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Glory is like a circle in the water,


Which never ceaseth to enlarge itself


Till by broad spreading it disperse to naught.


—William Shakespeare, Henry VI, Part 1














While most of its streets are owned by the city, San Francisco boasts more than two hundred that are in the hands of private entities or individuals. Some are only a block long, others are cul-de-sacs. Many of them are dark alleyways, but some are lined with mansions and elaborate gardens and employ security guards to keep the curious at bay. Most of us were made aware of their existence a few years ago, when out-of-town real estate speculators legally bought the common areas of high-toned Presidio Terrace at an unpaid-taxes auction. The situation turned out to have been caused by a clerical error, and the street was eventually returned to its previous owners (who have been diligent about paying their property taxes on time ever since). But the seed had been planted in acquisitive minds; similar real estate grabs continue to this day, many of them outrageous. It was my misfortune to become involved in one that turned deadly.













MONDAY, OCTOBER 31













11:35 p.m.


A light rain pattered down on the paving stones of Rowan Court, and the trees at the far end, for which the Presidio Heights court was named, shifted in a breeze. Gray clouds scudded across the dark sky. I huddled in my slicker and pulled its hood lower on my forehead. A drop of water slid down and settled on my nose.


Damn! We’ve had several years of drought, and when it decides to rain, it does so when I’m outside on a surveillance.


Surveillances weren’t all that common for me any more. My agency was fully staffed, and I let my operatives perform the long and often tedious stakeouts. But this was Halloween, and most of my employees either were on assignment or had begged off, citing parties or the need to deal with trick-or-treaters.


I preferred to stand guard rather than deal with trick-or-treaters. Small children in outlandish costumes make me nervous. A couple of people had invited me to parties, but carving pumpkins and rowdy behavior are not my thing. Besides, my husband, Hy Ripinsky, was working a case out of our London office, so it was the job of the co-owner of McCone & Ripinsky International to hold down the fort in his absence. My brother John was hosting a séance at his condo in SoMa, but I’d begged off that too—especially as the person he intended to bring back from the dead was Richard Nixon. Frankly, I couldn’t get my spirits up—pun intended—for any of the seasonal activities. Sometime during the previous year, a curious lassitude had settled on me, and so far I hadn’t been able to shake it.


What had caused the lassitude was a mystery to me. Last January I’d successfully closed a case in the extreme wilderness of northern California—Meruk County—centering on the murders of two Indigenous women that the local law had seemed inclined to dismiss. My findings had shaken the power structure there and promised vindication for many disadvantaged people. I should have been feeling satisfied, if not high, with the outcome, but instead I’d downplayed any positive emotions. Throughout the spring and summer, when asked about my sagging spirits by friends, employees, and even my husband, I’d shrugged off their questions and grimly gone about my business. As of now, nothing had changed.


Another raindrop splatted on my nose.


I was sitting on a pair of concrete steps that led up to the service entrance of the first house on the right side of the court. A coalition of the owners of the five houses on this privately owned street had hired my agency to stand guard because of recent vandalisms of various kinds—broken windows, spray-painting, damage to parked vehicles.


The house—like the others in this privileged Presidio Heights enclave—was Edwardian in style, and enormous, with red brick and dark half-timbering, many-paned windows, the lower ones protected by decorative ironwork, and a steeply peaked roof. Only security lights showed inside this one; the owners were at their winter home in Cabo San Lucas. I felt a twinge of envy, picturing sun and warm sand.


In addition to doing the Rowan Court surveillance, just this morning I’d spoken by phone with my contact there, Theresa Segretti. She’d called to say she was forming a coalition with residents of three other private streets in the city that had been similarly vandalized. Was I interested in taking them all on as clients?


Why did they want the services of my agency? I’d asked. The residents of the street were among the wealthiest in the city; they could afford to hire our best security guard services.


They weren’t satisfied merely to use guards, Segretti said. In fact, many of them didn’t like the presence of guards at all. What they wanted—and thought I could provide—was answers. They wanted to know why this was happening to them and who was behind it. Besides, by joining forces, they could pool their funds and hire the very best investigators the city had to offer.


I’m not above subtle flattery. And business had been slow during the past two months. I readily agreed.


She emailed me some materials on the properties and coalition members. The note she appended said the SFPD had repeatedly been contacted about the problem and presumed that the attacks on the private streets could be caused by anything from neighborhood jealousy to hatred of the elite to just plain cussedness. The police seemed to favor the latter explanation.


I wasn’t so sure; four different but similar attacks on four different streets in four different parts of the city? And all of them since mid-August? I didn’t think so.


In the first, at a nursery near the San Francisco Zoo, bags of fertilizer had been brought in and opened and their contents scattered around. The second had occurred on Bancroft Lane on Telegraph Hill; a fire had been set in overgrown brush next to a brick house occupied by an internet worker. The third, in an enclave called Rusty’s Meadow, had involved a broken water main. And finally, Rowan Court had been spray-painted, and the owners of the properties had banded together to get to the bottom of the trouble.


No, I wasn’t so sure these were random attacks.


My instincts told me there had to be a connection, but what? The vandalism could be the work of one person or a group of people. The target could be one resident of each area or all of them. So far, the residents I’d spoken with had said they knew no one on the other vandalized private streets. But still I couldn’t let go of my idea that the incidents were somehow related.


Tomorrow, Tuesday, all my operatives would be back at the agency. We’re a 24-7 operation, and the question of who’s on when can become so confusing that we’ve posted a chart on a whiteboard in the hallway between the reception area and the offices. I’d stopped in there early this morning and noted that three of my most reliable operatives—Patrick Neilan, Derek Frye, and Zoe Anderson—would be returning tomorrow. Come morning, we’d be off to a good start.


The rain slackened, but then a wind kicked up, cold and damp, soaring high off the Bay. I peered over the buildings on the downhill slope at the Golden Gate; it was shrouded in a strange, stationary fog. The horns so far had been silent, but now they began their mournful bellow.


A skittering noise in the brush beneath the rowan trees attracted my attention. I turned on my flashlight, aimed it back there. Nothing. Maybe a neighborhood cat or one of the raccoons that prowl the city seeking out garbage cans. Not a coyote, our other nocturnal type of visitor; they didn’t come this close to people.


I switched off the light and leaned against the cold steps, thinking of tomorrow. I’d be free of work, and Hy wasn’t due back till Wednesday. The weekend would be a good time to get an early start on Christmas shopping or catch the new exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art. Or lie lazily around the house. The latter was most appealing—


Pop!


I started. Reached automatically for my .38 in its side holster, then paused.


More popping sounds. Of course—Halloween cherry bombs. I heard a giggle as footsteps slapped around the house at the far end. Kids, not vandals. Vandals don’t call attention to themselves by making unnecessary noises.


A light flared on the house’s front porch. A woman stepped out, holding her dark-blue bathrobe closely around her. Theresa Segretti, the head of the neighborhood coalition and the only member I’d met with personally so far.


I stood and moved toward her, shining my light on my face so she’d know who I was.


“Ms. McCone,” she called, “were those shots?”


“Just cherry bombs. Go back in the house,” I said. Dammit, I’d instructed her not to come outside if there was a disturbance. Theresa—Theo—Segretti hadn’t paid attention.


I ran up the wide brick steps to the door. When I stepped into the foyer, she was flattened against the wall next to the door. A small table lamp cast a semicircle on deep-piled red carpet that led up a staircase. The woman was shaking, her hands—a large diamond ring on the left—steepled against her lips, her dark hair in sweaty curls around her face.


I said to her, “It’s all right. Kids playing with fireworks. I thought I told you to stay inside.”


“I… couldn’t. Davis is in the Far East on a buying trip, and I thought I should see what the noise was.”


Davis Segretti, her husband, was an importer dealing in Asian art. I said, “That’s for me to do. I’m out there by the entrance to the court. The best way you can help me is to make sure your doors and windows are locked, and turn off all lights if there’s a disturbance.”


“Can’t you come in, sit awhile?” She motioned through an archway at a living room. The room was large, a flat-screen TV dominating the far wall, and overdecorated: wallpaper with pink and white and red blossoms against a black background; long pink velvet drapes that cascaded into heaps on the hardwood floor; flimsy little tables and spindly chairs. Except for the TV, I felt as if I’d stepped into a past century.


“Thank you, but I really should get back to my post. I do have a few questions, however. Did you see or hear anything before the fireworks went off?”


“No, nothing. But I was watching a show on Hulu, with the sound turned up.”


“Have you seen anyone in the court who looked suspicious today?”


“Suspicious?”


“Like he or she didn’t belong here.”


“I’m not sure. I know pretty much everyone who belongs here.”


“So you saw no one?”


“You’re confusing me, Ms. McCone.”


I’d asked a straightforward question. How could it confuse her? Then I took a close look at her eyes: they were dilated. The woman was high. Not on booze or pot; I could’ve smelled either, unless she’d taken an edible. Perhaps cocaine, oxycodone, or some other opioid? Maybe, but no way to tell. I didn’t want to invade her privacy by asking, but I didn’t like leaving her alone in this condition.


I ran through my mental file of the residents of the court: Nancy and James Knight, currently in Cabo; Emily and Chuck Carstairs, a social couple, heavily involved with the opera and museums; Jane Curry, an artist who kept mostly to herself; Marc Thomas, a photographer and gay man-about-town. None of them seemed like people I could call upon to comfort the woman.


“Mrs. Segretti,” I said, “you’ve got to get hold of yourself. There was no real danger—just kids getting Halloween thrills. Will you be all right here tonight?”


“Yes, fine, now that you’ve reassured me. And my maid, Benicia Angelos, is sleeping in the servants’ quarters. I’m all right now, knowing you’ll be down at the gate.”


“I will be. Anything you need, just reach out to me.”


When I went outside, the rain had stopped completely. Not much of a drought breaker. I returned to my perch on the cold steps. It was still two hours till my operative Zoe Anderson would relieve me.


The fog was in fully now. It’s funny with fog—most of the time it’s warmish and wraps you in a gentle blanket, but at other times, like this night, it’s bitter cold and unfriendly. I circled my knees with my arms and curled up, my jacket’s hood draped over my head like a turtle’s shell.


This, I thought, is why I’ve expanded the agency and hired all those new operatives. This makes me remember those long, cold nights and early mornings when I was so bleary eyed after stakeouts I could barely find my car. And the tension—it was always there. The watching, the waiting. Sometimes I’d be so tense I could hardly sleep when I got home. It’s spreading through me right now—


A step sounded outside the gate to the court. I started, then watched as a tall, lanky figure came toward me. I recognized its smiling face just before its arms went around me and I breathed in the familiar scent of my husband.


“Mick told me where to find you,” Hy said. “Nice surprise?”


“The best. How come you’re home two days early?”


“Finished up in London, so I flew to Kennedy and hitched a ride with a buddy who owns a G550. Why would I want to sit around airports when I could be in bed with you?”















TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 1













7:30 a.m.


I woke in our big bedroom at the rear of our house on Avila Street in the Marina district. Hy was still sleeping, a pillow over his head, but I’d heeded the annoying greetings of the dove that made its home in the gnarled apple tree outside the window: “Hoo, hoo hoo. Hoo, hoo hoo.” Over and over.


Someday I’m going to strangle that bird.


Yeah, brave thought, McCone.


I’ve always been afraid of birds, something to do with a red-winged blackbird grabbing my head at our senior class picnic. I don’t like the fluttering, the screeching, the flapping of feathers. Give me a fixed-wing aircraft and I’m happy.


So what to do today? Hy would sleep for hours yet, so I reached for my iPhone, checked my texts and email. Zoe reported that nothing had happened at Rowan Court during her shift and that her relief had already arrived. Most of the weekend staffers had checked in and were going about their various assignments. Derek Frye, head of our research department, had two people working their magic on the internet. Maybe I’d just stay in bed with Hy and we could—


Except the doorbell was ringing. I threw on my robe and rushed downstairs.


Ted Smalley, our office manager—“Grand Poobah,” he calls himself—was standing on the steps, a FedEx envelope in his hand. His face was set in annoyed lines, and he looked as if he’d pulled his jeans and sweatshirt on over his pajamas.


“For you,” he said, thrusting the envelope at me. “It was shoved through the gate at my apartment building for some reason.”


“Come in,” I told him. “I set the automatic percolator last night, so there’s fresh coffee.”


He made a huffing sound but stepped through the door. As I led him down the hallway to the kitchen, he added, “Plum Alley is my home, not some extension of McCone & Ripinsky. I don’t know how these people got my address, anyway.”


He sat down at the breakfast table, and I poured the coffee. “I don’t know either. Why didn’t you tell the driver to bring the mail to the office?”


“What driver? This envelope was left in the middle of the night.”


“Well, you didn’t have to bring it over here; it could’ve waited.”


“I thought it might be important.”


“Probably just another way of some scammer hoping to get at you or me.”


I turned my attention to the envelope. There was nothing different about it from the hundred or so that live in our supply closet. My name was scrawled in big letters across the address section.


Handling it with a tissue to guard against destroying any fingerprints, I opened it. A single sheet of yellow legal paper slid out. On it, a crude map was drawn in blue ink. I turned it around, viewing it from various angles, until I could identify the location.


Bernal Heights, in the southeast part of the city. I knew it well: All Souls Legal Cooperative, where I’d worked as staff investigator for several years before starting my own agency, had been located on its lower slope near Mission Street. The weather there is among the sunniest in San Francisco, and the district is surrounded by freeways and industrial enterprises, so it seems far away from the downtown hustle and bustle.


There was nothing on the map to indicate what I should be looking for, but as I scanned it, I spotted an area of short streets that appeared to be bisected by a number of even shorter lanes. One, highlighted in yellow, caught my eye: Herrera Terrace.


I got my phone from the bedroom and checked the list of names of the city’s private streets. Yes, there it was: Herrera Terrace. I googled it on Street View. Nothing. Obviously, it wasn’t of enough interest to attract a photographer.


“A connection to the coalition investigation?” Ted asked.


“Maybe. Although nobody living on Herrera Terrace is a member of the group, and I doubt it’s as prominent a target as the other vandalized streets. That’s a rather downscale neighborhood.”


“Why the map then? And why drop it off at my place rather than just mail it?”


“I’ll bet that’s because whoever left it knows how tight security is at the M&R building. Probably they even know how tight it is here.”


“If so, I wonder how the person knows. And how they know where I live.”


I shrugged. “I don’t understand about not mailing it, but it’s been my experience that anybody with a computer can find out anything.”


Ted yawned, and I added, “Well, you’ve done your duty and can go back home to bed now.”


He smiled wryly. “No problem. I wanted to see you anyway. It’s been ages since we caught up.”


I returned the smile. “That it has.”


As he toyed with his coffee cup, I studied him. He looked tired. His usually neat goatee was untrimmed, and he’d lost weight.


Ted and I have been both colleagues and friends forever, since our days at All Souls Legal Cooperative. It’s a solid relationship—he sheltering me through various traumas, me counseling him on his life choices. One of which was his continual alteration of his style of dress. Together we’d gone through grunge, Edwardian, Victorian, hip-hop, Hawaiian, Botany 500, ripped denim, and caftans. Under the influence of his significant other, rare-book dealer Neal Osborne (who was thoroughly sick of the wardrobe variations), he’d finally found his niche—contemporary, which is almost anything these days. Although at-home clothes thrown on over pajamas are not all that usual.


“Is everything okay with you?” I asked him.


He waggled his hand.


“What?”


“Oh, general malaise. The pandemic was tough—two gregarious people like Neal and I cooped up together. Then, when things eased, Neal was out of here like a shot.”


“Out of the city? Going where?”


“Visiting friends in Australia and New Zealand. Then, since he was over there, he extended his trip to Malaysia and Singapore. Now he’s in Thailand, Japan next.”


“He didn’t ask you to go with him?”


“In a pro forma sort of way he did. I said no—pleading work and other obligations. I didn’t mention that I don’t feel right about traveling on his money.”


“Is that really an issue? You guys usually share everything.”


“It matters to me.”


I got up to fetch some more coffee. I hadn’t been aware that Neal’s making so much more money than Ted had become problematical for my office manager, but the stress of the pandemic had forced many couples to face up to difficulties they previously hadn’t been aware of. I hoped that this time apart might ease whatever was wrong.


Ted signaled that he only wanted half a cup and said, “I guess what it is…”


“Yes?”


“It sounds so trite.”


“Out with it.”


“I guess what I really want is… to be married.”


It wasn’t an unusual desire. Since 2015, same-sex marriage had been legal in all fifty states of the union. (Although the first legal gay wedding in the country was performed at city hall in San Francisco in 2004.) Nowadays, most gay people in California have the same potential expectations and disappointments of marriage.


I said to Ted, “So what’s the problem? Just propose to him.”


“Kind of hard to do, since he seems determined to stay away from me as long as possible.”


“You said he wanted you to go along. Fly over to Thailand or Japan and ask him to marry you. If you don’t want to spend his money, a loan can be arranged for you from M&R.”


“Thanks for the advice and the offer. But it just doesn’t feel right.”


“Why not?”


He shrugged. “Don’t know. Let me think on it. We’ll talk more later.”


After Ted left, I studied the crudely drawn map some more, wondering who had sent it and why. The area it outlined was low income; it didn’t seem to have any relationship to Rowan Court or Presidio Terrace. But it seemed obvious that the map had something to do with my investigation.


Okay, I’d take a drive over there and check it out.


I was pulling on my jeans when Hy stumbled out of the bathroom. He was barefoot, wrapped in his heavy maroon robe, with a stubbled chin and unruly hair.


“Hey,” he said, blinking at me. “Where’re you off to?”


“Out, for a little while.”


He sat down on the bed and rubbed his eyes. “There goes the day.”


“Not really, but I’ve got something I need to check on.”


“Okay.” He yawned hugely. “But keep your phone on. I may need resuscitation. This overseas travel gets harder as this old man gets older.”


“You didn’t act like an old man last night.”


“That’s because you keep me young.”


9:55 a.m.


The little warren of short Bernal Heights streets clung to a rocky, badly paved hillside. Three of the houses on Herrera Terrace were squat bungalows, and a fourth looked like a failed attempt at a Gothic castle, moss furring its slate roof and crumbling brick walls. The bungalows were in equally bad repair: shingles had fallen off rooftops, exterior paint was peeling, and broken toys, tricycles, and cast-off household items littered their weedy yards. An old green Ford, circa 1980s, sat up on blocks in one driveway. I decided to try the first house, then go around the semicircle.


A little girl of maybe two or three answered my knock. “Is your mom or dad here?” I asked.


She shook her head, her whole body swaying with the movement. Then she stuck the tip of her blond ponytail in her mouth and chewed on it.


“Tanya!” An irritated voice came from behind her. “I’ve told you to let me answer the door!” A heavyset woman in a blue sweatshirt and faded jeans shoved her aside and peered out at me. “What?” she demanded.


“I’m looking for the owner—”


“Shit! Just try to find him.”


“Maybe one of the residents of the other houses has an address or phone number?”


“Those places are squats. And for all I know the landlord’s run off to Mexico with my rent check. Look at these places. Would you buy one? Or live in one if you had a choice? I’m the only person who pays rent, but can I get the landlord out here to fix things? No, I can’t. Our kitchen sink’s been leaking for months. Thank God for duct tape.”


I said, “Have you contacted the housing authority?”


She snorted. “Government’s for the haves, not people like us.”


“What about People for Equitable Housing?”


“They went bust. Government here decides who gets so-called equitable treatment, and it’s not us. City pulled the funding for them, threw out the director, Winslow Lambert. He raised hell, made all kinds of threats, but ended up not doing a thing.”


I knew Winslow Lambert, a bombastic little man with a bulbous red nose. He was prone to shouting and throwing his considerable weight around and had a habit of taking on unpopular causes and then abandoning them when he didn’t receive instantaneous popular support.


“Maybe I could help you—”


A film of hostility clouded her brown eyes. “We can take care of ourselves. Who the hell are you, anyway?”


I gave her one of my cards, and she handled it as if it might burn her fingers. After a moment she said, “You… you do stuff like that?”


“Investigations? Yes.”


“Wow. Why’re you here?”


“I’m looking into a series of vandalisms that have been happening on various private streets around town.”


“What does that have to do with this street?”


I took out a copy of the hand-drawn map and showed it to her. She studied it, squinting. “That’s supposed to be Herrera Terrace?”


“I think so. Has there been any vandalism in the neighborhood recently?”


“Not that I know of.” She waved her hand around. “How could anybody tell if there was?”


The woman had a point. “What can you tell me about the people in the other houses?” I asked.


She came outside, closing the door behind her—presumably so Tanya wouldn’t escape—and sat down on the rickety wooden stoop. I sat next to her.


“I’m Angelina,” she said. “Sorry about barking at you like that; usually when somebody comes to the door here, it means trouble.”


“I understand. About the other people on this block…”


“Okay,” she said, pointing at the map, “this is us. Me, my old man, and Tanya. There’s a couple in the next bungalow, real quiet; I don’t know them. The people in the next bungalow are Jill Madison and a couple of new roommates—strangers are always dropping in there and staying awhile. Jill’s okay, though. She’s even got a job someplace in the Mission. Now, in that creepy place you can see down at the end, you’ve got Janus and Dino, both real druggies. You gotta watch out for Janus—he’s stoned most of the time and gets mean when he’s high. Dino, he’s usually stoned too, but in a spaced-out, nonthreatening way. They’ve got a lot of weird people coming and going all the time, mostly at night. Customers, I guess, and pretty hardcore. Guns, you know? I don’t have nothing to do with them.”


A good decision—for her. We talked a little longer, but she had nothing more to tell me.


I decided to check on the quiet couple before tackling the druggies. The young woman who answered the door at their bungalow was Asian, with high-piled hair and multiple facial piercings. She looked as if she’d thrown on her robe in a hurry. When I explained who I was, she looked over her shoulder and called, “Artie!”


A lean, handsome Black man a few years older, dressed in a tank top and Levi’s, appeared behind her. “What’s this?”


I explained again.


“So what you’re saying is, some crazy fool’s gonna vandalize our street?”


“Not necessarily. Someone has been vandalizing other private streets in the city, and I’ve just received a map indicating yours could be next.” I held out the yellow sheet.


Together they studied it. “Could be this street,” the woman said.


The man—Artie—asked, “What’s this with private streets, anyhow? Does that mean somebody owns Herrera Terrace?”


“Yes. A private individual or a group of some kind. I don’t have any way of telling till I have time to run a title search.”


“So some dude we’ve never heard of can just come along and yank it out from under us? Sell it and throw us all out?”


“It’s not that simple. How long have you lived here?”


Artie looked at the woman. “Six months?”


“Seven. We came up here right after your mother died, remember? After she left us that five hundred dollars.”


“Oh yeah, right. That five hundred went quick. We were lucky to find this place.”


“Do you pay rent?” I was willing to bet they didn’t.


“None of your business.”


It really wasn’t. “You know anything about the two guys at the end of the street?”


They exchanged glances. The woman shuddered. “Those druggies?” she asked. When I nodded, she said, “They’re real hostile. We keep as far away from them as we can.”


Artie added, “Janus tried to come on to my wife once. Threatened me when I called him on it, and he wasn’t just blowing smoke. After that, we gave them a wide berth.”


She said, “They have knives.”


“And guns?”


“I never saw a gun, but I wouldn’t be surprised.”


Hostility, knives, drugs, and maybe guns. Some nice neighborhood this was.


I thanked the couple for their information, gave them my card, and walked on up the street. As I went, I moved my .38 Special from my bag to the belt of my jeans. Maybe Saturday morning would be a mellow time for the two men who occupied the turreted house, but I wouldn’t count on it.


The house was a real eyesore. All the windows were covered with heavy shades that would allow no light to show from within. Bramble-like vegetation grew up against the windows and crowded a narrow path to the door. Very inhospitable, unless you were a drug dealer or buyer wanting to do business in privacy.


There was an old Dodge van in the driveway but no other cars in the vicinity, so I wouldn’t have any of Dino and Janus’s customers or fellow druggies to deal with—just them if they were both here. I had started up the cracked front walk toward the porch when a thumping sound followed by loud voices came from a weedy side yard. I detoured in that direction.


A target—the kind archers use—was set up in the yard, grimy and beat up as if it had been salvaged from a dumpster. Something stuck out of the bull’s-eye—the silver handle of a smallish knife, glinting in the sun. Two men stood side by side some twenty feet in front of the target, and as I approached, one of them made a throwing motion. I heard a whistling sound, then another thump as a second knife joined the other in the center.


“Good one, Dino!”


The man who had thrown the knife bowed to the other. He was tall, well over six feet, with close-cropped blond hair and the heavily muscled shoulders of a wrestler. His companion—shorter, black-haired, and wiry—bowed back. They heard my footsteps on the pavement at the same time and turned to look at me.


On my way over from my house in the Marina district, I’d thought up a cover story that could work in the city’s current economic state, and after I’d parked I had found a generic business card in my collection to present. The collection had been created a few years back by Mick, working with different typefaces and Photoshop. Using it, I could present myself as a professional in many different occupations.


“Hey, you guys,” I called to the knife throwers. “You own this property?”


Puzzled expressions. Puzzled, and wary, but not hostile—not yet, anyway.


I waved the card. “Martina Alvarez, Tri-City Real Estate. Do you have a minute?”


They made no move to examine the card, giving me long, squinty looks instead. The big one leered. I couldn’t see their eyes clearly enough to tell if they were stoned, but it was a good bet that they were.


“What do you want, sweet thing?” the big one asked.


“Nice property,” I said.


“No, it ain’t. You blind?”


“Well, the house is certainly unique, one of a kind.”


“Yeah? You want to buy it?”


“Not me. But I have a client who might be interested. Just what he’s looking for.”


“He must be blind too.”


“Are you the owner, Mr.—?”


“Dino.”


“Is that your first or last name?”


“Just Dino.”


“And are you the owner, Dino?”


“No.”


The wiry one, Janus, was retrieving the knives from the target. “I ain’t either,” he said. “We wouldn’t own this dump if you give it to us.”


“Why not?”


“The house is a piece of crap. The roof leaks. The plumbing’s for shit. Half the time the electrical don’t work.”


“Who does own it?”


“Some real estate bitch.” Dino leered at me again. “Not a sweet thing like you.”


“What’s her name?”


He took one of the knives from Janus and flung it at the target. No bull’s-eye this time. “Who cares? She don’t come around. Guess she’s scared of us.” He laughed—a strange falsetto cackling.


I asked, “How much rent does she charge you, if so much is wrong with the place?”


Janus began cleaning under his fingernails with the blade of the other knife. “Like Dino said, she don’t come around.”


“So then you’re squatting here?”


He scowled. “What’s it to you?”


“Not a thing. Half the people on this hill are squatters. Better abandoned property is put to use than allowed to deteriorate.”


“You got somebody who wants to buy this dump, go hunt up the real estate bitch that owns it.” There was hostility in his voice now.


“Yeah,” Dino said, “the other real estate bitch.”


Time to back off, McCone.


“I’ll do that. Thanks for your time, guys.”


Neither of them had anything more to say, just stood staring at me. I could feel their eyes on my back when I turned and walked around to the front of the property.


The woman who answered the door at the house where Angelina had told me Jill Madison and her friends lived was tall—close to six feet—and wore a severe black dress that reached her ankles. Her dark-brown hair was held in a knot by amber combs.
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