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ONE


Sunday morning dawned gray and misty outside the steam-clouded windows of the coffee shop on Lombard Street. Beyond the plate glass lay San Franciscos travelers row: a fourteen-block stretch of motels and gas stations and restaurants that daily plays host to hundreds of visitors to the city and motorists who are just passing through. Its establishments do not boast the luxurious accommodations found further downtown; Lombard Street is for families, young people on budgets, retirees taking brief respites from their cramped RVs. And for the individual who, for whatever reason, seeks anonymity.

As shadows lifted, the ugly functional buildings took on hazy definition. The asphalt of the wide boulevard was a black and white-striped no-mans-land, devoid of the weekday stream of commuter traffic. At six A.M. the sidewalks were almost empty of pedestrians.

Id been sitting in the twenty-four-hour restaurant since five, nursing several cups of coffee and fielding occasional curious glances from the red-uniformed waitress. A couple of delivery drivers for the Sunday Chronicle-Examiner had come in and departed with Styrofoam cups. A cabbie had bought a bag of donuts. But now only I remained, seated in a front-window booth watching the Kingsway Motel across the street.

It was one of the older motels on the strip, which boasted some two dozen between Van Ness Avenue and Lyon Street. L-shaped and two-tiered, with space for cars underneath, it was painted an odd blue with faded yellow trim. Its still-lit neon sign sported a crown and scepter. The plate-glass windows of the office looked streaky through the fog; the railed balconies were shadowed, but not so much that I wouldnt be able to detect motion should the door to room 209 open. So far it hadnt, and the subjects aged green Ford Ranchero was still snuggled into a space below.

I sipped my coffee, burned my tongue, and sighed in irritation. My alarm had gone off at four in the morning, not my favorite hour to rise on a Sunday. Normally I like to stay in bed until noon, drinking coffee, reading the paper, doing both the Chronicle and Examiner crossword puzzles, clipping the cents-off coupons (which I save but never remember to take with me when I grocery shop). But my job as staff investigator for All Souls Legal Cooperative often requires that I work odd hours, so there I sat yawning and drinking too much bad coffee.

As I continued to stare at the motel, Lombard Street slowly came awake. A trickle of cars passed by, most of them going toward the Golden Gate Bridge and sunny retreats in Marin County or the wine country. A woman in a raincoat and scarf-covered curlers emerged from the office of the motel next to the Kingsway, with a small curly-haired dog on a lead. The door of an Italian bakery in the next block opened, and a man then went back inside. A few people left their rooms at the Kingsway, but the door to room 209 remained closed.

My client hadnt been sure what time the man he wanted tailed usually left the motel. I might be in for a long wait.

Three more red-uniformed waitresses arrived, and the other departed without a backward glance at me, even though wed been constant and almost solitary companions for the better part of two hours. A young couple entered and ordered a hearty breakfast. When their plates were carried past me, my stomach growled, so I ordered an English muffin and ate it slowly, my eyes on the window. Somehow I managed to drop jelly onto my jeans; I cleaned it off with a napkin dipped in the water glass.

It was after eight oclock when the door to room 209 finally opened. I tensed, reaching for the check and leaning toward the window to study the man who came out. He was tall and lanky, dressed in faded Levis and a rumpled tan suede jacket. His dusty brown hair hung limply over his forehead, and as he loped down the stairs, he brushed at it with his left hand. It riffled up, then most of it fell back down again. He didnt go to the Ranchero, but headed for the sidewalk and turned right.

I didnt need to consult the photo tucked in my purse to know this was the man Id been hired to follow. His name was Frank Wilkonson, and other than that, I knew very little about him. A description, which had been backed up by a photograph, and was now confirmed by his actual appearance. The type of vehicle he drove and its license plate number. The fact that he worked on a ranch. The fact that he checked into the same Lombard Street motel late every Saturday night and left there before noon on Sunday morning.

I knew only those things, and my clients stated reason for wanting him followed-which I had doubted from the start.

My eyes still on him, I grabbed a handful of bills and coins from my jacket pocket and shoved them on top of the check. Then I hurried along the row of booths and out into the chill morning. The fog had lifted somewhat, and although the day promised to be overcast, visibility was now good. Frank Wilkonson was half a block away, walking north on the other side of the street.

The area was fairly well populated now: joggers pounded along; tourists dressed in their best sightseeing togs consulted maps; neighborhood residents fetched papers and fresh sourdough bread and hurried back up the hill to affluent Pacific Heights or toward the Marina district on the shore of the bay. The shabbiness of the subjects clothing and his listless, shambling gait set him apart from the people around him. I was reminded of an old Kristofferson song that told of down-and-out loneliness on a Sunday morning. Well, I could relate to that; Id felt that way a time or two recently-and not just on Sunday, either.
 
Wilkonson kept walking for another block, then stopped at a group of newspaper vending machines and bought a Chronicle-Examiner. I watched from the opposite corner as he balanced the paper on top of the rack and extracted the pink entertainment section. He leafed through it, paused, and tore out one of the pages. Then he bundled up the rest of the paper, went to a nearby trash can, and dropped the whole thing inside.

As he turned and walked back toward his motel, I debated going across the street and retrieving the paper, to see which page hed torn out. But his stride was more purposeful now, and I thought he might be heading for his car. I retraced my steps to where my MG was parked in front of the coffee shop, and waited there to see what hed do next.




There was a hissing noise, and then a haze of fine mist covered the lens of my Nikkormat. The tiny droplets quickly spread and ran together, fracturing the image before my eyes. The knotty bole of the giant fern I was kneeling behind melted to a shapeless blob of brown; its spreading fronds became smears of green; I couldnt make out Frank Wilkonsons figure.

I lowered the Nikkormat. My subject was still there, on the other side of the room by the lily pond. I let the camera dangle from the strap around my neck and swiped moisture off my face, then pulled off my wool hat and stuffed it in the pocket of my new camel-colored pea jacket. It was hot here in the tropical pond room of Golden Gate Parks Conservatory of Flowers, and now that the fog machine had cycled on, it was also muggy. I unbuttoned the coat but resigned myself to keeping it on; carrying it would be too cumbersome, what with my purse and the camera.

Wilkonson stood gazing into the lily pond, one foot propped on its raised concrete wall. He didnt appear either surprised or disconcerted by the swirl of mist, which led me to believe hed visited the tropical gardens before. While I located a lens-cleaning cloth, the fog machine cycled off again; I dried the camera as best I could. Then I stood up and circled the giant fern, looking for a better vantage point and feeling absurdly like an actor in a Tarzan movie. The fern stood on a small island in the center of the rooms other pond; a waterfall gushed down one side of the island, muting the sound of my movements with its splashing. Nearly everything in the room was green, from apple to emerald to almost black. Vines twisted and twined on overhead piping, and the air was rich with the smell of damp earth.

I found a good place and squatted down, propping my elbows on the wall of the pond and aiming the 135mm telephoto lens between the fern and the spindly trunk of a palm tree. My Nikkormat-ancient and beloved-was a recent addition to my bag of professional tricks. For years Id used the camera only for pleasure: a hobby Id take up, leave off, then take up again. But during a recent picture-taking binge-which had begun the previous March, some six months ago-Id finally been forced to admit that Id never be very good at photography. What I wanted to capture just didnt translate to the film; what I had considered good shots when Id taken them merely looked trite when revealed by the solution in the darkrooms developing tray. And with that realization, the use of the camera for my work no longer seemed a violation of my personal privacy.

Besides, a camera is a perfect tool for an investigator-and it has nothing to do with actually taking pictures.

A former client of mine-one who had achieved worldwide renown as a photographer-had once told me a camera was great protective coloration. When you were holding one, hed said, people very seldom looked at you. Instead, they focused on the black box itself, or began to fuss with their hair or makeup, in case you snapped them. In a place like the Conservatory of Flowers, this aid to anonymity worked particularly well, making me seem merely another harmless tourist.

Now I focused the telephoto on Frank Wilkonsons face. He looked tense, his mouth a thin seam in his tanned, leathery skin. His eyes were narrowed and fixed, not on the water as Id originally thought, but on a sign sticking up from it. I adjusted the lens again and read: Do not throw coins in pond-they poison fish. Then I scanned the pond itself: its bottom was littered with nickels and dimes, and there wasnt a fish in sight.

The humorous aspect of this wasnt lost on me, but apparently Wilkonson didnt appreciate the irony. Or perhaps, I thought, he wasnt seeing the sign or pond at all. His pose-forearms resting on his raised knee, hands dangling loosely-was casual enough, but underneath it I sensed a leashed nervousness. As I studied him, the sound of womens voices came from the doorway; Wilkonsons head swiveled toward them expectantly. But then his eagerness died and his mouth twitched, almost angrily. I swung the camera toward the door and saw two women of about my age-mid-to late thirties-dressed in the insubstantial sportswear that tourists mistakenly think appropriate for September in San Francisco.

Is Wilkinson meeting someone here? I wondered. In all the time Id been observing him-nearly forty minutes now-he hadnt once checked his watch. But every time someone had entered the room hed looked eagerly at the person and then glanced away. If he was meeting someone, I was willing to bet it would not be a pleasurable encounter: his obvious tension suggested to me that he might be gearing up for some sort of confrontation.

He must have projected a similar impression to the tourists who had just entered, because they hesitated and then came my way, rather than moving toward the larger pond. As they squeezed around me murmuring appreciation of the lush tropical foliage, I refocused on Wilkonson and tripped the shutter-not because I wanted a picture of him, but because I wanted to look like an amateur photographer. After the women had circled the island, they went over to the lily pond and stopped as far from Wilkonson as possible; one began rummaging in her bag, presumably for coins to murder whatever aquatic life was still hanging in there. Wilkonson glanced their way and his thin mouth twitched again. He straightened, looked at his watch, and reached into the pocket of his shabby suede jacket.

I lowered the camera and watched him bring out a piece of pink paper-the page hed torn from the entertainment section. He looked it over briefly, then put his hand back into the pocket and withdrew a yellow sheet. I raised the camera again and focused on it; the lens wasnt powerful enough for me to make out the printing, but the sheet looked as if it had been torn from the Yellow Pages. Wilkonson scanned it, folded both sheets together, and stuffed them back in his pocket. Then he moved briskly toward the door.

I jammed the lens cap back on the camera and followed. By the time I had reached the conservatorys central room and gone down a packed dirt path through the philodendrons and palms and brilliant birdlike flowers that grew under the towering whitewashed glass dome, Wilkonson was already outside. From the top of the wide steps I watched him cut across the formal gardens toward Kennedy Drive. He was heading, I guessed, to where hed parked his car earlier, near the bocce ball courts. Banking on that, I went a different way-through a pedestrian tunnel under the main arterial-and by the time he reached the Ranchero, I was waiting a few spaces away in my MG.




The rest of the day was both eventful and puzzling. We-Wilkonson and I-attended a plant sale at the Hall of Flowers, adjacent to the parks extensive Strybing Arboretum. The sale was a fund-raiser for the Arboretum Society, and the plants were testimony to the diversity of talents at the parks nurseries. Delicate roses vied for attention with flashy birds of paradise; clumps of bamboo and Japanese maple stood leaf-to-leaf with lime and fig trees. There were dahlia and rhododendron plants, avocado trees and fuchsias, even a fascinating hairy-leaved thing called a baboon flower. Wilkonson wandered for over an hour but bought nothing. I came away-predictably-with the baboon flower. Protective coloration, I told myself as I followed Wilkonson from the hall.

We then began a jaunt around the city that made me glad Id thought to pack a couple of sandwiches and some fruit the night before. It began at the Sloat Garden Center, near the beach and the zoo. Sloat was a nice nursery; Id once bought a live Christmas tree there (which Id managed to kill before the next holiday season rolled around-my neglect, no fault with their merchandise). Wilkonson, however, ignored the rows of fir and fruit trees and fall flowers and vegetables, going directly to the sales counter. While I fingered the leaves of a chrysanthemum plant, he questioned the two clerks, moving his lean, corded hands as if framing descriptive phrases. As near as I could tell, both replied in the negative to whatever he had asked them.

Next we went to the Sunset District, an area of moderately priced single-family homes where the middle-class residents take pride in their gardens and lawns. Wilkonson made more inquiries at the American Seed and Nursery Company, the Sunset Garden Supply, Blooming Dales, and Mr. Tree. The replies also seemed to be in the negative.

He then looped around Twin Peaks and hit the large garden centers in the industrial Bayshore District. The clerks there were busier; he waylaid those he could and again seemed to receive no encouraging responses. As he left the last place, his shoulders had a distinctly dejected droop.

At a small nursery on Potrero Hill I tried to get close enough to listen to what he was asking; his eyes rested briefly on me, so I bought a bag of potting soil and retreated to my car.

At the Red Desert off Market Street, I shed my pea jacket and donned a paisley scarf before entering. Once inside I lurked among a group of tall, spiny, deformed cacti near the sales desk. Again I couldnt make out what Wilkonson was saying, but I left with a weird-looking succulent called a Crassula cornuta.

As I noted my latest purchase in my expense log, I wondered what the client would think when he saw my itemization. If he objected, I decided, I would give him the plants and soil.

After a few more stops the MG had begun to look like a combination rolling nursery and changing cabana. The baboon flower rode on the passenger seat; the bag of soil lay on the floor; on top of it sat the crassula, a six-pack of Brussels sprout plants (someone had told me they grew well in San Franciscos cool fall months), a sack of tulip bulbs (to be planted no earlier than November), and two different kinds of fertilizer (fish emulsion and something optimistically labeled GROW!). The space behind the seats was littered with cast-off clothing: my pea jacket; my favorite green sweater; two scarves and a knit cap; and a white acrylic poncho made by the grandmother of a friend who had hated it and donated it to me as an inconspicuous and dowdy disguise. (The damned thing had caught fire once; it didnt even burn, just melted.) I was now down to a bleached cotton blouse, which was just as well because the day had gone warm and sunny-unpredictable, as fall afternoons usually are in the city.

What on earth am I doing with all this stuff? I thought, looking around at my purchases while stopped at a light on Divisadero. Im not even good with plants. I destroy everything I lay hand to. Everything, an inner voice reminded me, except those wild blackberry vines in the backyard. Theyre out to destroy you!

At the next couple of nurseries I stayed in the car. After a stop on Union Street, we zipped along Van Ness toward Lombard, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Wilkonson was going back to his motel; my ill-advised horticultural shopping binge was over.

But he overshot Lombard, staying in the right-hand lane, and turned on Bay, heading toward the godawful Sunday afternoon traffic crush at the citys worst tourist trap-Fishermans Wharf.

Cost Plus, I thought. Dear God, Cost Plus.

Cost Plus is a San Francisco institution. Every day it draws hordes of customers from every corner of the globe. They buy mass-produced brass elephants and teak salad sets; esoteric kitchen gadgetry and candles and incense; teas and caviar and rum cakes and wine-and plants, at the nursery outlet. The crowds at Cost Pluss various buildings in the Wharf area are always horrendous. Unlike most of the surrounding businesses, it provides its patrons with a parking lot; like most of the parking lots around here, it is perpetually full.

We inched along Bay to Columbus, where cross traffic jammed up in the intersection and blocked the flow for two changes of the light. Then Wilkonson made several turns, none without difficulty and two of them wrong for Cost Plus. I followed, my aggravation level rising. Cars executed strange and illegal maneuvers; strollers wandered outside the crosswalks, oblivious to danger; at Taylor a man blocked the street taking a picture of the cable car. I clutched the wheel harder and reminded myself that my dentist had recently warned me against grinding my teeth.

Wilkonsons Ranchero finally reached the entrance to the Cost Plus parking lot. He would have to make a left turn to enter, and the line of oncoming traffic was bumper-to-bumper. I waited two cars behind him, wondering what hed decide to do.

He put on the Rancheros left-turn signal. The oncoming cars crawled by unheeding. He extended his arm from the window and gestured at the lot. A man in a Cadillac kept moving, looking determinedly ahead. Someone-in the car behind Wilkonson, I thought-beeped his horn.

Wilkonson might be from the country, but he understood city driving. He ignored the beep and just sat there. Finally there was a break in traffic. The Ranchero inched forward. A camper with Illinois plates speeded up and tried to cut it off. Both Wilkonson and the campers driver slammed on their brakes.

Sometimes when youre tailing a person-surreptitiously privy to his or her every movement for a long period of time-you develop a certain empathy. Its as if you begin to read the subjects thoughts: no matter how far you are from him, no matter how obstructed your visibility, at a given crucial moment you have a flash of warning about what hes going to do.

A flash came to me now. And Wilkonson did it.

He had stopped the Ranchero only inches from the campers front bumper. They were close, but the Ranchero had the edge. Wilkonson extended his left arm out the window in that time-honored middle-fingered salute. Then he wrenched the steering wheel and drew in front of the camper, nearly ramming a car parked at the curb. He slammed into reverse, barely missing the VW that had been behind him. When he completed the U-turn, he raced the vehicle down the other side of the street, fishtailing wildly, tires screaming.

As he roared past me, I caught a glimpse of his face. It was purpled, viciously twisted-one of the most frightening pictures of murderous rage I had ever seen.


 


TWO


Todays weird jaunt through the city had come about because, late Friday afternoon, Jack Stuart-the newest attorney at All Souls-had asked me to take on the weekend tail job for one of his clients. The job, Jack said, had nothing to do with any legal work he was handling for the man; he was merely arranging it as a favor. But All Souls makes a practice of extending investigative services to steady clients, so I agreed. I had no definite plans for Sunday, seldom had any weekend plans at all these days; the job would fill up otherwise empty hours and, besides, I would be paid overtime.

At four that afternoon I drove to the South of Market District to meet with Jacks client, Rudy Goldring. Goldring was a custom shirtmaker, and the offices of his firm, Goldring Clothiers, were located on Stillman Street, a one-block alley in the shadow of the I-80 freeway and not far from Moscone Center. The narrow street was lined with cars on both sides, most of them in defiance of NO PARKING signs, and many with two wheels pulled up on the pavement. I squeezed the MG in between a new Toyota and a beat-up van and went looking for Goldrings number. The buildings were an odd mixture of old postwar warehouses and factories and Italianate Victorians; Goldring Clothiers occupied the bottom floor of one of the Victorians, a sprucely painted blue one near the corner.

A bearded derelict in threadbare army fatigues sat in the middle of the marble steps drinking a Colt .45. When I started up to the door, he jumped to his feet. I tensed but kept going. He stepped in front of me.
 
May I help you, maam? He had a bad body odor and his breath was rank with beer, but he spoke with great formality.

What?

Who are you here to see?

Um, Mr. Rudy Goldring.

Come this way, please. He led me to the door and opened it with all the correctness of an English butler.

Uh, thank you.

Youre welcome, Im sure. He pulled the door shut behind me.

I shook my head, thinking, Only in San Francisco, then looked around. I was standing at the beginning of a long hall carpeted in pearl gray with darker gray walls. Several doors opened on either side of the hallway, and I could hear the sounds of voices and a telephone ringing. There was no one in sight, so I knocked on the frame of the first door.

A mans voice called for me to come in, and I entered what had once been a Victorian parlor. It was also carpeted and painted in cool shades of gray, and its walls were hung with framed reproductions of mechanical drawings of cable cars. Its fireplace appeared to be in working order and on its mantel sat a trailing philodendron in a shiny brass pot. The rest of the room was in chaos: shirts of various colors and styles hung from long hooks extending out from the walls; boxes and mailing cartons spilled onto the floor from the shelves and chairs; there was an ironing board in the window bay; the big mahogany desk was piled with what looked like invoices and purchase orders, some of which had also fallen to the floor.

The man behind the desk must have been in his sixties. He had a full head of the type of curly white hair whose highlights make it look yellow. His face was deeply lined-by good humor, I thought. His eyes were the palest of blues, his dark suit and white shirt correct enough for a diplomatic reception, and when he stood, I found he did not quite measure up to my own five foot six.

He extended a hand and said, You must be Miss McCone.

I clasped his long bony fingers. And youre Mr. Goldring.

Yes. Please sit down.

I looked where he indicated and saw a chair that was half-buried under shirts and boxes.

Oh, Im sorry. He moved around me, almost scampering, and gathered everything up. Were starting to ship our Christmas orders, and things get out of hand. For a moment he stood, at a loss as to where to put his burden, then dumped it on the ironing board. Most of it promptly fell off. Rudy Goldring threw up his hands in mock despair and went back to his desk. Please, he said again, motioning at the now empty chair.

I sat, and he ensconced himself in his desk chair. It was a big padded one and it dwarfed him. I said, Do you do all your shipping from these offices?

Most of it goes from the factory down the street. Maybe you saw it-the tan building on the corner?

I hadnt, but I nodded.

Its the merchandise for the stores that goes out from there. Not really custom work just better-than-average ready-to-wear. Every state in the Union were into now, and the volume grows every year. A mans going to spend the kind of money he has to pay for shirts today, he wants quality. But this he motioned around the room- is my custom trade. Old customers. Good customers. I like to give them personalized service. We inspect each shirt here, iron it, pin it, pack it nice. Some of these men have been coming to me for more than thirty years now. They expect good personal treatment, and they get it.

Do you have a retail outlet here in town?

He smiled, his face wrinkling deeply, and spread out his hands. This is it. A man wants to be fitted or look at samples, he comes here. We got a nice room in the back, we offer coffee or a drink. The fitting is part of the experience of getting a really good shirt.

How much does a custom shirt cost?

Anywhere from sixty to two hundred dollars, depending. But for that you get a lot of shirt. We take sixteen different measurements, take into account the collar height as well as its size. Maybe you got a husband you want to give a custom shirt for Christmas?

No, I dont.

A nice-looking woman like you? A boyfriend, then?

I hadnt, not at the moment, but it didnt trouble me to admit it-usually. I shook my head, smiling.

Ah well, by Christmas you might. Then you remember me. Well fix him up with something nice.

Ill remember. But now wed better get down to business. Jack Stuart tells me you want someone followed this Sunday.

At the mention of business the smile slid off Rudy Goldrings lips and his eyes clouded. He picked up a letter opener from the mess on the desk and held it between his hands, turning it over and over with the tips of his bony fingers. After a moment he said, Yes. Man by the name of Frank Wilkonson. He checks into the Kingsway Motel on Lombard Street late every Saturday night. Leaves on Sunday morning. Usually he goes back to the motel after dinnertime Sunday evening, stays till one or two in the morning. I want to know where he goes and what he does.

On Sunday, you mean.

Monday morning, too. Everything until he gets on the 101 freeway going south out of town.

I waited, but Goldring didnt volunteer any more information. His formerly animated face was flaccid and drained; he looked years older than when Id come in.

Finally I said, Why?

Whats that?

Why do you want to find out what he does?

Momentarily he looked dismayed. Do you have to know that?

It would help. The more I know about a subject and the clients reasons for requesting surveillance, the better a job I can do.

Oh. Well, I got a picture. He rummaged on the desk again and came up with a color snapshot. I took it from his outstretched hand.

It was a poor snap, trimmed to wallet size-taken outdoors, somewhere where there were oak-dotted hills in the background. The man had a narrow tanned face, sharp features, and wispy dull brown hair. He wore an open-necked plaid shirt and seemed to be leaning against the rail of a fence.

I took out my note pad. Ill need more details about Mr. Wilkonsons physical appearance. What color are his eyes?

Cant you tell that from the picture?

No.

WellI guess theyre blue.

His height? Weight?

Hes tall. Thin.

Thats as much as you can tell me?

Yes. Im sorry.

How does he typically dress?

Well, he works on a ranch. Id say casually, like in the picture.

Not a good customer for your kind of shirts, then? I smiled, hoping to get him to relax.

He remained serious. No.

His sudden reserve and the lack of detail about Frank Wilkonson were beginning to irritate me. I said, I assume he drives a car.

An old Ford Ranchero. Green. He consulted a scrap of paper. License number SDK 080.

I copied it down and shut my notebook. Mr. Goldring, whats your relationship to Frank Wilkonson?

Myhes a relative. A distant relative.

I see. I take it hes come to San Francisco and followed this same routine on a number of Sundays.

Three that I know of.

And all you want is more detail on his activities?

Thats right. Goldring paused, his pale eyes anxious. I sensed he was afraid I was about to refuse to take the job, because he added, You see, Frank Wilkonson is myCousin Metas boy. Hes kind of peculiar. Always has been. Since hes taken to coming up here on Sundays, shes been worried. A man like Frank can get into trouble wandering around this city alone. She just wants to know what hes been doing, that hes all right. Itll be a relief to her, I couldnt refuse. But I dont have time to follow someone, wouldnt know how to go about it, anyway. I asked Jack, he recommended you

As he spoke, Goldrings words gathered momentum, as if this were a script hed memorized and at first had forgotten. Now, with one sentence cueing the next, he seemed to find it difficult to stop.

I said, I suppose your Cousin Meta felt it would be easier for you to look into it, since youre here in town and shes down in?

Goldring watched me for a few seconds, and after I let the silence lengthen, his expression became resigned. King City, he said.

I continued to study him in silence. After a few seconds of meeting my gaze, he wet his lips and looked down at the desk. When he picked up the letter opener again, his fingers trembled slightly.

Rudy Goldring was lying to me-of that I was certain. Whether about King City or Cousin Meta or all of it, I couldnt tell. But at that moment I was willing to wager a weeks salary that more than fifty percent of what hed told me was outright lies.

From the way he was avoiding my eyes, I also knew he was aware Id realized his deception. A flush had crept up from under his immaculate white collar and spread over his face. I sensed he wasnt a man to whom lies came easily-in fact, he probably hated telling them. The fact that he had lied meant his reasons for wanting Frank Wilkonson followed were of great consequence to him-and possibly not very honorable.

After a good half-minute of further silence he spoke, still looking down at the desk. Will you do this for me, Miss McCone? There was a pathetic pleading ring to his voice that I wouldnt have expected to hear from the high-spirited man who had greeted me, and it made me feel sorry for him.

I hesitated. As All Souls employee, it wasnt really my right to turn down an assignment, not unless the client asked me to do something illegal. If I refused to take on this tail job, I would have to do a good bit of explaining-both to Jack Stuart and my boss, Hank Zahn. Besides, I liked him, which is why I said, Yes, I will, Mr. Goldring.

He dropped the letter opener and looked up, sighing faintly.

Thank you. Thank you very much.

We concluded by going over the scanty details about Frank Wilkonson once more. Goldring barely deviated by a single word from his earlier recital. When he showed me to the door, the derelict was still on the steps. He looked up and saluted Goldring. Hiya, Captain.

Hello, Bob. Isnt it almost time for your supper?

Dunno. What time is it?

Close to five. Youd better get over to St. Anthonys, or youll miss a place in line.

The derelict looked regretfully at the can of Colt .45 in his hand, then shook it. It sounded empty.

Goldring said, No more beer, Bob. Not until youve eaten.

The man shrugged philosophically, set the can carefully out of sight behind one of the porch pillars, and extracted a worn, fringed, tooled leather pouch from behind the other. When he stood, he adjusted its strap on his shoulder, then ambled down the steps.

I said, He seems to think hes your doorman.

He is, in a way. He guards the steps and shows people in, and I provide him with beer and remind him to eat. I suppose I shouldnt be encouraging him to drink, but if I cut him off, hes not going to stop. Its harmless enough.

He was certainly polite enough when I arrived, but isnt he off-putting to your clientele?

Most of them are used to Bob. Hes been here five years or more. The others are forewarned.

Hes your personal charity, then?

I guess you could call him that. Goldring was watching the derelict walk away, his face a complex mixture of emotions. There are so many of them, and theres nothing to be done on a grand scale. But I cant help thinking that if every business concern south of Market took an interest-Oh well, you dont want to listen to an old mans maunderings, Miss McCone. And I have a dozen shirts to pack before the late UPS pickup. Youll let me know about Frank Wilkonson on Monday?

I said I would, and after shaking my hand, Goldring went inside.

An interesting man, Rudy Goldring, I thought as I walked back to my car. Complicated, vulnerable, curiously appealing. And in spite of his obvious lies, an honest man. Conflicted because of that honesty. Was that really why, against my better instincts, I was taking his case?

Maybe, maybe not. Sometimes I never knew exactly why I took on certain things-just as I never knew exactly where they would lead me.


 


THREE


At two on Monday morning I was still on the job, parked across from the Kingsway Motel in front of the coffee shop where Id sat close to twenty-four hours before. Id lost Wilkonson in the Wharf area but when Id returned to Lombard Street, his Ranchero had been parked underneath the motel. About an hour later Wilkonson appeared on foot-probably coming back from having dinner at one of the nearby coffee shops or small restaurants. He went to his room and shortly after that the lights in its window went out.

When I felt certain he would stay in his room for a while, I left the MG and went into the coffee shop. I hadnt eaten anything since the sandwiches and fruit Id downed while following him from nursery to nursery, and the emergency Hershey bars that I always carry in my purse didnt appeal to me. I took the same window booth Id occupied earlier and ate a burger and fries while keeping an eye on Wilkonsons darkened motel room, then bought a large container of coffee. Back in the car, I whiled away the hours by listening to the radio and bolstering up my flagging energy level with chocolate and caffeine.

The fog had come in again, thick and blustery. It sheeted up Lombard Street like wind-driven snow. I huddled inside my pea jacket, unable to run the heater because it was broken, and thought about the man Id been tailing: his visits to places having to do with plants; his questions that I hadnt been able to hear; his obvious anger.

He had to be looking for someone. A man or a woman whose vocation or avocation involved horticulture. That could mean anything from retail nursery clerk to garden club president to landscape architect. When hed questioned the various clerks, hed probably been describing the person; the way hed moved his hands while talking indicated that. Because hed had to go to such lengths in his search, he either didnt know the persons name or had reason to believe he or she was going by an assumed one. Why? Because of trouble with the law? Because of a desire to hide from Wilkonson? And if the latter-again, why?

Wilkonson was an angry man. Leashed anger, but not so tightly leashed that it couldnt be triggered, as it had been at the Wharf. A potentially violent man. Someone a person might naturally want to hide from.

Violent behavior wasnt part of the picture of Wilkonson that Rudy Goldring had painted for me. Hed described him as peculiar, had said he could get into trouble wandering around this city alone. Id assumed peculiar meant inept, perhaps retarded. But Wilkonson had proved himself neither of those.

Did Rudy Goldring know of Wilkonsons potential for violence? If he did, hed omitted a key factor from his description-one Id had every right to know before undertaking to tail the man. The omission-or perhaps downright deception-made me angry. Id been duped by other clients and in a few cases hadnt learned what was really going on until irreparable harm had been done. In one of those cases two people had died unnecessarily-and then Id almost lost my own life.

It wouldnt do any good to fume over it now, though. There would be time to confront Goldring about it when I delivered my report that afternoon. To calm myself, I tuned the radio to a station that played oldies, but after a while they broke for a Sunday-night talk show about the problem of San Franciscos homeless. The participants were a welfare worker, a priest, and a sociologist; their dispassionate discussion reduced those who slept in doorways or on park benches to mere statistics. They spoke of over seven thousand homeless people in the city alone, and more than forty-five thousand in the greater Bay Area. They said that for the citys homeless there were only a little over a thousand beds available in shelters; in the entire area only one bed was available for every fifteen people. They talked about how the homeless problem destroyed the quality of life for all of us; about how the tax money allocated to homeless relief wasnt beginning to pay the bills; about establishing regional support centers and funding more studies.
  
Studies? I thought incredulously. Spend money that could go to feed people, on more useless research?

I thought of my own college sociology major and how-had anything more come of it than a vinyl-encased diploma, whose whereabouts I couldnt even guess at now-it could have been me on the radio, analyzing and dissecting. Then I thought of Rudy Goldring and Bob, his derelict doorman, and of Goldrings comment-nave and practical at the same time-that if every business south of Market showed an interest in a homeless person, it might make a difference. In light of that, the sociobabble on the radio began to depress me, so I switched to KSUN, Light of the Bay.

My former lover, disc jockey Don Del Boccio, was giving a spiel about a rock concert KSUN would be hosting at the Oakland Coliseum the next week. He and the stations Wonder Bus would be there, Don said, along with Tina, the terrific traffic reporter. There would be a giveaway of KSUN T-shirts and posters to the first hundred couples. There would be a drawing for a door prize-a date with your favorite KSUN deejay. There would be-
 
I punched the button for a classical station. Listening to Don was almost as depressing as listening to the dehumanizing discussion of the citys indigents. Not because our parting had been a bitter one; there hadnt been enough of a connection between us by then for its severing to foster rancor. Not because I missed him; I didnt. His departure from my life had been more of a liberation. But hearing his bubbly voice and slick, superficial delivery reminded me again of all that had gone wrong between us-of how easily people can mistake sexual attraction and admiration of qualities that they themselves dont possess, for love.

Don is a cheerful, outgoing man who sees more good than bad in the world, a minor celebrity whose fame rests easily on his shoulders. Id envied his carefree approach to life and thought he would help me loosen up; hed envied my sense of purpose and thought I would help him chart a more serious career.

But finally, after a couple of years, Don and I had proved to be too different. His upbeat attitude began to seem shallow to me; it grated, just as my cynicism and jealous guarding of my privacy irritated him. He found my cases too grim and didnt want to talk about them. I found even the in-depth talk show hed persuaded the station to let him do to be superficial; I was reluctant to accompany him to glitzy KSUN promotional functions. Eventually we took refuge in our long, irregular working hours and just let things taper off.

Wed been apart for six months now. I hadnt found anyone new, wasnt really looking. Now I wondered if Don had. Who was this Tina, the terrific traffic reporter, anyway? Hadnt he said her name with more than his usual enthusiasm?

For a moment I considered tuning in to KSUN again, listening to Don to see if I could detect his feelings and circumstances over the airwaves. Then I laughed aloud. Could it be I was a tiny bit jealous? No, I decided, not really. Don was out of my life for good. But I was interested, as I would be in any former lover.

I didnt touch the radios buttons, though. The station I had on was playing Brahms, a favorite of mine ever since Don-who had once trained to be a concert pianist at the Eastman School of Music-had educated me to the joys of the classics. Hours passed as the selection switched to Mendelssohn, and then Tchaikovsky. The fog blew dense and snowy. Around midnight I almost dozed off, so I got out of the car and walked up and down the block twice, breathing the misty air. It was warmer, the fog like a thermal blanket wrapped around the city. I walked briskly, swinging my arms, and after a while felt more alert.

Now, an hour and forty minutes later, the lights went on in room 209. I watched a tall shadow move across the drawn drapes. Shortly afterward, Wilkonson emerged carrying a small travel bag. As he went to the Ranchero I started my car. He executed a U-turn and went past me, toward downtown. I hung back so he wouldnt notice my headlights; the sparseness of traffic at that hour made him easy to spot.

Eventually he led me into the light industrial district south of Market where Id met with Rudy Goldring on Friday. The streets were deserted and so dirty that even the fog seemed begrimed. Warehouses and semitrailers hulked darkly. My headlights washed over the latticework of chain-link fences and gleamed off railroad tracks that crisscrossed the pavement. There were no other cars in sight, and I was beginning to fear that Wilkonson would realize he was being tailed when a lighted area blazed up ahead of us. Suddenly the street was congested with cars and trucks and people. I slowed, momentarily puzzled, imagining that we had arrived at the scene of some horrible disaster. Then I saw a green and white neon sign reading CALIFORNIA FLOWER MART.

The Flower Terminal at Fifth and Brannan Streets-not far from the Hall of Justice-is as much of a San Francisco institution as Cost Plus, but not nearly as well known. Five days a week, while the rest of the city sleeps, wholesalers from all over the northern part of the state gather there to offer their wares to the areas florists and retail nurseries and sidewalk vendors. Id never been there before-no one unassociated with the flower industry would have occasion to-but Id once read a magazine article that had described the terminal as an incredible hive of activity. The description could not have been more apt.

Trucks clogged the street ahead of me, double and triple parked. Men and women unloaded crates, boxes, and flats of flowers, as well as trees and shrubs, onto handcarts and forklifts at the back doors to dozens of stalls. People crossed within inches of my front bumper, heedless of the cars motion. Ahead of me Wilkinson was experiencing similar impediments to progress: he weaved around a van, slammed on his brakes to avoid a hand truck loaded with saplings, crept around a group of men who were drinking coffee in the middle of the street. It was the congestion of the Wharf area all over again, only much worse, and I began to fear another outburst of violence. Wilkonson kept his speed down, however, weaving through the obstacle course. I lost sight of the Ranchero briefly when it slid around the corner onto Brannan Street, then caught up with it as it passed a busy, brightly lighted establishment called the Flower Mart Restaurant. On the other side of Sixth Street he found a quasi-legal parking space. I kept going, spotted a space further down, but was beaten out by an old Chevy. Finally I left the MG by the loading dock of a ball-bearing company and hurried down the crowded street to the entrance to the mart.

A sign by the door declared it off limits to anyone without a badge. Ahead of me I saw Wilkonson; he was showing some ID to the security guard, who waved him inside. I pushed forward to the guards post, waited for a break in the steadily moving line, and showed him my own identification. The guard was young, and my license impressed him-much as it would have impressed me in the days when I guarded doorways and office building lobbies for a living-and in a few seconds he was on the house phone to his supervisor. After a brief exchange he handed the receiver to me. I identified myself again and said I was working a tail job on one of their badge holders-for a civil suit, nothing that would cause danger to any of their customers. The supervisor agreed to allow me inside and asked to speak to the guard again; after he hung up, the guard handed me a temporary badge.

The crowded, elongated space in front of me glared with neon light. It was lined on all sides with stalls that overflowed with plants and flowers; piles of crates and flats and boxes extended out into its center. The mart stretched for a full city block, much of it outdoors under the dark, fog-streaked sky. My gaze skipped over roses and gladioli and carnations and chrysanthemums as I searched for Wilkonson. People in work clothes, most of them bundled against the chill early morning air, moved back and forth, examining the color of blossoms and testing the freshness of leaves with their fingertips. After a moment I caught sight of Wilkonson, walking slowly down the right-hand side, stopping at each stall. His gait was no longer stiff with reined-in anger; he moved almost somnambulistically, stopping at each stall and scrutinizing every face-both buyers and vendors-before going on.

I followed him around the mart twice, but he didnt give any indication that he was planning to leave. After a while he seemed to wake up, but there was still no suggestion of the previous days tension. He seemed almost resigned, as if he were going through the motions of looking for someone with very little hope of finding him or her. When he began his third go-round, I stationed myself beside a small forest of yew trees and kept my eyes on him from there.

Around me the mart hummed with activity. Vendors brought in more and more wares. Buyers moved briskly from stall to stall, inspecting the plants and flowers, criticizing their freshness, exchanging both pleasantries and good-natured barbs, haggling enthusiastically. A tall man came up and peered intently at the yew trees, blocking my view of Wilkonson. A woman joined the man, shook her head, and dragged him away. When they passed, I spotted Wilkonson standing in front of a sea of babys breath. Seconds later he moved on to a stall where dozens of Boston ferns hung from overhead wires. He canvassed the room in a methodical manner, not bothering to look at the vendors now, but concentrating on the buyers.

His behavior confirmed my suspicion that he was looking for someone connected with the flower industry; only professionals were allowed in here. But what was Wilkonsons connection? Hed shown a badge to the guard. Rudy Goldring had said he worked on a ranch, though. What kind of ranch-?

Sharon McCone!

I jumped. A fat woman in a garish green muu-muu stood next to me. There was a pink carnation in her wildly curling gray hair, and she grinned at me, showing gapped teeth. Sallie Hyde, I said.

Sallie moved in front of me, holding out a pudgy hand. What are you doing here?

She was blocking my view of Wilkonson. I took the hand and tugged her to one side. Wilkonson was standing by a pile of cases topped by some exotic red blooms that I didnt recognize. Working, I said.

Sallies face took on a sly, knowing look. Id met her while on a case in the Tenderloin hotel where she lived, a couple of years ago. Then I better skedaddle.

No, stand here and talk with me. You- I stopped, realizing Id been about to say something untactful about her bulk hiding me.

Sallie, however, is comfortable with her fat. I make a better door than window, right?

Right.

Glad to help. Howd you get in here?

Security supervisor okayed it. Then I realized this was an odd place to find Sallie, too. The last time Id seen her, shed been a clerk at one of the flower stands on Union Square. You must have changed jobs.

Still work for the same people, but Im a sort of supervisor myself now. Oversee the stands and do the buying for the Menottis.

Sallie, thats terrific! there are only twelve sidewalk flower stands in the city, and the permits for them are held by a few families who have been in the business for generations. If one of them had entrusted its operation to Sallie, she was moving up in the world.

She flushed with pleasure. Yeah, it is. I love the work, and Im learning the business top to bottom. One of these days I might just have a shop of my own.

Wilkonson was coming our way, moving past a stall that was crammed with dried and artificial flowers. I squeezed between Sallie and a yew tree, feeling its needles prickle on my cheek. You still living at the Globe Hotel?

Yeah. I could afford to move to a better neighborhood, but I been there so long its home.

What about the Vangs? They were a Vietnamese refugee family who had been my primary liaison when Id been hired to investigate strange goings-on at the hotel.

Bought a house in the Richmond.

It had been their dream, as it was for many of the citys refugees. Nice for them. Do they still have the restaurant?

Sure. Its what pays for the house.

Wilkonson had passed behind Sallie without giving her a glance. Possibly that meant that whomever he sought was not a woman-or at least not a large woman. When he was several yards away, I motioned toward him and asked her, Do you know that man?

The guy in the suede jacket?

Yes.

She studied him, squinting so her eyes almost disappeared in the fleshy folds of her face. Dont know him, but Ive seen him here before.

When?

Last week? The week before? I cant really say.

How long have you been doing the buying here?

Almost a year now.

But hes only been coming for a couple of weeks?

Maybe, maybe not. I know Ive seen him once or twice this month. Before that, I dont recall. I do know hes not a regular, though.

I was about to ask if there was any way of finding out more about the badgeholders when a man with a hand truck loaded with bamboo plants jostled against her and she lurched into me. I collapsed against the yew trees.

Sallie extended her hand to pull me up and glared at the shrubs. Damned funeral trees, she said.

The words gave me a prickly little chill, disproportionate to their meaning. What trees? I asked.

I call them funeral trees. In Europe they plant them in the cemeteries, or so the Menottis tell me. Ive seen them around graves here too, so I guess its true. I hate them.

Her tone was so malevolent and she gave the inoffensive trees such an evil look that suddenly I remembered Sallie Hyde was a murderer-tried, convicted, imprisoned, and paroled. When her eyes returned to meet mine, she must have seen the recollection there, because she changed the subject abruptly, chatting about her new job and prospects, then saying she had better get busy with her buying. Before she left me, she gave me her card and said I should keep in touch. I promised to, but somehow I doubted I would. The flower seller was like dozens of other people all over the city whom I knew from cases: an acquaintance with whom I had nothing in common save the violence that had initially brought us together.

It was close to five in the morning and my energy had completely flagged when Wilkonson finally made for the exit. I followed him on leaden legs to Brannan Street and his Ranchero, then fetched the MG. There was an entrance to the I-80 freeway a few blocks away; I caught up with the Ranchero as it took the ramp, and I drove behind it for a ways until I saw it merge onto Route 101 going south out of the city.

At Army Street I took the off ramp. My long, long workday was over.
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