“Too many balls? What else is he into?”

“Has a business on the side—import-export, goods from Mexico and Central America. Clothing, mainly, that he sells to tourists out of a shop in Ghirardelli Square. He kicks back half of the profits to the job-training center. And, of course, he sits on the boards of any number of Hispanic organizations, including the Mexican Museum, over there in the Landmark Buildings.”

“Anything else?” 

“That’s about it. Have I helped?”

“Some. Now, I have an assignment for you: find out everything else you can about this guy. I want to know exactly where he came from, who his parents are, every detail of his life, from birth onward.”

“Shar, my caseload—”

“Shift it to someone else.”

“That would logically be Jules.”

“. . . Right. And everybody else is swamped. Tell you what, call Tamara Corbin, my friend Wolf’s partner. See if they can’t take on some of it. Otherwise, give it to me.”

“Like you don’t have other things on your plate.”

I took off my sunglasses, looked him in the eyes. “Craig, we’re talking about Julia’s future. And we may also be talking about the survival of our agency. We’ll service our current clients in whatever way we have to. But this cannot wait.”

He nodded. “I’ll get on it right away.”

After Craig left, I tossed the leavings from our lunch in a trash bin, reserving the bottles to recycle at home, and looked at my watch. After one, and the vet had said I shouldn’t pick up Ralph till four. Nothing to do at the office; I’d finished my paperwork last night. Nothing to do at home; I’d recently hired an every-other-week cleaning service, and the house was spotless. In the end I wandered around Fort Mason, and on one of my passes along the Landmark Buildings, as the former supply depots were called, I spotted the Mexican Museum. Craig had said Alex Aguilar was on its board.

On impulse I climbed the steps to what used to be a loading dock, pushed through the glass door, and went inside.

A wide central lobby. To my left was a gift shop with a Closed sign in its window. To my right was the museum proper, also closed, but the door stood slightly ajar. I stepped inside, found an unstaffed reception desk, heard a thump from somewhere within. A woman’s voice cursed in Spanish. Having been raised in San Diego, close to the Mexican border, I knew what cagada meant; most of the Spanish words or phrases I understood were obscene. I went over to an archway next to the desk and peered through it.

A short, slender woman whose black hair was caught up in a ponytail stood amid several crates and a quartet of two-foot-tall ceramic figures, sucking on her left thumb. A hammer dangled from her right hand. When she saw me, she took the thumb from her mouth, wiped blood on her faded jeans, and said, “Sorry, we’re closed today.”

I stepped into the room. The figures looked to be religious ones: a father offering up an infant to a solemn priest while the mother looked on. The expressions of joy on the trio’s faces were surprisingly lifelike.

I said, “Actually, I’m not here to look at the exhibits. I was hoping to get some information about one of your board members.”

The woman turned to a crate and began attacking it viciously with the claw end of the hammer. “Well, you’re talking to the wrong person. I don’t work here. I’m up from Santa Barbara for a temporary show.” Her voice had the gentle cadence of one equally fluent in Spanish and English.

“Is anybody else here?”

“Only me. The volunteers who were assigned to help all called in sick. Sick, my culo. They couldn’t be bothered while the sun’s shining.” She loosened a nail on the crate, then stuck her finger with a splinter and dropped the hammer to the floor, mouth twisting in pain.

“Let me help you with that.” I picked up the hammer and began working at the nails. As the owner of an old home, I’d become adept at such basic tasks.

“Thanks.” The woman sank onto the platform where the ceramic figures stood. She leaned foward, elbows on knees, massaging her shoulder muscles.

“Used to be,” she said, “I could set up an exhibit in no time, but I’m out of practice. Normally my curator and his assistants handle it, but I wanted to come up here for a visit, so I decided to take it on by myself. Overambitious, I guess. But what’s happened to my manners? I’m Elena Oliverez, director of the Museum of Mexican Arts in Santa Barbara.”

“Sharon McCone, owner of McCone Investigations here in the city.”

“And you’re investigating one of the board members?”

“Just verifying facts. Alex Aguilar has been the victim of credit-card fraud, and I’m looking into it.”
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