

[image: Cover Image]




Marcia Muller grew up in the Detroit area and went to the University of Michigan, where she turned from creative writing to journalism. After she moved to California, Muller wrote Edwin Of The Iron Shoes, the first novel featuring San Francisco private investigator Sharon McCone, which was published in 1977. Since then Muller has authored dozens of novels, short story collections, and non-fiction articles, several in collaboration with husband Bill Pronzini. In 2005 Muller was named a Grand Master by Mystery Writers of America, the organisation’s highest award. Pronzini was named Grand Master in 2008, making them the only living couple to share the award (the other being Margaret Millar and Ross Macdonald). The Mulzinis, as friends call them, live in Sonoma County, California, in a house full of books.
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We all have skeletons in our closets. Dark memories of even darker deeds that stab at our psyches like bony, accusing fingers. I myself have my fair share of these demons, and I know they must be closeted away where the world cannot learn of them. I also know, despite their frequent sleep-disturbing appearances, that they are not real. Not any more, at least, over the passage of time.


I’ve come to terms with my nightmare skeletons. What I’d never expected is that one day I would come face-to-face with a real one.


Finding new office space in San Francisco is a complicated proposition, especially for a firm like mine. McCone Investigations currently has five full-time operatives, three part-time operatives who come in on a case-by-case basis, a secretary, a bookkeeper, and an office manager. We require a big conference room for group and client meetings. Sophisticated phone and computer connections. A small kitchen for when we’re working overtime—which is usually. And then there’s me, the proprietor. I need a lot of personal space to pace, lie on the floor and think, occasionally exercise, and sometimes scream in frustration.


Sounds like it should be a snap, but at the time we went looking we were the wrong size for what was available: neither small nor large enough, and used to paying a decent rent. We could afford the overinflated prices of this economy, but paying them left one with a distinctly unpleasant feeling of being taken. Besides, we liked the ambience of old Pier 24½, from which the city was about to evict us so they could raze it and replace it with some civic disaster.


My office manager, Ted Smalley, had been hunting for weeks, operating against a December 31 deadline. He’d seen some spacious, beautiful suites that made his mouth water, but none were within the budget I’d set. He’d seen some dismal wrecks—one crawling with rats—that made him shudder. But two days after Christmas, he popped into my office, eyes gleaming with excitement. The perfect place, he said, was on a small lane on Telegraph Hill above the Embarcadero, the waterfront boulevard where we were currently located. Four stories with an old fashioned elevator and—incredibly—underground parking. If we hurried, it could be ours.


We hurried.


Bobbi Connors, the Realtor Ted had been working with, drove her big boat of a Cadillac into the underground garage of the building on Sly Lane. She had pale blond hair and wore mascara that looked as if her eyelids were a nesting ground for spiders, stylish flowing clothing, rings on each finger, and multiple bracelets that jangled when she moved her hands in accompaniment to speaking. Which she did constantly.


Ted, who had been putting up with her for two weeks, looked as if he were going to sleep. I, on the other hand, was fascinated.


“Underground parking for eight cars. Four stories. Expansive Bay views. There’re fire stairs, of course, in addition to the elevator—which is charming, if a little clunky. One of the first Otises, installed when the building was erected in 1858. And it’s been kept in perfect working order.”


I said, “The inspector’s certificate—”


Ms. Connors tried not to look annoyed at the interruption. “Is located in the elevator’s cab; it’s current.” She pushed the button summoning the car; the doors opened immediately. We stepped on: “clunky” was the right word; it lurched and grumbled all the way up. Finally it jerked to a halt, its doors opened, and Ms. Connors tugged with effort at the old-fashioned grille.


“The building’s color—” I began as we exited the car.


“It was painted two years ago.”


“Would it be possible to repaint?”
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