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INTRODUCTION




Sharon McCone was conceived in 1971, when an insistent and sometimes annoying womans voice inside my head began demanding I pay attention to her. For months Id been toying with the idea of creating a female counterpart to the male private investigators whose adventures I so loved reading about; now, it seemed, she wanted to be heard. But as insistent as she sounded, at first she gave me few clues as to her identity. In fact, she seemed more intent upon impressing on me who and what she was not.


She was not the kind of private detective who has a bottle stashed in the desk drawer. She was not emotionally immune to the depressing and often tragic events she encountered on San Franciscos mean streets. She did not operate out of a shabby, one-woman down-town office. She was not a loner.


Well, fine. But who and what was she?


Some of the specifics proved surprisingly easy to pin down, for I sensed a close kinship between us from the start. She was the kind of woman who liked her wine but didnt let it interfere with business. She was an emotional, caring woman who fully interacted with the world and those around her. She worked for an organization whose philosophy and goals reflected her humanitarian sentimentsAll Souls Legal Cooperative, a poverty-law firm. And she had family, friends, love interests.



The family, friends, and love interests developed slowly over five years of writing manuscripts that can only be described as learning experiences. When the first McCone novel, Edwin of the Iron Shoes, finally saw publication in 1977, Sharon possessed a large, mostly dysfunctional clan based in San Diego; a boss who had been her closest male friend at University of California, Berkeley; another friend who provided information that enabled her to crack this first case; and a potential lover. Over the ensuing 21 years she has acquired a large (and somewhat confusing, even to the author) circle of friends and associates.


In 1993 I began to experiment with the voice of some of these friends in a number of short stories in which McCone would be viewed through their eyes and sometimes upstaged by their detecting abilitiesmy way of keeping her fresh and multi-faceted in my own mind, while trying to entertain the reader in a different way than in the novels. These tales, along with three stories form Sharons point of view, are collected for the first time in McCone and Friends.



Rae Kelleher, who narrates two of the stories, initially appeared as McCones new assistant in Theres Something in a Sunday (1989), and was the first employee Sharon hired when she moved her new agency from All Souls Legal Cooperative to their present offices in Pier 24 . Rae also narrated sections of The Broken Promise Land (1996); the events set in motion there will culminate when she marries McCones former brother-in-law (Listen to the Silence, 2000). Both of Raes tales, The Wall and The Holes in the System, date from the period while she and McCone were still employed at All Souls.



Mick Savage, McCones nephew, first appeared in the 1990 short story, Silent Night (collected in The McCone Files, 1995), in which he ran away from his southern California home and his aunt was forced to track him down on Christmas Eve. Still a troubled young man, he was sent to work for her in Till the Butchers Cut Him Down (1992), and soon revolutionized her operations with his computer expertise. In One Final Arrangement, he and another McCone operative, Charlotte Keim, work along with her to prevent a killer from inheriting his missing wifes fortune.


Ted Smalley, originally secretary and later office manager at All Souls, also accompanied McCone Investigations to their new headquarters, and has emerged from a crossword-solver who didnt even possess a last name to one of the most significant characters in the series. He represents San Franciscos gay community, and his personal problems formed a major plot element of While Other People Sleep (1998). In Up at the Riverside, Teds membership in this community allow him to give McCone insights into a decades-old crime.



Hy Ripinsky, McCones long-term lover, seldom interferes with her investigations. Although he himself is an expert on hostage-negotiation and a partner in an international corporate security firm, he keeps his distance while shes workinghaving learned from long and sometimes hellacious experience that this is the wisest course. However, in Recycle, Ripinsky is prompted to depart from his hands-off attitude.



One of the McCone stories, Knives at Midnight, is another case she reluctantly sharesthis time with her older brother John, who first intruded onto her investigative turf in Wolf in the Shadows (1993). The other two, If You Cant Take the Heat, and Solo, reflect her growing love of flight and understanding of the world of aviation.


I hope the stories collected here will display new aspects of Sharon McCones character, as well as better acquaint you, the reader, with other ongoing series characters. More important, I hope that when McCone soars into the air on the last page, youll have enjoyed these glimpses into the world she and her friends inhabit!




						Marcia Muller

						Petaluma, California

						September 30, 1999





IF YOU CANT TAKE THE HEAT

(Sharon McCone)



The private investigation business has been glamorized to death by writers and filmmakers, but I can tell you firsthand that more often than not its downright tedious. Even though I own a small agency and have three operatives to take on the scut work, I still conduct a fair number of surveillances while twisted into unnatural positions in the front seat of my car, or standing in the rain when any fool would go inside. Last month I leaped at the chance to take on a job with a little more pizzazzand even then ended up to my neck in mud. Quite literally.

The job came to me from a contact at a small air-charter companyWide Horizonslocated at Oakland Airports North Field. I fly in and out of there frequently, both in the passengers and pilots seat of my friend Hy Ripinskys Citabria, and when youre around an airport a lot, you get to know people. When Wide Horizons owner, Gordon Tillis, became nervous about a pair of regular customers, he called me into his office.

Heres the problem, he told me. For three months now, Sam Delaneys been flying what he calls a couple of babes to Calistoga, in the Napa Valley. Always on the same daythe last Wednesday. On the flight there theyre tense, clutch at their briefcases, dont talk much. A limo picks them up, theyre gone a few hours. And when they come back, its a whole different story.


How so?


Well, I heard this from this airport manager up there, and Sam confirms it. Theyre excited, giddy with relief. Once it was obvious theyd been drinking too much; another time they had new hairdos and new clothes. They call a lot of attention to themselves.


Sounds to me like a couple of rich women who like to fly, shop and do some wine tastingand who dont hold their alcohol too well.


It would sound that way to me too except for two things: the initial nervousness and the fact that they come back flush with cash.


How do you know?


They pay cash for the charter, and one time I got a look into their briefcases. Even after the plane rental and a big tip for Sam, there was plenty left.


The cash did put a different spin on it. I assume you think they might be carrying some illegal substance?


Gordon nodded.


So why dont you tell Sam to search their cases? The FAA gives him the authority to, as pilot in command.


Gordon got up and went to the window, opened the blinds and motioned at the field. You see all those aircraft sitting idle? Therere pilots sitting idle, too. Sam doesnt get paid when he doesnt fly; my overhead doesnt get paid while those planes are tied down. In this economy, neither of us can afford to lose paying customers.


Security at the main terminal X-rays bags


Thats the main terminal - people expect it there. If Sam suddenly demands to go through those womens personal effects the word gets out, people might take their business elsewhere. If he does it in a way that embarrasses themand, face it, Sams not your most tactful guywere opening the door for a lawsuit.


But you also dont want your planes used for illegal purposes, I see your problem.


In the end, Gordon and I worked out a plan where I would ride in the fourth seat of the Cessna that Sam would fly to Calistoga the next Wednesday. My cover story was that I was a new hire learning the ropes. I found myself looking forward to the job; it sounded a whole lot more interesting than the stakeout at a deadbeat dads apartment that I had planned for the evening.
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Theyre babes, all right, Sam Delaney said, but Ill let you judge for yourself. He grunted as he stowed his bag of take-out cartons in the back of the planehis lunch, hed informed me earlier. Business had been so bad recently that he couldnt even afford the relatively inexpensive airport dinners. Eating bad take-out food, I thought, probably accounted for the weight Sam had gained in the year or so that Id know him. Hed always had a round face under his mop of brown curls, but now it resembled a chipmunks, and his body was growing round to match. Poor guy had probably hired on with Wide Horizons thinking to build up enough hours for a lucrative job with the airlines; now he wasnt flying enough to go to a decent restaurant.


Here they come, he whispered to me. Look at themthey make heads turn, especially when theyve had a few pops of that Napa Valley vino.


The women were attractive, and a number of heads did turn as they crossed from the charter service. But people take notice of any woman tripping across the tarmac in high heels, her brightly colored silk dress blowing in the breeze. We women pilots are pretty much confined to athletic shoes, shirts and pants in cotton and denimand the darker the color, the less the gas and oil and grease stains will show.


The woman Sam introduced as Melissa Wells had shoulder-length red hair and looked as though she could have used a few more hours sleep; Angie Holbrook wore dark hair close-cropped and spoke in a clipped manner that betrayed her tension. Neither had more to say than basic greetings, and they settled into the back seats quickly, refusing headsets. During the thirty-minute flight, Melissa sipped at a large container of coffee shed brought along and Angie tapped her manicured fingernails against her expensive leather briefcase. Sam insisted on keeping up the fiction that I was a new Wide Horizons pilot by chattering at meeven though over the noise of the engine the women couldnt hear a word we said through our linked headsets.


Gordons real strict about the paperwork. Plans got to be file and complete. Weight-and-balance calculation, too. Its not difficult, thought; each of us has got his own routes. Minere the Napa and Sonoma Valleys. Id like to get some of the longer trips, build up more hours that way, but I dont have enough seniority with the company. At least I get to look at some pretty scenery.


He certainly did. It was springtime, and the length of Californias prime wine-growing valley was in its splendor. Gentle hills, looking as if someone had shaped bolt after blot of green velvet to their contours; brilliant slashes of yellow where the wild mustard bloomed; orchards in pink and white flower. It made me want to snatch Sams takeout and go on a picnic.


We touched down at Calistoga shortly before ten. The limo was there for Melissa and Angie, as was the rental car Wide Horizons had arranged for me. I waited till the limo cleared the parking lot, then jumped into the rental and followed, noting the other cars license number. It took the main road south for several miles, past wineries offering tours and tasting, then turned off onto a secondary road and drove into the hills to the west. I held back, allowing a sports car to get between us; the sports car put on its brakes abruptly as it whipped around a curve, and by the time Id avoided a collision, the limo had turned through a pair of stone pillars flanking a steep driveway. The security gates closed, and the car snaked uphill and disappeared into the trees.


I pulled my rental into the shade of scrub oak on the far side of the road and got out. It was very quite there; I could hear only birds in a grove of acacia trees on the other side of the high stone wall. I walked its length, looking for something that would identify the owner of the heavily wooded property, but saw nothing and no way to gain access. Finally I went back to the car to wait it out.


Why did everything always seem to boil down to another stakeout?


And three hours later was when I found myself up to my neck in mud.

[image: secimage.png] [image: secimage.png] [image: secimage.png]

					           
The limo had departed the estate in the hills and, after a few wine tasting stops, deposited Melissa and Angie at the Serenata Spa in Calistoga. Calistoga is famed for is hot springs, and initially Id fancied myself eavesdropping on the pair while floating in a tub of mineral water. But Calistoga is also famed for its mud baths, and in order to get close enough, Id had to opt for my own private wallow. As I sunk into the gritty stuffstifling a cry of disgustI could clearly hear Angies voice through the flimsy pink partition. In spite of the wine theyd sampled, she sounded as tense as before.


Well, what do you think? Honestly?


Theyre high on it.


But are they high enough?


They paid us, didnt they?


Yes, but


Angie, it was the best we could come up with. And I thought it was damn good.


Its getting more difficult to come up with the stuff without making it too obvious what were doing. And this idea of yours about imagethe charter flights cut into our profits.


So, Ill pay for it out of my share from now on. I love to fly. Besides, its good for Carlos people to see us getting off a private plane. It established us a cut above the competition.


Silence from Angie.


I couldnt believe what I was hearingpeople getting high; difficulty coming up with the stuff; CarlosIn the eighties, nine out of ten fictional arch villains dealing in terrorism and drugs had been named Carlos. Was I to assume that one had materialized in the Napa Valley?


Angie, Melissa said impatiently, what is with you this week?


I dont know. Im really spooked about getting caught. Maybe it was the way Sarge looked at me last night when I told him we wouldnt be in HQ today.


He cant possibly suspect. He thinks were out in the field, thats all.


But all day, every fourth Wednesday? Were going to have to shift the deliveries around among our clients. If Sarge finds out weve been stealing


Stop, already!


Now what I couldnt believe was that theyd discuss such things in a public place. A sergeant, headquarters, being out in the field, deliveries, stealingWas it possible that Angie and Melissa were a couple of undercover narcs who were selling the drugs they confiscated?


After a while one of them sighed. Melissas voice said, Its time.


Yeah. Back to the ghetto.


Listen, if you cant take the heat


Funny. Very funny.
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When we got back to Oakland I hung around Wide Horizons while Melissa paid for the flight in cash and gave Sam a two hundred dollar tip. Then I went to Gordons office and made a verbal report, asking him to keep the information confidential until Id collected concrete evidence. Id have that for him, I said, before the womans next scheduled flight.


As I drove across the Bay Bridge to my offices at Pier 24 , one of the renovated structures along San Franciscos Embarcadero, I thought over what Id heard at the mud baths. Something was wrong with the picture Id formed. No specific detail, just the nagging sense that Id overlooked an item of importance. I wanted to get my computer researcher, Mick Savage, started on the case as soon as possible.


The next morning, Mick began by accessing the Napa County property-tax assessors records; he found that the estate in the hills belonged to Carols Robles, a prominent vintner, whose wines even Iwhose budget had only recently expanded to accommodate varieties with corkshad heard of. While Mick began tracking information on Robles in the periodicals indexes, I asked a contact on the SFPD to check with the National Crime Information Center for criminal histories on the vintner, Angie Holbrook, and Melissa Wells. They all came up clean.


Mick started downloading news stories and magazine articles on Robles and his winery, and soon they formed an imposing stack on my desk. I had other work to do, so I called in Rae Kelleher, my field investigator, and asked her to check with our contacts at Bay Area police departments for detectives answering to the womens names or matching their descriptions. At six oclock, I hauled the stack of information on Robles home to my brown-shingled cottage near the Glen Park district, curled up on the couch with my cats, and spent the evening reading.


If you believed Robles press, he was a pillar of the Napa Valley community. His wines were considered excellent and frequently took gold medals at the various national competitions. Robles Vineyards hosted an elegant monthly wine, food, and music event at their St. Helena Cellars, which was attended by prominent social and political figures, many of whom Carlos Robles counted among his close friends. I couldnt detect the slightest breath of scandal about his personal life; hed been married to the same woman for thirty-three years, had four children and six grandchildren, and by all accounts was devoted to his family.


A paragon, if you believed the press
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As the next week passed, I dug deeper into the winemakers life, but uncovered nothing significant, and I finally concluded that to get at the truth of the matter, Id have to concentrate on the two women. Rae had turned up nothing through our PD contacts, so I asked Mick to do an area-wide search for their addressa lengthy and tedious process, as far as I was concerned, but he didnt seem to mind. Mick, who is also my nephew, has a relationship with his PowerBook that I, no fan of the infernal devices, sometimes find unnatural.


The search paid off, however: He turned up two Melissa Wells and three Angela Holbrooks in various East Bay locations, from Berkeley to Danville. I narrowed it down by the usual method- surveillance.


The building I tailed Angie Holbrook to from her Berkeley apartment was vine-covered brick, set well back from the sidewalk on Shattuck Avenue, only two blocks from the famous Chez Panisse restaurant in the heart of whats come to be known as the Gourmet Ghetto. Polished brass lettering beside the front door said HQ Magazine. By the time I went inside and asked for Angie, I was putting it all together. And when she started to cry at the sight of my I.D., I knew I had it right.
 
But even after Angie, Melissa Wells and I sat down over a cappuccino at Chez Panisse and discussed the situation, something still nagged at me. It wasnt till the Monday before their next flight to Calistoga that I figured out what it was, and then I had to scramble fast to come up with the evidence.
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Open their briefcases, I said to Sam Delaney. We were gathered in the office at Wide HorizonsSam, Gordon Tillis, Melissa, Angie, and me.


Sam hesitated, glancing at Gordon.


Go ahead, he prompted. Youre pilot in command; youve got the FAA in your corner.


He hesitated some more, then flipped the catch of Melissas case and raised its lid. Staring down into it, he said to me, Butyou told Gordon we had big trouble. This is just papers.


Right. Recipes and pictures of food.


I dont get it. I thought the babes were into drugs.


Unfortunate word choice; the babes and I glared at him.


Ms. Wells and Ms. Holbrook, I said, are chefs and food writers for a very prestigious magazine HQshort for Home Quarterly. Unfortunately, like many prestigious publications, it doesnt pay well. About a year ago Melissa and Angie started moonlightingwhich is strictly against the policy set by the publisher, Sarge Greenfield.


Whats this got to do with


Im getting to that. For the past six months Melissa and Angie have been creating the menus for Robles Vineyards wine, food, and music events, using recipes they originally developed for HQ. Recipes that Sarge Greenfield would consider stolen. Since they didnt want to risk their jobs by leaving a paper trail, they arranged for Robles and their other clients to pay them in cash, upon acceptance of the proposed menus. Naturally theyre always somewhat tense before their presentations to the clients, but afterward theyre relieved. Relieved enough to indulge in wine tasting and spending.


Sams eyes narrowed. You say these recipes are stolen?


I suppose Greenfield could make a case for that.


Then why dont you have them arrested?


Actually, the matters already been settled. Angie and Melissa had decided to admit what theyd been doing to their employer, who had promptly fired them; they had now established their own catering firm and, in my opinion, would eventually be better off.


Gordon Tillis cleared his throat. This strikes me as a good example of how we all rely too heavily on appearances in forming our opinions of people. Not a good practice; its too easy to jump to the wrong conclusion.


Sam looked down, shuffling his feet. Uh, I hope you ladies wont hold this against me, he said after a moment. Id still like to fly you up to the valley.


Fine with us, Angie replied.


Speaking of thatI glanced at my watch isnt it time you got going?
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Gordon and I walked out onto the field with them. The two men preflighting the Piper next to Sams plane cast admiring glances at Angie and Melissa, and I was surprised when one of them winked at me. When we got to the Cessna, I snapped my fingers and said, Oh, theres something I want to check, just out of curiosity. May I see the paperwork Sam gave you for this flight, Gordon?


Sam frowned, but Gordon, as prearranged, handed the folder to me. I opened it to the weight-and-balance calculation that a pilot always works up in order to know the best way to arrange the passengers and their baggage.

Uh-huh, I said, fuel, pilotSam, youve really got to stop eating that junk food! Passengers one and two, plus purses and briefcases. Additional baggage stowed aft. Hmmm.


Just get to the point. Sam said, glancing around nervously.


In a minute. I slipped inside the Cessna and checked the rear compartment. One bag of takeout. One large bag of takeout.


Sam was leaning in, reaching for my arm.


Golden Arches? I asked.


KFC. Leave it!


I picked it up. Heavy KFC.


Sam, I said, you really ought to go on a diet.


After the DEA agents who had been hanging around the Piper with their warrant had opened the take-out containers full of cocaine and placed Sam under arrest, Gordon, Angie, Melissa and I slowly walked back to Wide Horizons in subdued silence.


What I dont understand, Gordon finally said, is why he always entered the stuff he was carrying on the weight-and- balance.


To cover himself. He knew if you caught him stowing any package he hadnt entered, youd start watching him. But why he put down the accurate weight for the bag is beyond me. Nobody would believe he could eat that much for luncheven with his weight problem.


Gordon sighed. And here I thought Sam was just getting fat because of bad eating habits, when all the while he was eating too well on his profits from drug running.


I grinned at him. Widening his horizons at the expense of Wide Horizons, I said.






THE HOLES IN THE SYSTEM

(Rae Kelleher)



There are some days that just ought to be called off. Mondays are always hideous: The trouble starts when I dribble toothpaste all over my clothes or lock my keys in the car and doesnt let up till I stub my toe on the bed stand at night. Tuesdays are usually when the morning paper doesnt get delivered. Wednesdays are better, but if I get to feeling optimistic and go to aerobics class at the Y, chances are ten to one that Ill wrench my back. Thursdaysforget it. And by five on Friday, all I want to do is crawl under the covers and hide.


You can see why I love weekends.

The day I got assigned to the Boydston case was a Tuesday.


Cautious optimism, that was what I was nursing. The paper lay folded tidily on the front steps of All Souls Legal Cooperativewhere I both live and work as a private investigator. I read it and drank my coffee, not even burning my tongue. Nobody I knew had died, and there was even a cheerful story below the fold in the Metro section. By the time Id looked at the comics and found all five strips that I bother to read were funny, I was feeling downright perky.


Well why not? I wasnt making a lot of money, but my job was secure. The attic room I occupied was snug and comfy. I had a boyfriend, and even if the relationship was about as deep as a desert stream on the Fourth of July, he could be taken most anyplace. And to top it off, this wasnt a bad hair day.


All that smug reflection made me feel charitable toward my fellow humansor at least my coworkers and their clientsso I refolded the paper and carried it from the kitchen of our big Victorian to the front parlor and waiting-room so others could partake. A man was sitting on the shabby maroon sofa: bald and chubby, dressed in lime green polyester pants and a strangely patterned green, blue and yellow shirt that reminded me of drawings of sperm cells. One thing for sure, hed never get run over by a bus while he was wearing that getup.


He looked at me as I set the paper on the coffee table and said, How ya doin, little lady?


Now, theres some contention that the word lady is demeaning. Frankly, it doesnt bother me: when I hear it I know Im looking halfway presentable and havent got something disgusting caught between my front teeth. No, what rankled was the work little. When youre five foot three the word reminds you of things youd just as soon not swell onlike being unable to see over peoples heads at parades, or the little-girly clothes that designers of petite sizes are always trying to foist on you. Little, especially at nine in the morning, doesnt cut it.


I glared up the guy. Unfortunately, hed gotten to his feet and I had to look up.


He didnt notice I was annoyed; maybe he was nearsighted. Sure looks like its gonna be a fine day, he said.


Now I identified his accentpure Texas. Another strike against him, because of Uncle Roy, but thats another story.


It wouldve been a nice day, I muttered.


Maam?


That did it! The firstand lasttime somebody had gotten away with calling me Maam was on my twenty-eighth birthday two weeks before, when a bag boy tried to help me out of Safeway with my two feather-light sacks of groceries. It was not a precedent I wanted followed.


Speaking more clearly, I said, It wouldve been a nice day, except for you.


He frowned. Whatd I do?


Try little, a Texas accent, and maam!


Maam are you all right?


Aaargh! I fled the parlor and ran up the stairs to the office of my boss, Sharon McCone.
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 Sharon is my friend, mentor, and sometimesheaven help mecustodian of my honesty. Shes been all those things since she hired me a few years ago to assist her at the co-op. Not that our association is always smooth sailing: She can be a stern taskmaster and she harbors a devilish sense of humor that surfaces at inconvenient times. But she is always been there for me, even during the death throes of my marriage to my pig-selfish, perpetual-student husband, Doug Grayson. And ever since Ive stopped referring to him as that bastard Doug, shes decided Im a grown-up who can be trusted to manage her own lifewithin limits.


That morning she was sitting behind her desk with her chair swiveled around so she could look out the bay window at the front of the Victorian. Ive found her in that pose hundreds of times: sunk low on her spine, long legs crossed, dark eyes brooding. The view is of dowdy houses across the triangular park that divides the street, and usually hazed by San Francisco fog, but it doesnt matter: whatever shes seeing is strictly inside her head, and she says she gets her best insights into her cases that way.


I stepped into the office and cleared my throat. Slowly Shar turned, looking at me as if I were a stranger. Then her eyes cleared. Rae, hi. Nice work on closing the Anderson file so soon.


Thanks. I found the others you left on my desk: theyre pretty routine. You have anything else for me?


As a matter of fact, yes. She smiled slyly and slid a manila folder across the desk. Why dont you take this client?


I opened the folder and studied the information sheet stapled inside. All it gave was a nameDarrin Boydstonand an address on Mission Street. Under the job description Shar had noted background check.


Another one? I asked, letting my voice telegraph my disappointment.
 
 Uh-huh. I think youll find it interesting.


Why?


She waved a slender hand at me. Go! Itll be a challenge.


Now, that did make me suspicious. If its such a challenge, how come youre not handling it?


For and instant her eyes sparked. She doesnt like it when I hint that she skims the best cases for herselfalthough thats exactly what she does, and I dont blame her. Just go see him.


Hell be at this address?


No. Hes downstairs. I got done talking with him ten minutes ago.


Downstairs? Where downstairs?


In the parlor.


Oh, God!


She smiled again. Lime green, with a Texas accent.
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So, Darrin Boydston said, Did yall come back down to chew me out some more?


Im sorry about that. I handed him my card. Ms. McCone has assigned me to your case.


He studied it and looked me up and down. You promise to keep a civil tongue in your head?


I said I was sorry.


Well, you damn near ruint my morning.
 
How many more times was I going to have to apologize?


Lets get goin, little lady. He started for the door.


I winced and asked, Where?


My place. I got somebody I want you to meet.

[image: secimage.png] [image: secimage.png] [image: secimage.png]
           
Boydstons car was a white Lincoln continentalbeautiful machine, except for the bulls horns mounted on the front grille. I stared at then in horror.


Pretty, arent they? he said, opening the passengers door.


Ill follow you in my car, I told him.


He shrugged. Suit yourself.


As I got into the RamblinWreckmy ancient, exhaust-belching Rambler AmericanI looked back and saw Boydston staring at it in horror.
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Boydstons place was a storefront on Mission a few blocks down from my Safewayan area that could do with some urban renewal and just might get it, if the upwardly mobile ethnic groups thatre moving in to the neighborhood get their way. It shared the building with a Thai restaurant and a Filipino travel agency. In its front window red neon tubing spelled out THE CASH COW, but on the bucking outline letters was a bull. I imagined Boydston trying to reach a decision: call it the Cash Cow and have a good name but a dumb graphic; call it the Cash Bull and have a dumb name and good graphic; or just say the hell with it and mix genders.


But what kind of establishment was this?


My client took the first available parking space, leaving me to fend for myself. When I finally found another and walked back two blocks hed already gone inside.


Chivalry is dead. Sometimes I think common courtesys obit is about to be published too.	


When I went into the store, the first thing I noticed was a huge potted barrel cactus, and the second was dozens of guitars hanging from the ceiling. A rack of worn cowboy boots completed the picture.


Texas again. The state that spawned the likes of Uncle Roy was going to keep getting in my face all day long.


The room was full of glass showcases that displayed an amazing assortment of stuff: rings, watches, guns, cameras, fishing reels, kitchen gadgets, small tools, knickknacks, silverware, even a metronome. There was a whole section of electronic equipment like TVs and VCRs, a jumble of probably obsolete computer gear, a fleet of vacuum cleaners poised to roar to life and tidy the world, enough exercise equipment to trim down half the population, and a jukebox that just then was playing a country song by Shars brother-in-law Ricky Savage. Delicacy prevents me from describing what his voice does to my libido.


Darrin Boydston stood behind a high counter, tapping on a keyboard, on the wall behind him a sign warned CUSTOMERS MUST PRESENT TICKET TO CLAIM MERCHANDISE. Im not too quick most mornings, but I did manage to figure out that the Cash Cow was a pawnshop.


Yall took long enough, my client said. You gonna charge me for the time you spent parking?


I sighed. Your billable hours start now. Them I looked at my watch and made a mental note of the time.


He turned the computer off, motioned for me to come around the counter, and led me through a door into a warehouse area. Its shelves were crammed with more of the kind of stuff he had out front. Halfway down the center aisle he made a right turn and took me past small appliances: blenders, food processors, toasters, electric woks, pasta makers, even an ancient pressure cooker. It reminded me of the one the grandmother who raised me used to have, and I wrinkled my nose at it, thinking of those sweltering late-summer days when shed make me help her with the yearly canning. No wonder I resist the womanly household arts!


Boydston said, They buy these gizmos cause they think they need em. Then they find out they dont need and cant afford em. And then it all ends up in my lap. He sounded exceptionally cheerful about this particular brand of human folly, and I supposed he had good reason.
 
He led me at a fast clip toward the back of the warehouseso fast that I had to trot to keep up with him. One of the other problems with being short is that youre forever running along behind taller people. Since Id already decided to hate Darrin Boydston, I also decided he was walking fast to spite me.


At the end of the next-to-last aisle we came upon a thin man in a white T-shirt and black work pants who was moving boxes from the shelves to a dolly. Although Boydston and I were making plenty of noise, he didnt hear us come up. My client put his hand on the mans shoulder, and he stiffened, when he turned I saw he was only a boy, no more than twelve or thirteen, with the fine features and thick black hair of a Eurasian. The look in his eyes reminded me of an abused kitten my boyfriend Willie had taken in: afraid and resigned to further terrible experiences. He glanced from me to Boydston, and when my client nodded reassuringly, the fear faded to remoteness.


Boydston said to me, Meet Daniel.


Hello, Daniel. I held out my hand he looked at it, then at Boydston. He nodded again, and Daniel touched my fingers, moving back quickly as if they were hot.


Daniel, Boydston said, doesnt speak or hear. Speech therapist I know met him, says hes probly been deaf and mute since he was born.


The boy was watching his face intently. I said, He reads lips or understands signing, though.


Does some lip reading, yeah. But no signing. For that you gotta have schooling. Far as I can tell. Daniel hasnt. But him and me, we worked out a personal kind of language to get by.


Daniel tugged at Boydstons sleeve and motioned at the shelves, eyebrows raised. Boydston nodded, then pointed to his watch, held up five fingers, and pointed to the front of the building. Daniel nodded and turned back to his work. Boydston said, You see?


Uh-huh. You two communicate pretty well. Howd he come to work for you?


My client began leading me back to the storewalking slower now. The way it went, I found him all huddled up in the back doorway one morning bout six weeks ago when I opened up. He was damn near froze but dressed in clean clothes and a new jacket. Was in good shape, cept for some healed-over cuts on his face. And he had this laminated cardwait, Ill show you. He held the door for me, then rummaged through a drawer below the counter.
 
The card was a blue three-by-fiveencased in clear plastic; on it somebody had typed I WILL WORK FOR FOOD AND A PLACE TO SLEEP. I DO NOT SPEAK OR HEAR, BUT I AM A GOOD WORKER. PLEASE HELP ME.


So you gave him a job?


Boydston sat down on a stool. Yeah. He sleeps in a little room off the warehouse and cooks on a hotplate. Mostly stuff outta cans. Every week I give him cash; he brings back the changewont take any more than his food costs, and thats not much.


I turned the card over. Turned over my opinion of Darrin Boydston, too. How dyou know his names Daniel?


I dont. Thats just what I call him.


Why Daniel?


He looked embarrassed and brushed at a speck of lint on the leg of his pants. Had a best buddy in high school down in Amarillo. Daniel Atkins. Got killed in Nam. He paused. Funny, me giving his name to a slope kid when they were the ones that killed him. Another pause. Of course, this Daniel wasnt even born then, none of that business was his fault. And theres something about himI dont know, he must reminds me of my buddy. Dont suppose old Danny would mind none.


Im sure he wouldnt. Damn, it was getting harder and harder to hate Boydston! I decided to let go of it. Okay, I said, my casefile calls for a background check. I take it you want me to find out who Daniel is.


Yeah. Right now he doesnt existofficially, I mean. He hasnt got a birth certificate, cant get a social security number. That means I cant put him on the payroll, and he cant get government help. No classes where he can learn the stuff I cant teach him. No SSI payments or Medicare, either. My therapist friend says hes one of the people that slip through the cracks in the system.


The cracks are more like yawning holes, if you ask me. I said, Ive got to warn you, Mr. Boydston: Daniel may be in the country illegally.


You think I havent thought of that? Hell, Im one of the people that voted for Prop One-eighty-seven. Keep those foreigners from coming here and taking jobs from decent citizens. Dont give em nothin and maybe theyll go home and quit using up my tax dollar. That was before I met Daniel. He scowled. Damn, I hate moral dilemmas! Ill tell you one thing, though: this is a good kid, he deserves a chance. If hes here illegallywell, Ill deal with it somehow.


I liked his approach to his moral dilemma; Id used it myself a time or ten. Okay, I said, tell me everything you know about him.


Well, therere the clothes he had on when I found him. Theyre in this sack; take a look. He hauled a grocery bag from under the counter and handed it to me.


I pulled the clothing out: rugby shirt in white, green, and navy; navy cords navy-and-tan down jacket. They were practically new, but the labels had been cut out.


Lands End? I said. Eddie Bauer?


One of those, but who can tell which?


I couldnt, but I had a friend who could, Can I take these?


Sure, but dont let Daniel see you got them. Hes real attached to em, cried when I took them away to be cleaned the first time.


Somebody cared about him, to dress him well and have this card made up. Laminating like that is a simple process, though; you can get it done in print shops.


Hell, you could get it done here. I got one of those laminating gizmos a week ago; belongs to a printer whos having a hard time of it, checks his shop equipment in and out like this was a lending library.


What else can you tell me about Daniel? Whats he like?


Boydston considered. Well, hes proudthe way he brings back the change from the money I give him tells me that. Hes smart; he picked up on the warehouse routine easy, and he already knew how to cook whoever his people are, they dont have much; he knew what a hotplate was, but when I showed him a microwave it scared him. And hes got a tic about labelscuts em out of the clothes I give him. Theres more, too. He looked toward the door; Daniel was peeking hesitantly around its jamb. Boydston waved for him to come in and added, Ill let Daniel do the telling.


The boy came into the room, eyes lowered shylyor fearfully. Boydston looked at him till he looked back. Speaking very slowly and mouthing the words carefully, he asked, Where are you from?
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Daniel pointed at the floor.


San Francisco?


Nod.


This district?


Frown.


Mission district? Mis-sion?


Nod.


Your momma, where is she?


Daniel bit his lip.


Your momma?


He raised his hand and waved.


Gone away? I asked Boydston.


Gone away or dead. How long, Daniel? When the boy didnt respond, he repeated, How long?


Shrug.


Time confuses him. Boydston said. Daniel, your daddywhere is he?


The boys eyes narrowed and he made a violent gesture toward the door.


Gone away?


Curt nod.


How long?


Shrug.


How long, Daniel?


After a moment he held up two fingers.


Days?


Headshake.


Weeks?


Frown.


Months?


Another frown.


Years?


Nod.


Thanks, Daniel. Boydston smiled at him and motioned to the door. You can go back to work now. He watched the boy leave, eyes troubled, then asked me, So what dyou think?


Wellhes got good linguistic abilities; somebody bothered to teach himprobably his mother. His recollections seem scrambled. Hes fairly sure when the father left, less sure about the mother. That could mean she went away or died recently and he hasnt found a way to mesh it with the rest of his personal history. Whatever happened, he was left to fend for himself.


Can you do anything for him?


Im sure going to try.
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My best lead on Daniels identity was the clothing. There had to be a reason for the labels being cut outand I didnt think it was because of a tic on the boys part. No, somebody had wanted to conceal the origins of the duds, and when I found out where theyd come from I could pursue my investigation from that angle. I left the Cash Cow, got in the Ramblin Wreck, and when it finally stopped coughing, drove to the six-story building on Brannan Street south of Market where my friend Janie labors in what she calls the rag trade. Right now she works for a T-shirt manufacturerand thereve been years when I wouldve gone naked without her gifts of overrunsbut during her career shes touched on every area of the business; if anybody could steer me toward the manufacturer of Daniels clothes, she was the one. I gave them to her and she told me to call later. Then I set out on the trail of a Mission district printer who had a laminating machine.


Print and copy shops were in abundant supply there. A fair number of them did laminating work, but none recognizedor would own up to recognizingDaniels three-by-five card. It took me nearly all day to canvass them, except for the half-hour when I had a beer and a burrito at La Tacqueria, and by four oclock I was totally discouraged. So I stopped at my favorite ice cream shop, called Janie and found she was in a meeting, and to ease my frustration had a double-scoop caramel swirl in a chocolate chip cookie cone.


No wonder Im usually carrying five spare pounds!


The shop had a section of little plastic tables and chairs, and I rested my weary feet there, planning to check in at the office and then call it a day. If turning the facts of the case over and over in my mind all evening could be considered calling it a day


Shar warned me about that right off the bat. If you like this business and stick with it, shed said, youll work twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Youll think youre not working because youll be a party or watching TV or even in bed with your husband. And then all of a sudden youll realize that half your minds thinking about your current case and searching for solution. Frankly, it doesnt make for much of a life.


Actually it makes for more than one life. Sometimes I think the time I spend on stakeouts or questioning people or prowling the city belongs to another Rae, one who has no connection to the Rae who goes to parties and watches TV andnowsleeps with her boyfriend. Im divided, but I dont mind it. And if Rae-the-investigator intrudes on the off-duty Raes time, thats okay. Because the off-duty Rae gets to watch Rae-the-investigator make her movesfascinated and a little envious.


Schizoid? Maybe. But I cant help but live and breathe the business. By now thats as natural as breathing air.


So I sat on the little plastic chair savoring my caramel swirl and chocolate chips and realized that the half of my mind that wasnt on sweets had come up with a weird little coincidence. Licking ice cream dribbles off my fingers, I went back to the phone and called Darrin Boydston. The printer who had hocked his laminating machine was named Jason Hill, he told me, and his shop was Quik Prints, on Mission near Geneva.


Id gone there earlier this afternoon. When I showed Jason Hill the laminated card hed looked kind of funny but claimed he didnt do that kind of work, and there hadnt been any equipment in evidence to brand him a liar. Actually, he wasnt a liar; he didnt do that kind of work anymore.
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Hill was closing up when I got to Quik Prints, and he looked damned unhappy to see me again. I took the laminated card from my pocket and slapped it into his hand. The machine you made this on is living at the Cash Cow right now, I said. You want to tell me about it?


Hillone of those bony-thin guys that you want to take home and fatten upsighed. You from Child Welfare or what?


Im working for your pawn broker, Darrin Boydston. I showed him the ID he hadnt bothered to look at earlier. Who had the card make up?


I did.


Why?


For the kids sake, he switched the Open sign in the window to Closed and came out onto the sidewalk. Mind if we walk to my bus stop while we talk?


I shook my head and fell in next to him. The famous San Francisco fog was in, gray and dirty, making the gray and dirty Outer Mission even more depressing than usual. As we headed toward the intersection of Mission and Geneva, Hill told me about his story.


I found the kid on the sidewalk about seven weeks ago. It was five in the morningId come in early for a rush joband he was dazed and banged up and bleeding. Looked like hed been mugged. I took him into the shop and was going to call the cops, but he started cryingupset about the blood on his down jacket. I sponged it off, and by the time I got back from the restroom, he was sweeping the print-room floor. I really didnt have time to deal with the cops, so I just let him sweep. He kind of made himself indispensable.


And then?


He cried when I tried to put him outside that night, so I got him some food and let him sleep in the shop. He had coffee ready the next morning and helped me take out the trash. I still thought I should call the cops, but I was worried: He couldnt tell them who he was or where he lived; hed end up in some detention center or a foster home and his folks might never find him. I grew up in foster homes myself; I know all about the system. He was a sweet kid and deserved better than that. You know?


I know.


Well, I couldnt figure what to do with him. I couldnt keep him at the shop much longerthe landlords nosy and always on the premises. And I couldnt take him homeI live in a tiny studio with my girlfriend and three dogs. So after a week I got an idea: Id park him someplace with a laminated card asking for a job; I knew he wouldnt lose it or throw it away because he loved the laminated stuff and saved all of the discards.


Whyd you leave him at the Cash Cow?


Mr. Boydston has a reputation for taking care of people. Hes helped me out plenty of times.


How?


Well, when he sends out the sixty-day notices saying you should claim your stuff or itll be sold, as long as you go in and make a token payment, hell hang onto it. He sees youre hurting hell give you more than the stuffs worth. He bends over backward to make a loan. We got to the bus stop and Hill joined the rush-hour line. And I was right about Mr. Boydston helping the kid, too. When I took the machine in last week, there he was, sweeping the sidewalk.


He recognize you?


Didnt see me. Before I crossed the street, Mr. Boydston sent him on some errand. The kids in good hands.


Funny how every now and then when you think the whole citys gone to hell, you discover therere a few good people left
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Wednesday morning: cautious optimism again, but I wasnt going to push my luck by attending an aerobics class. Today Id put all my energy into the Boydston case.
 
First, a call to Janie, whom I hadnt been able to reach at home the night before.


The clothes were manufactured by a company called Casuals, Incorporated, she told me. They only sell by catalogue, and their offices and factory are on Third Street.


Any idea why the labels were cut out?


Well, at first I thought they mightve been overstocks that were sold through one of the discounters like Ross, but that doesnt happen often with the catalogue outfits. So I took a close look at the garments and saw theyve got defectsnothing major, but they wouldnt want to pass them off as first quality.


Where would somebody get hold of them?


A factory store, if the company has one. I didnt have time to check.


It wasnt much of a lead, but even a little leads better than nothing at all. I promised Janie Id buy her a beer sometime soon and headed for the industrial corridor along Third Street.
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Casuals, Inc. didnt have an on-site factory store, so I went into the front office to ask if there was one in another location. No, the receptionist told me, they didnt sell garment found to be defective.
 
What happens to them?


Usually theyre offered at a discount to employees and their families.


That gave me an idea, and five minutes later I was talking with a Mr. Fong in personnel. A single mother with a deaf-mute son? That would be Mae Jones. She worked here as a seamstress forlets seea little under a year.


But shes not employed here anymore?


No. We had to lay off a number of people, and those with the least seniority are the first to go.


Do you know where shes working now?


Sorry, I dont.


Mr. Fong, is Mae Jones a documented worker?


Green card was in order. We dont hire illegals.


And you have an address for her?


Yes, but Im afraid I cant give that out.


I understand, but I think youll want to make an exception in this case. You see, Maes son was found wandering the Mission seven weeks ago, the victim of a mugging. Im trying to reunite them.


Mr. Fong didnt hesitate to fetch Maes file and give me the address, on Lucky Street in the Mission. Maybe, I thought, this was my lucky break.

[image: secimage.png] [image: secimage.png] [image: secimage.png]
				           
The house was a Victorian that had been sided with concrete block and painted a weird shade of purple. Sagging steps led to a porch where six mailboxes hung. None of the names on them was Jones. I rang all the bells and got no answer. Now what?


Can I help you? An Asian-accented voice said behind me. It belonged to a stooped old woman carrying a fishnet bag full of vegetables. Her eyes, surrounded by deep wrinkles, were kind.


Im looking for Mae Jones. The woman had been taking out a keyring. Now she jammed it into the pocket of her loose-fitting trousers and backed up against the porch railing. Fear made her nostrils flare.


What? I asked. Whats wrong?


You are from them!


Them? Who?


I know nothing.


Please dont be scared. Im trying to help Mrs. Joness son.


Tommy? Where is Tommy?


I explained about Jason Hill finding him and Darrin Boydston taking him in.


When I finished the woman had relaxed a little. I am so happy one of them is safe.


Please, tell me about the Joneses.


She hesitated, looking me over. Then she nodded as if Id passed some kind of test and took me inside to a small apartment furnished with things that made the thrift-shop junk in my nest at All Souls look like Chippendale. Although I wouldve rather she tell her story quickly, she insisted on making tea. When we were finally settled with little cups like the ones Id bought years ago at Bargain Bazaar in Chinatown, she began.


Mae went away eight weeks ago today. I thought Tommy was with her. When she did not pay her rent, the landlord went inside the apartment. He said they left everything.


Has the apartment been rented to someone else?


She nodded. Mae and Tommys things are stored in the garage. Did you say it was seven weeks ago that Tommy was found?


Give or take a few days.


Poor boy. He must have stayed in the apartment waiting for his mother. He is so quiet and can take care of himself.


Whatd you suppose he was doing on Mission Street near Geneva, then?


Maybe looking for her. The womans face was frightened again.


Why there? I asked.


She stared down into her teacup. After a bit she said, You know Mae lost her job at the sewing factory?


I nodded.


It was a good job, and she is a good seamstress, but times are bad and she could not find another job.


And then?


There is a place on Geneva Avenue. It looks like an apartment house, but it is really a sewing factory. The owners advertise by word of mouth among the Asian immigrants. They say they pay high wages, give employees meals and a place to live, and do not ask questions. They hire many who are here illegally.


Is Mae an illegal?


No. she was married to an American serviceman and has her permanent green card. Tommy was born in San Francisco. But a few years ago her husband divorced her and she lost her medical benefits. She is in poor health, she has tuberculosis. Her money was running out, and she was desperate. I warned her, but she wouldnt listen.


Warned her against what?


There is talk about that factory. The building is fenced and the fences are topped with razor wire. The windows are boarded and barred. They say that once a worker enters she is not allowed to leave. They say workers are forced to sew eighteen hours a day for very low wages. They say that the cost of food is taken out of their pay, and ten people sleep in a room large enough for two.
 
Thats slavery! Why doesnt the city do something?


The old woman shrugged. The city has no proof and does not care. The workers are only immigrants. They are not important.


I felt a real rant coming on and fought to control it. Ive lived in San Francisco for seven years, since I graduated from Berkeley, a few miles and light years across the Bay, and Im getting sick and tired of the so-called important people. The city is beautiful and lively and tolerant, but theres a core of citizens who think nobody and nothing counts but them and their concerns. Someday when Im in charge of the world (an event I fully expect to happen, especially when Ive had a few beers) theyll have to answer to me for their high-handed behavior.


Okay, I said, tell me exactly where this place is, and well see what we can do about it.
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Slavery, plain and simple, Shar said.


Right.


Somethings got to be done about it.


Right.


We were sitting in a booth at the Remedy Lounge, our favorite tavern down the hill from All Souls on Mission Street. She was drinking white wine, I was drinking beer, and it wasnt but three in the afternoon. But McCone and I have found that some of our best ideas come to us when we tilt a couple. Id spent the last four hours casingoops, Im not supposed to call it thatconducting a surveillance on the building on Geneva Avenue. Sure looked suspicioustrucks coming and going, but no workers leaving at lunchtime.
 
But what can be done? I asked. Who do we contact?


She considered. Illegals? U. S. Immigration and Naturalization Service. False imprisonment? City police and district attorneys office. Substandard working conditions? OSHA, Department of Labor, State Employment Development Division. Take your pick.


Which is best to start with?


Noneyet. Youve got no proof of whats going on there.


Then well just have to get proof, wont we?


Uh-huh.


You and I both used to work in security. Ought to be a snap to get into that building.
 
Maybe.


All we need is access. Take some pictures. Tape a statement from one of the workers. Are you with me?


She nodded. Im with you. And as backup, why dont we take Willie?


My Willie? The diamond king of northern California? Shar, this is an investigation, not a date!


Before he opened those discount jewelry stores Willie was a professional fence, as you may recall. And although he wont admit it, I happen to know he personally stole a lot of the items he moved. Willie has talents we can use.
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My tennis elbow hurts! Whyre you making me do this?


I glared at Willie. Shh! Youve never played tennis in your life.


The doc told me most people whove got it have never played.


Just be quiet and cut the wire.


How dyou know there isnt an alarm?


Shar and I have checked. Trust us.


I trust you two, Ill probably end up in San Quentin.


Cut!


Willie snipped a fair segment out of the razor wire topping the chain-link fence. I climbed over first, nearly doing myself grievous personal injury as I swung over the top. Shar followed, and then the diamond kingmaking unseemly grunting noises. His tall frame was encased in dark sweats tonight, and they accentuated the beginnings of a beer belly.


As we each dropped to the ground, we quickly moved into the shadow of the three-story frame building and flattened against its wall. Willie wheezed and pushed his longish hair out of his eyes. I gave Shar a look that said, Some asset you invited along. She shrugged apologetically.


According to plan we began inching around the building, searching for a point of entry. We didnt see any guards. If the factory employed them, it would be for keeping people in; it had probably never occurred to the owners that someone might actually want in.


After about three minutes Shar came to a stop and I bumped into her. She steadied me and pointed down. A foot off the ground was an opening that had been boarded up; the plywood was splintered and coming loose. I squatted and took a look at it. Some kind of ductmaybe people-size. Together we pulled the board off.
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Yep. A duct. But not very big. Willie wouldnt fit through itwhich was fine by me, because I didnt want him alerting everybody in the place with his groaning. Id fit, but Shar would fit better still.


I motioned for her to go first.


She made an after-you gesture.
 
I shook my head.


Its you case, she mouthed.


I sighed, handed her the camera loaded with infrared film that I carried, and started squeezing through.


Ive got to admit that I have all sorts of mild phobias, I get twitchy in crowds, and Im not fond of heights, and I hate to fly, and small places make my skin crawl. This duct was a very small space. I pushed onward, trying to keep my mind on other thingssuch as Tommy and Mae Jones.


When my hands reached the end of the duct I pulled hard, then moved them around till I felt a concrete floor about two feet below. I wriggled forward, felt my foot kick something and heard Shar grunt. Sorry. The room I slid down into was pitch black. I waited till Shar was crouched beside me, then whispered, Dyou have your flashlight?


She handed me the camera, fumbled in her pocket, and then I saw streaks of light bleeding around the fingers she placed around its bulb. We waited, listening. No one stirred, no one spoke. After a moment, Shar took her hand away from the flash and began shining its beam around. A storage room full of sealed cardboard boxes, with a door at the far side. We exchanged glances and began moving through the stacked cartons.
 
When we got to the door I put my ear to it and listened. No sound. I turned the knob slowly. Unlocked. I eased the door open. A dimly lighted hallway. There was another door with a lighted window set into it at the far end. Shar and I moved along opposite walls and stopped on either side of the door. I went up on tiptoe and peeked through the corner of the glass.


Inside was a factory: row after row of sewing machines, all making jittery up-and-down motions and clacking away. Each was operated by an Asian woman. Each woman slumped wearily as she fed the fabric through.


It was twelve-thirty in the morning, and they still had them sewing!


I drew back and motioned for Shar to have a look. She did, then turned to me, lips tight, eyes ablaze.


Pictures? She mouthed.


I shook my head. Cant risk being seen.


Now what?


I shrugged.


She frowned and started back the other way, slipping from door to door and trying each knob. Finally she stopped and pointed to one with a placard that said STAIRWAY. I followed her through it and we started up. The next floor was officeslocked up and dark. We went back to the stairwell, climbed another flight. On the landing I almost tripped over a small, huddled figure.


It was a tiny gray-haired woman, crouching there with a dirty thermal blanket wrapped around her. She shivered repeatedly. Sick and hiding from the foreman. I squatted beside her.


The woman started and her eyes got big with terror. She scrambled backwards toward the steps, almost falling over. I grabbed her arm and steadied her; her flesh felt as if it was burning up. Dont be scared, I said.


Her eyes moved from me to Shar. Little cornered bunny-rabbit eyes, red and full of the awful knowledge that theres no place left to hide. She babbled something in a tongue that I couldnt understand. I put my arms around her and patted her backuniversal language. After a bit she stopped trying to pull away.


 I whispered, Do you know Mae Jones?


She drew back and blinked.


Mae Jones? I repeated.


Slowly she nodded and pointed to the door off the next landing.


So Tommys mother was here. If we could get her out, wed have an English-speaking witness who, because she had her permanent green card, wouldnt be afraid to go to the authorities and file charges against the owners of this place. But there was no telling who or what was beyond that door. I glanced at Shar. She shook her head.


The sick woman was watching me. I thought back to yesterday morning and the way Darrin Boydston had communicated with the boy he called Daniel. It was worth a try.


I pointed to the woman. Pointed to the door. Mae Jones. I pointed to the door again, then pointed to the floor.
 
The woman was straining to understand. I went through the routine twice more. She nodded and struggled to her feet. Trailing the ratty blanket behind her, she climbed the stairs and went through the door.


Shar and I released sighs at the same time. Then we sat down on the steps and waited.
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It wasnt five minutes before the door opened. We both ducked down, just in case. An overly thin woman of about thirty-five rushed through so quickly that she stumbled on the top step and caught herself on the railing. She would have been beautiful, but lines of worry and pain cut deep into her face; her hair had been lopped off short and stood up in dirty spike. Her eyes were jumpy, alternately glancing behind her. She hurried down the stairs.


You want me?


If you are Mae Jones. Already I was guiding her down the steps.


I am. Who are


Were going to get you out of here, take you to Tommy.


Tommy! Is he


Hes all right, yes.


Her face brightened, but then was taken over by fear. We must hurry. Lan faked a faint, but they will notice Im gone very soon.


We rushed down the stairs, along the hall toward the storage room. We were at its door when a man called out behind us. He was coming from the sewing room at the far end.


Mae froze. I shoved her, and then we were weaving through the stacked cartons. Shar got down on her knees, helped Mae into the duct, and dove in behind her. The door banged open.
 
The man was yelling in a strange language. I slid into the duct, pulling myself along on its riveted sides. Hands grabbed for my ankles and got the left one. I kicked out with my right foot. He grabbed for it and missed. I kicked upward, hard and heard a satisfying yelp of pain. His hand let go of my ankle and I wriggled forward and fell to the ground outside. Shar and Mae were already running for the fence.


But where the hell was Willie?


Then I saw him: a shadowy figure, motioning with both arms as if he were guiding an airplane up to the jetway. There was an enormous hole in the chain-link fence. Shar and Mae ducked through it.


I started running. Lights went on at the corners of the building. Men came outside, shouting. I heard a whine, then a crack.


Rifle, firing at us!


Willie and I hurled ourselves to the ground. We moved on elbows and knees through the hole in the fence and across the sidewalk to the shelter of a van parked there. Shar and Mae huddled behind it. Willie and I collapsed beside them just as sirens began to go off.


Like Nam all over again, he said.


I stared at him in astonishment. Willie had spent most of the war hanging out in a bar in Cam Ranh Bay.


Shar said, Thank God you cut the hole in the fence!


Modestly he replied, Yeah, well, you gotta do something when youre bored out of your skull.
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Because a shot had been fired, the SFPD had probable cause to search the building. Inside they found some sixty Asian womenmost of them illegalswho had been imprisoned there, some as long as five years, as well as evidence of other sweatshops the owners were running, both here and in Southern California. The INS was called in, statements were taken, and finally at around five that morning Mae Jones was permitted to go with us to be reunited with her son.


Darrin Boydston greeted us at the Cash Cow, wearing electric-blue pants and a western-style shirt with the bucking-bull emblem embroidered over its pockets. A polyester cowboy. He stood watching as Tommy and Mae hugged and kissed, wiped a sentimental tear from his eye, and offered Mae a job. She accepted, and then he drove them to the house of a friend who would put them up until they found a place of their own. I waited around the pawnshop till he returned.


When Boydston came through the door he looked down in the mouth. He pulled up a stool next to the one I sat on and said, Sure am gonna miss that boy.


Well, youll probably be seeing a lot of him, with Mae working here.


Yeah. He brightened some. And Im gonna help her get him into classes. Stuff like that. After she lost her Navy benefits when the skunk of a husband walked out on her, she didnt know about all the other stuff thats available. He paused, then added, So whats the damage?


You mean, what do you owe us? Well bill you.


Better be an honest accounting, little lady, he said. Maam, I mean, he added in his twangiest Texas accent. And smiled.


I smiled, too.





End of sample
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