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         11:12 a.m.

         It’s awfully different from the artist’s rendering,” I whispered to my nephew Mick Savage.

         He and I and several of my staff were standing at the spacious entrance to the recently remodeled McCone & Ripinsky building on New Montgomery Street in San Francisco’s financial district. Workmen had just removed the tarps from a sculpture we’d commissioned—at great cost—from the world-renowned artist Flavio St. John.

         “What do you suppose Flavio’s intention was?” Julia Rafael had recently been dating a prominent Latino painter and was into all things artistic.

         “He needed a cure for a hangover,” Patrick Neilan offered, scratching at his thatch of red hair.

         “Don’t be facetious,” I said. “What is it supposed to be?”

         “Looks like clamshells.” This from our office manager, Ted Smalley. “A cheap concrete clamshell fused to a larger fake gold one. Flavio must’ve been hungry for seafood the day he came up with the design.”

         The workmen with the tarps seemed anxious to pack up and go. A small crowd had gathered, blocking their trucks.

         “Where is Flavio?” I asked.

         “Rome,” Patrick said. “He had urgent business there, so I drove him to the airport the other night.”

         “Urgent business? Without letting me know he was leaving? More likely he was escaping the scene of the crime—with our check in his wallet. I’m putting a stop on it.”

         “Ma’am,” a gentleman in the growing crowd said, “can you explain why you people elected to put such an eyesore on your beautifully restored granite building?”

         “Well,” I began, “we thought…the concept is as—”

         “As ugly as my aunt Stella Sue’s butt.”

         That came from my husband, standing on the edge of the crowd: tall, lean in his tight jeans, with the brim of his cowboy hat pulled down over his roughly hewn face. People erupted into laughter at his remark.

         Trying not to laugh myself, I said, “The gentleman who just spoke is my partner and co-owner of the building, so I suppose he has a right to express his opinion.” I shot Hy a dark look and added, “And you don’t have an aunt Stella Sue.”

         He shrugged.

         “You may as well come up here and say a few words.”

         He shouldered through the crowd.

         “Actually, folks, I was just joking. The designer of this dramatic entrance, Flavio St. John, is one of the finest sculptors in the world. His talents in any form of sculpting surpass even those of the late Beniamino Bufano, who, except for that horror of a spire that looks like a totem pole at Timber Cove Inn up the coast, did all of us Californians proud.”

         I stepped on Hy’s foot—hard.

         He added, “Apparently our clamshells are Flavio’s equivalent of Bufano’s totem pole.”

         Then, mercifully, he shut up.

         “Thanks for coming!” I called to the crowd, and turned to glare at Hy.

         He backed up, holding his hands out defensively. “What could I say? It’s a piece of shit.”

         “Of course it is.” I took his arm and hustled him toward the door.

         “We ought to sue that rat-faced little bastard,” he added.

         “Keep your voice down.”

         “Crappy concrete and bogus gold that look like clamshells with chipped edges are not the way to inaugurate our new partnership.”

         “We’ll do something about it.”

         “What? There’s probably some goddamn clause in our contract with him that says we can’t alter it without his permission.”

         “Then it’ll just have to meet with an accident. A terrible accident.”

         “McCone, I love the way you think,” he said as we entered the building.

         Maybe I was just used to downscale, but many times when I came through the door of the high-security building—into the express line, where all the guards knew me—I felt as if I were sneaking in under false pretenses. The offices seemed to demand that I spiff up my public image: dress more stylishly, use more artfully applied makeup, and for Christ’s sake get those nails done!

         All this paranoid hoopla induced by a building! One owned by my husband’s company and, since we’d merged our firms, by me too.

         We entered the reception area on the second floor, and I spotted a freshly opened bottle of champagne and several glasses on the desk. I looked at my watch: it was after noon. Why not? I needed a drink.

         In the area beyond the desk, staff members were milling around, their faces studies in shock and disbelief. Most were imbibing wine in quantity. In spite of my outrage over Flavio St. John’s ridiculous sculpture, I couldn’t help but take pleasure in seeing all the people—new hires, old-timers, and friends.

         Since the merger, there had been quite a few changes: Hy and I consulted on all cases together. Mick had hired more tech people, many of whose activities I couldn’t fathom; they populated the third floor below us. Ted had also hired a large support staff, some of whom I suspected were practically living in the building—at least I’d seen many sleeping bags, duffels, and clothing on hangers in the second-floor hallways. Sometimes in the dark hours of the morning I worried about the city finding us out and trying to levy a hotel tax or maybe penalize us for violating some ordinance. They’d been closing in on such home-sharing services as Airbnb and VRBO. But recently our rate of closed cases had climbed steadily, and our employees were compensated well enough that they could relocate if necessary. So who was I to complain about a few squatters?

         I accepted a glass of champagne from Ted and tapped on the desk. Everyone quieted and turned to me. I toasted them. “Here’s to Italian sculpture, twenty-first-century style.”

         Many laughed, but others—especially those who had been involved with the designer of the new façade—looked as if they’d rather be at their desks preparing their résumés.

         “Come on,” I said, “it’s not the end of the world. We made some mistakes and were too trusting, that’s all.”

         Ted moaned, “Why did we allow Flavio to keep his ‘art’ covered up until today? Why didn’t we sneak looks at it instead of unveiling for everybody to see?”

         “Because we were caught up in the mystique—which Flavio wove all too well—of ‘great artists must be allowed to create in private.’”

         “At least there weren’t any press people there,” Patrick said. “They’d be accusing us of destroying a perfectly beautiful building.”

         “Uh,” Ted said, “there was one representative of the press—”

         “Who?” I asked.

         “Jill Starkey.”

         Oh, shit!

         Starkey was a former Chronicle reporter and owner/editor/sole employee of a dreadful right-wing rag called The Other Shoe. A terrible little troll—oh, I’d pay in my next life for thinking such things, assuming there was a next one, but right now I didn’t care—Starkey had frizzy brown hair and a pinched lopsided smile, and hated most things (except for ice cream, and she wasn’t too sure about that). One of the chief objects of her hatred was me.

         I’ve never understood what I did to deserve such venom. When she was at the Chron, I’d been cordial to her, even though I hadn’t really liked her. But since she’d been dismissed from the major paper for causing a libel suit that forced them to settle a large amount of money on the plaintiff, she’d found herself an investor and set up her own publication. Then the gloves had come off. Over and over she’d aimed journalistic jabs and punches at me that I’d learned to duck or roll with. It was either that or throw her off the Golden Gate Bridge.

         Thank God The Other Shoe was a weekly; the next issue wouldn’t come out till Friday.

         Ted said, “You okay, Shar?”

         “Yeah, just thinking about how much I dislike Jill Starkey.”

         “Me too. She’s homophobic.”

         “I know. How does she find enough people in a city like this who will read her crap?”

         “As your mother would say, there’s a top for every box.”

         I smiled at the garbled expression. My mother has a new one almost every day. Sometimes I think she does it on purpose.

         “Seriously, though, we’ve got to do something about that blight on the building’s façade. This is one of the classics of its era.”

         Built in 1932, of carefully selected slabs of Vermont granite, the four-story office building has large float windows (as they called plate glass back then) that allow sun and moon and starshine to brighten its offices and corridors. The floors are made of beautifully tessellated hardwood, except on our fourth level, where a massive leak has necessitated carpeting. We lease the ground floor to stylish shops—leather goods, a high-end women’s shoe store, the legendary Angie’s Deli, and a sweetshop that I’ve been known to go around the block to avoid—and reserve two, three, four, and the roof garden for our growing operation. The real heart of McCone & Ripinsky is the fourth floor and the roof garden.

         Fourth floor: picture a big, well-furnished waiting room with soft leather chairs and sofas, and rosewood tables covered with a wide variety of periodicals. Coffee, tea, you-name-it provided; drinks too if the client insists. I think we stocked yak’s milk once for an extremely fussy client from the Middle East. And if any of them are hungry after long drives or international flights, Angie’s Deli provides.

         Sometimes I feel as if I’m running a catering service rather than an investigative agency. But then, I’ve been known to tack my food orders on to the clients’.

         Back to the offices: as with the building, I have mixed feelings about them. They are elegant—very, very elegant. Oriental carpets over the hardwood on floors two and three; deeply piled pale-gray carpet on the fourth; something that lasts like Astroturf but seems more like real grass on the roof. Attractive and functional contemporary furnishings throughout; posters from special events at the city’s museums brightening the pale-gray walls. My own space is a dream: it has an expansive view from the Golden Gate to the East Bay hills, a huge cherrywood desk and matching bookcases and file cabinets, and a full-length sofa so I don’t have to lie on the floor during my infamous “quiet times” (which often are not quiet).

         My ages-old armchair, years ago rescued from my office in a closet under the stairs at All Souls Legal Cooperative, where I began my career, is now restored in leather; it and its newish matching hassock are positioned by the windows under a healthy potted schefflera plant named Mr. T., after Ted. The Grand Poobah, as he prefers to call himself, had decorated the suite single-handedly. Sometimes I regret giving him such a free hand and open checkbook with the remodeling, but he has impeccable taste, and the results attest to it.

         Needless to say, I wasn’t used to such luxurious working environs. For years my agency’s offices were on the upper tier of Pier 24½, which is now in the process of being demolished, and I’d loved it there, drafty and cold and echoing as it was.

         Before that I’d first had the coat closet and then an upstairs room at All Souls Legal Cooperative’s big Victorian in Bernal Heights, in the southeastern section of the city. The poverty law firm, headed by my best male friend, Hank Zahn, had subsisted in the big broken-down house, with some employees living in and others—mercifully, including me—living out. But most of the friendships forged there have carried on to this day, and when the co-op folded, I managed to bring Ted along to my new agency. Hank and his wife and law partner, Anne-Marie Altman, have offices within two blocks of us. And the new people we’ve acquired so far seem to be good fits.

         I didn’t miss the old days, not really. But I wasn’t used to such affluence. My family had been solvent, but just barely. I’d put myself through UC Berkeley on small scholarships and nighttime jobs as a security guard. The years after graduation were lean—who wanted a young woman with a BA in sociology? But then I’d gotten on with a private investigator, trained under my employer for my license, and landed the job with All Souls. After that things had slowly gotten better.

         Finally I’d met Hy Ripinsky. Man with a shady past who possessed a great deal of money of an equally shady origin, or so I’d thought at the time. The secrets of that past and money we’d sorted out over time, and I’d finally come to trust him. A couple of times, literally, with my life. After we married, I’d realized I was a wealthy woman, in more ways than just financially.

         I plunked my briefcase down on my desk, then studied it critically. It was getting shabby. I was having a bad hair day, and I realized that once again I’d forgotten to put on makeup.

         Well, old habits die hard.

         
            1:05 p.m.

         

         Ted buzzed me. “You’re not going to like this.”

         “What’s the matter?”

         “You and Hy have a visitor. Gage Renshaw.”

         My breath caught and my pulse elevated. “…Gage—that can’t be! Hy and I assumed he died years ago.”

         “But you never received conclusive proof of it.”

         “No, but it’s been years since he disappeared. Knowing Gage, he would’ve turned up to devil us long before this. Are you sure it’s him?”

         “Turn on your surveillance cam and take a look.”

         I touched the switch. The grainy picture on the monitor—not the best we should have bought—showed the reception desk; I moved the cursor to take in the rest of the room.

         The figure slumped on the sofa was Gage Renshaw all right. Older, more rumpled than I remembered him, but still with that jet-black hair with a white shock hanging down over his Lincolnesque forehead.

         “Son of a bitch,” I said.

         “What should I do with him?” Ted asked.

         “Throw him off the roof garden.”

         “Come on, Shar, this is serious. He’s smarmy and obnoxious as ever, and he’s demanding to see both you and Hy.”

         I thought quickly. “Take him to the hospitality suite.” A room off second-floor reception. “Offer him food, drink, whatever. Say Ripinsky and I are in conference, but we’ll be with him shortly.”

         “Will do. You want surveillance cams activated there, right?”

         “Yes.” I cut the connection, and then buzzed Hy.

         “I need you right away,” I told him. “One of our worst nightmares has just come true.”

         Hy and Gage Renshaw went way back, to the days when they were both flying highly questionable passengers and cargo in Southeast Asia for an outfit called K-Air owned by a man named Dan Kessell.

         As Hy had put it to me, he’d suspected but didn’t want to know for sure what K-Air was involved in; the planes were delivered to the pilots fully loaded and they didn’t even know their destinations until immediately before departure. There were a few times when he flew passengers concealed in the skin of the plane, meaning between the outer layer and the inside cabin. A good place to freeze to death, as one of his human cargo did. He parachuted contraband into far-flung places. Fellow pilots disappeared into those places and were never seen again. It was a violent world, but he accepted it because he had very little to return to: his father, stepfather, and mother were dead; his stepfather had willed him a small sheep ranch in California’s high desert country near Tufa Lake, the region where he’d been born but that was by no means home; he’d wandered for years, but never found a place that was home, and he assumed he never would.

         The turning point came when his regular flight plan was changed by Dan Kessell, the owner of K-Air, from a city in Thailand called Chiang Mai to an abandoned village near the Laotian border. He was forced down into a clearing by one of his passengers—a drug lord—where he was forced to witness a horrible massacre. That was it—Hy decided to get out (get clean, he’d said) and return to the high desert country of California.

         In the years that ensued, Hy became an environmentalist, married a fellow activist, and, when he lost his wife to multiple sclerosis, he sank into a manic-depressive state that alarmed even those friends who’d always considered him a wild man. Then I had appeared and our life together, while sometimes tumultuous, usually had a settled quality that neither of us had experienced before.

         Meanwhile, Renshaw and Kessell returned stateside and formed RKI, an international executive protection firm. Basically what such firms do in this era of terrorist threats is contract with US companies to provide security risk analysis, program design, and defensive training. They also have contingency services: crisis management, ransom negotiation and delivery, and hostage recovery. They lured back Hy into the firm as a hostage negotiator with promises of big bucks and short hours; the bucks flew in, but long hours persisted, because Hy is as driven as I am when he’s on the trail of a solution to a crime.

         Dan Kessell had been murdered a few years ago, his killer never apprehended. I had my suspicions about the murder, all of them involving Renshaw. Later, Renshaw had totally disappeared, probably because one of his nefarious ventures went sour, and after a suitable time Hy had petitioned the court and been granted sole ownership of what was first known as Ripinsky International and is now McCone & Ripinsky International (an unfortunate appellation when it becomes MRI, conjuring up visions of X-ray rooms and white-coated technicians). But now it seemed Gage was back. And no doubt with plans intended to mess up the whole arrangement.

         
            1:21 p.m.

         

         I was on the phone with Hank Zahn, our primary attorney, when Hy burst into my office. I held up one finger and punched the speaker button. Hank’s familiar voice filled the room.

         “This is a situation I’ve never encountered before, Shar. When you and Hy transferred the ownership of RKI, did you have Renshaw declared legally dead?”

         “I don’t think so. That should be in your files.”

         “Well, it’s not. Do you know who Mr. Renshaw’s attorney is?”

         “No. I doubt he has one. Gage and legality don’t exactly mesh.”

         “I’m going to have to speak with some of my colleagues and do some research.”

         “How long will that take?”

         “Depends. A few hours, anyway.”

         “And what the hell do I do with Renshaw while you’re researching? He’s already eating and drinking his way through our hospitality suite.” On the monitor I’d watched Gage order up two huge pastrami sandwiches, potato salad, a sixty-dollar bottle of Merlot, and a big chunk of chocolate cake from Angie’s.

         “Try to find out what he wants,” Hank said. “If he won’t tell you, make nice anyway. Check him into a good hotel—and later stick him with the bill.”

         Every now and then I really like lawyers.

         
            1:37 p.m.

         

         Hy was furious—white-lipped, eyes flashing, hands knotted into fists. When I showed him Renshaw on the video monitor, I was afraid he’d rip it off its mountings. I persuaded him to sit down and take several deep breaths before I said, “Okay, you heard Hank advise us to take a low-key approach to this.”

         “Why? I’d like to throttle the bastard. What d’you bet he wants in on the firm?”

         “Then we pay him off. Everybody’s got his price, and from the way he looks, I’d say Gage’s is lower than most these days.”

         I watched Renshaw light a cigarette with a Bic, draw on it. After a moment he flicked ashes onto the table, missing the ashtray.

         Slob.

         Hy, considerably calmer, studied Renshaw on the monitor. “You may be right. I spot a broken shoelace.”

         I buzzed Mick and asked him to show Renshaw in.

         Up close he looked even seedier than he had on the monitor. When he shambled into my office I noted that his hair was unbarbered and the large white shock that hung over his forehead was greasy, and that he hadn’t shaved today. His clothing, khakis and a blue shirt, were rumpled and worn. The raspy catch in his voice from smoking too much had worsened. His beat-up leather flight jacket I could understand: both Hy and I had ones like it; the more years you’re a pilot, the more evidence of your prowess you want to exhibit, and—for whatever reason—a disreputable flight jacket is part of the mystique.

         He spread his hands wide and said, “Here you see me in all my resurrected glory.” Then he plunked himself down in one of the chairs that faced my desk and propped his feet on its edge. Yes, he did have a broken and badly knotted shoelace, and the heels and soles were worn down.

         Hy took the other chair, and I retreated to mine.

         “So, Gage,” Hy said, “long time.”

         “You bet.”

         “What’ve you been doing with yourself?”

         “This and that.” With an annoyed gesture he pushed the shock of white hair off his forehead.

         “How come you haven’t been in touch?”

         “No need to be.” Then he looked around and added, “Nice operation you’ve got here.”

         “We like it,” I said.

         “Bringing in the big bucks. Nice house in the Marina, nice place on the Mendo coast. And Hy, I hear you’ve still got the ranch. Still got a plane too. And this firm has one of those CitationJets, if you need to get where you’re going in a hurry.”

         “Where’d you get all this information?” Hy asked.

         “You’re a fine one to question me. We learned at the feet of the same father.”

         “What does that mean?” Hy asked.

         “Father Mammon. He taught us the lure of the buck.”

         Hy’s expression told me he had no patience for that kind of nonsense. He said, “What do you want, Gage?”

         “What do I want?” He paused, rubbing his stubbled chin as if in thought. “What does Gage want? Well, at the moment he doesn’t rightly know. Why don’t you show me around this place?”

         “It’s off-limits to anybody but qualified personnel.”

         “You were always big on security, Ripinsky.”

         “It’s paid off for me.”

         “For you, maybe.” He stroked his chin again. “Not for me.” Pause. “What do I want? Not an in with this agency, for sure. No action here. You’ve turned what was a great outfit into a bunch of wimpy yes-men. You still have the training camp down south? The safe houses?”

         RI has always maintained various fully staffed dwellings throughout the country to provide for clients at risk. These range from pricey homes and condos to modest suburban tract houses to sleazy motels. I’d had the dubious privilege of hiding out in one of the worst in San Francisco, a former hot sheet motel near the Great Highway.

         Hy said, “We have a number of safe houses, yes. We still own the camp, but we don’t use it much any more.”

         The training camp is comprised of fifty-some acres, an airstrip, and a few classrooms and housing near El Centro in the Imperial Valley. It was originally used for teaching operatives and clients the tools of their trade: self-defense, evasionary driving tactics, firearms skills, hand-to-hand combat. I’d been there only once, and encountered a horrible situation that had nearly cost Hy and me our lives. If I could help it, I’d never go back.

         “Yeah,” Renshaw said, “it looked kind of dead when I drove by there on my way up here. Where you sending the new ops now?”

         “We outsource the training.”

         “Still, you oughta keep the place up. There’re weeds growing through the asphalt on the runway. And the buildings look like shit.”

         I asked, “Where were you driving up from, Gage?”

         “South.”

         “That’s no answer.”

         “It’s all you’re getting.”

         I noted the word up on a legal pad. Renshaw glanced curiously at me, but didn’t ask what I’d written.

         “You want to buy the camp? We’re putting it up for sale soon,” Hy said. “You could start your own driver-training and stunt school.”

         “Ha. No way.”

         “Why not? You above all that now?”

         They were likely to get off on an unnecessary and unproductive tangent, so I said, “Since you’re so disparaging of the firm, Gage, and not legally entitled to any sort of compensation”—God, that was what I hoped to hear from Hank later!—“just why did you come here?”

         He shook his head slowly. “I can’t articulate it.”

         “Try; I’ve never known you to be at a loss for words.”

         “But I am.” He spread his upturned hands wide.

         “Then why show up at all, unannounced, after so many years?”

         “Maybe I’m sentimental, just wanted to catch up on old times.”

         “Well, it’s been great, but…” I stood up.

         Renshaw stood too. “Now that you’ve mentioned it, though, there just might be something I want from you old pals.” He chuckled and then started for the door. “You folks’ll be hearing from me soon, you betcha.”

         As soon as he was gone, I got on the intercom to Ted, asking him to put an immediate tail on Renshaw.

         Then Hy and I conferred, deciding to set Mick and his department to work on a deep search into Renshaw’s background. I knew surface details, but they were skimpy. Even Hy, who’d been acquainted with him for years, had little insight into Renshaw’s past, and neither of us had so much as a glimmer into what he might have been doing since his disappearance.

         The day had turned warm and cloudless, as so many do in October. Hy and I decided to continue our conversation on the roof garden. It was a lovely space: yew trees planted in big containers; flowers in smaller ones; plenty of comfy, cushioned redwood furniture to curl up on, plus a couple of round tables with umbrellas. Most important, it was protected from the wind and fog by huge Plexiglas panels.

         While we awaited news about Renshaw, we went over and over what we knew of him.

         
            Hy: I don’t even know where he was born or anything about his family.

            Me: I don’t think that matters any more. He’s not the type who would have kept in touch with anybody from his warm and fuzzy past.

            Hy: Nothing new on him on Google. Just old stuff from RKI days.

            Me: Mick may turn up something. He has his ways with the behemoth Internet.

            Hy: Well, we know Renshaw was with the DEA, on that super-secret detail known as CENTAC. Even the higher-ups in the government didn’t know about it.

            Me: Well, that doesn’t surprise me. Look at what the CIA concealed from the Obama administration.

            Hy: After CENTAC was outed and then disbanded, Renshaw flew for a while in Thailand.

            Me: And after he teamed up with Dan Kessell and formed RKI, he fell for my ruse about wanting to kill you.

         

         I’d successfully bluffed Renshaw years ago, telling him I wanted to locate Hy so I could kill him. When I’d saved Hy, Renshaw had never forgiven me.

         Ted came up the stairs and stuck his head out the door: Thelia Chen, he said, the operative who’d been tailing Renshaw, had lost him near Goat Alley. The block—colorfully named after the herds of goats that had once grazed peacefully in a pastoral pre–gold rush city—was in actuality a grimy, unpaved passageway ending at a brick wall off Natoma Street South of Market. I knew the territory, since I’d once conducted a long surveillance on an escaped prisoner who had sheltered there. No doors opened on the alley, and the narrow single exit—which Renshaw had apparently taken—came out at Mission, a busy thoroughfare with heavy foot traffic where a man could easily be lost in the crowds. I wished I’d conducted the tail job myself or asked Mick to assign it to someone more experienced than Chen, a former financial analyst with Wells Fargo who hadn’t done much fieldwork.

         “Seems as if Renshaw’s as crafty as ever,” I said to Hy. “He must’ve known we’d have him followed.”

         “He may be crafty, but he’s not putting his skills to good use. Did you notice his clothes?”

         “You know, their shabbiness might’ve been a way of disguising his real status. Why hint at anything that he doesn’t want us to know?”

         “Could be.” Hy looked at his watch. “I’m out of here, have a meeting with a prospective client. Want to come along?”

         “No, I’ve got plenty of work to catch up on here. See you at home for tacos later?”

         “You got it.”

         
            3:33 p.m.

         

         Hank called me back in the middle of the afternoon. “I’ve talked with several other attorneys about your problem with Renshaw, and they all agree that there’s a legal precedent in your favor. His abandonment, lack of communication…did you try to locate him?”

         “Not very hard,” I admitted.

         “But you did try?”

         “Sure. We’re investigators, that’s what we do.” My voice had an edge to it.

         “Don’t get testy with me.”

         “Sorry, I didn’t mean to. This has been an awful day.”

         “Well, hang in there. And send me any info on your or Hy’s attempts to locate this pest.”

         I went back to my files. In the months since the agency merged with RI and expanded, it seemed paperwork—on real paper or the computer—had come to dominate my life. Whether here in the office or at home, my computers and iPhone fired off messages, reports, and complaints at me with incredible speed. I couldn’t ignore the infernal devices; they rang and beeped at me with a persistence I’d never imagined any electronic device could exhibit. Sometimes I longed for the old days—

         Well, maybe not. Computers, which I’d previously hated and vowed never to use, now provide all sorts of data with speed and accuracy. For a poor typist like me, the Delete key is of prime importance. Fax machines, cell phones, and high-quality printers allow me to cut through red tape and save time. And the Internet is a great research tool—if I don’t take as gospel every word that appears on the screen. I still fact-check in person and with written sources, particularly the older ones, which tend to be more accurate. But the old days? Carbon copies, Wite-Out, endless erasing and retyping…uh-uh, not for me.

         When I looked up from a particularly boring case report, I found it was full dark; the lights of the city shimmered before me in a way that I knew predicted cold temperatures for the days ahead. The thought of tacos nudged at me. Time to go home.

      

   


   
      
         
            TUESDAY, OCTOBER 6

         

      

   


   
      
          

         8:57 a.m.

         Mick looked through my office door and said, “I’ve compiled a list of people you may want to talk to about Renshaw.” He handed me two printed sheets. “It’s pretty extensive, many of them out of state or outside the country.”

         “Let me get Ripinsky in here.”

         As we waited for Hy, I studied my nephew. He looked good, fit and rested. If any traces of the problems he and his partner Alison had gone through earlier in the year remained, they weren’t major ones. I was about to ask him how the painting on their new house on Potrero Hill was going when Hy came in. The three of us went over the list together.

         I said, “In order to contact all these people, we’re going to have to co-opt other agencies in the more far-flung locations.”

         “I don’t think so,” Hy told me. “RI’s people—I mean, our people can handle it. And since Renshaw has surfaced here, I’d hazard that he has a connection in the Bay Area.” He looked a shade embarrassed: since we’d joined our firms, he sometimes slipped, speaking as if he were the sole owner of the organization.

         I ignored the error—it didn’t matter. “Right. But what’s he been doing all these years?”

         “Scamming,” Mick said. “You’ll notice the names on that list live all over the globe, but he primarily focused on South America, maybe because he’s fluent in Spanish and Portuguese.”

         I looked at the list: Chile, Venezuela, Argentina, Brazil.

         “What kinds of scams?” I asked.

         “The usual—extortion, blackmail, you name it. In Venezuela he and the sixteen-year-old daughter of a high government official ran off together, taking a good bit of money she’d stolen from her father’s safe; when officials found her and returned her to her parents, the money and Renshaw were gone. The brat had the nerve to proclaim to her family that he was ‘the greatest fuck’ she’d ever had.”

         I paused, thinking about that. In my opinion the young woman must’ve not had many good fucks. Self-absorbed people like Renshaw are never very good in bed.

         “Why didn’t the girl’s family prosecute?”

         “She refused to testify. So they shipped her off to a convent instead. Renshaw speedily exited the country.”

         “When was that?” I asked.

         “Two years ago. And that’s the last trace of him before he came to this office yesterday.”

         That was interesting. Mick and his staff were the brightest and best in their area of expertise. If they couldn’t find out what Renshaw had been up to recently, who could?

         Again I studied the list. “Let’s start by divvying up the locals among us.”

         We spent a long time breaking up the list, sorting the names by their locations to save driving time and legwork. Mick said he would assign Derek and Patrick to the city and Marin, and I opted for the Peninsula. Hy, who was currently juggling two cases, would assign other operatives if they became necessary and oversee the operation from the office.

         My first choice of interviewees, Gil Stratton, president of Quick Stops, an air charter firm that Renshaw had once worked for, wasn’t available till four fifteen that afternoon, but a late appointment was okay with me. Stratton was located at Mineta San José International, a good hour’s drive down the Peninsula, and I really needed the time to plow through more paperwork.

         
            11:43 a.m.

         

         Before I could really get into it, however, Ted buzzed me. “A new client to see you.”

         I clicked my tongue in exasperation. “Who?”

         “Name’s Chad Kenyon.”

         At first the name didn’t register. When it did, I said, “Mr. Kenyon’s had dealings with Julia. Can’t you pass him on to her?”

         “He says he’ll speak only with you.”

         Lucky me. The Kenyon brothers, fat Chad and skinny Dick, are a powerful, albeit not always a welcome, force in the city—indeed in most of the Western states. Their reputation is based on their penchant for buying and selling things with precision and speed. They snap up any object that appeals to them, not for its intrinsic value but because turning it quickly at a profit will illustrate their uncanny expertise.

         A diamond brooch or a ruby necklace? Got plenty in inventory. Cameos? Harder to find, but we got this great pair of earrings and matching bracelet. Net…what? Oh, netsuke. Those little Japanese carvings. You want a fish? Turtle? Butterfly? We can get it for you within the hour. Murano glass? Do we ever have a vase for you!

         Canoes. Are you into them? We got an antique longboat, brought the ancient Hawaiians over from wherever the hell they started. No boats? Okay. How about financial instruments? We picked up these stocks at a fire sale price; they’re kinda dogs, but a smart operator maybe could build on their history. Say, you know that big tract of land up north near Sawyer’s Bar? The state and federal Bureau of Land Management had a falling out over how to use it, so we stepped in quick and now it’s ours. Name the number of parcels you want.

         None of the items they brokered were particularly important to the Kenyons; what mattered was the chases and negotiations. Not even the profits they gleaned seemed to interest them, although they’d made many millions and lived lavishly.

         You would have thought you’d find the Kenyons seated at the top of San Francisco’s social pyramid. After all, this is a town built upon often ill-gotten gold rush gains. Also, we’re tolerant—some say too much so—of our eccentrics, scoundrels, and downright fools. However, we do, in the main, know how to carry on polite conversation and which utensils to use at the dinner table.

         The Kenyons knew nothing of the niceties of life. They dressed loudly, ate hoggishly, and on one infamous evening had been caught by a wire services photographer throwing bouillabaisse at each other in a high-toned Roman bistro. Now, apparently, they were back.

         I’d never met either brother, but Julia had, while we were investigating a cult-like group called the Night Searchers who carried out their rituals in a vacant lot belonging to the Kenyons. Her description of Chad as a man who could “gobble a whole steer and then ask for an ox,” and the tape recording she’d made to prove it, made the prospect of a meeting with him less than appealing.

         “Are you sure you can’t send Mr. Kenyon along to Julia?” I asked.

         “Nope. She’s out working the Renshaw angle, and besides, Kenyon seems pretty insistent.”

         “All right, give me five and send him in,” I said. And then, thinking of the famed Kenyon appetite, added, “And for God’s sake, follow up with a tray of noshes.”

         Chad Kenyon’s big body shook when he walked. His facial skin drooped in great jowls. But to give him credit, kindness showed in his soft brown eyes, and the lines around them testified to much laughter. He was short—a little less than my own five foot six—but in spite of his excess padding, he carried himself well in his expensively tailored blue silk suit. Mercifully his handshake was firm—unlike the gorilla grips I’d recently noticed a lot of men employing.

         I seated him in my conversation area and made small talk while Kendra Williams, Ted’s assistant—whom he had dubbed the Paragon of the Paper Clips—served coffee and noshes. Kenyon looked the serving plate over with interest, then helped himself to an assortment of mini pizzas.

         To be polite, I took a couple myself, then asked, “What can we do for you, Mr. Kenyon?”

         “Please, call me Chad.”

         “And I’m Sharon.”

         He fiddled around with a leather card case, produced one, and laid it on my desk. “I asked to talk with you personally because Little Sweetheart says you’re the best in the business.”

         “Who’s Little Sweetheart?”

         “Ms. Julia Rafael.”

         “Nice of her to say so. I assume you have a problem.”

         “A big one.” He grimaced. “I’m afraid things are going to get out of control if something’s not done soon.”

         “Tell me about it.”

         What Chad Kenyon described was one of those nightmares that occur in many cities: He and his brother had recently bought a derelict, abandoned house on Webster Street. Since they’d moved with their usual speed and neglected to do their homework, they hadn’t been aware that strange people were coming and going at all hours, displaying open hostility toward the neighbors. Teenagers and even younger children had been sneaking in, jeopardizing—so their parents claimed—life and limb. Household pets steered clear of the place, exercising animals’ innate wisdom, which I wish we humans could tap into. The police came, the police went—the lack of a solution wasn’t their fault. They were hamstrung by an overburdened department and city bureaucracy and an increasing crime rate.

         It happens everywhere. Urban blight, they call it.

         When he’d finished, I said, “I assume you came to us because you want the building cleared and secured.”

         “Right.”

         “And then what?”

         “Well, I don’t know. I’ve had one lowball offer on it—from a young girl named Michelle Curley—but I turned it down. She mentioned you, sort of as a character reference. Another reason I decided to talk with you personally. The kid’s been pestering me. Maybe you can call her off.”

         Michelle and her family had been my neighbors on Church Street, and she’d done triple duty as my house and pet sitter, my chauffeur when the aftereffects of locked-in syndrome had legally prohibited me from propelling any kind of vehicle, and once—unknown to her mother—my co-investigator. She was now twenty-three, beautiful but with an offhand style that said she didn’t dwell on her appearance, and determined to launch the biggest venture of her young life.

         “I’ll try to get her to stop bothering you. But I can’t guarantee anything; she’s headstrong.”

         “Yeah, she is. Well, anyway, if the house could be secured, maybe I could do some kind of rehab on it. It’s a nice old place and I’m looking to set up a home. I’m tired of living in apartments and condos.”

         “Then let me tell you what this firm can and can’t do in your case. We have to act legally, follow all state and local ordinances. Any illegal activity such as intimidating neighbors, even trespassers, would bring the Department of Consumer Affairs down on us, and if a case were proven against us, we’d lose our agency’s license—forever. Now, there are strictly legal methods we can employ, but I’m afraid they’ll be expensive.”

         “What kind of methods?”

         “Extensive surveillance. Exterior photography, night and day. Infiltration by our operatives. Interior photography. Web cams. Utilizing our contacts within the SFPD, so they can make an early response to any trouble. Identification of the people entering and leaving the building, and thorough background checks on them. And that’s not all—the list goes on and on. Are you sure you want to pursue this?”

         “How expensive would it be?”

         I calculated, then wrote down the figure on a note pad and passed it to him.

         “That’s a lot. Is there any cheaper stuff you can do?”

         “We can look over the property, talk with the neighbors, do limited roll-by and walk-around surveillances. Neighbors are a particularly good source: someone always knows what’s going on in any given place. We’ll also keep in touch with our contacts at the SFPD and other city agencies. That kind of investigation would cost you less than half the more extensive job. And then, if we go forward, we won’t add a surcharge.”
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