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1.



The row of Victorian houses loomed dark in the early June fog. I put my hand on the cold iron railing and started up the stairway from the street. As I pushed through the overgrown front yard, blackberry vines reached out to tear at my clothing.



Strange, I thought, that there were no lights. The houses were under renovation, but surely Jake would have brought a flashlight to the one where he had asked me to meet him.



I went up the marble porch steps and felt for a doorbell. Nothing. Finally I got out my pencil flash and shone its beam around the leaded-glass doors. The bell hung on wires, broken. I started to knock, and the door swung inward.



I paused in the high-ceilinged vestibule. There was no sound. Maybe my friend had gotten tired of waiting; I was later than Id said I would be. I decided to see if hed left me a note.



I went through an arch and crossed the parlor toward the back of the house. Behind it was another room with an ornate fireplace, and beyond that another archway and blackness. I stepped through the archway and waited for my eyes to become accustomed to the dark. When they were, I inched toward a faintly outlined door at the rear. My foot hit something soft.
 


    The back of my neck prickled. I turned on the flash again. It went out. I punched the faulty switch harder and shone the beam down, at the floor. At a mans prone body.




    I recoiled, my heart pounding.



Jake, I whispered. Oh, no. Jake!



Even at a glance, even in this light, I could tell my friend was dead. He lay on his side in what common sense told me must be blood. Only it didnt smell like blood.



My fingers clutched the flash. I stood for a moment, several moments. It seemed like hours. Finally I knelt and dipped my finger into the pool of liquid. It was thick and sticky. Paint. Bright-red house paint.



I straightened, wiping my finger on my jeans before I realized what I was doing.



Oh, Jake, I said, louder. My words echoed in the cavernous room, and then the old house enveloped me in ponderous silence. From outside came the bellow of foghorns on San Francisco Bay.



I backed toward the wall, my eyes still on the body, and fumbled with a light switch. Nothing happened. When I cast my flash at the high ceiling it illuminated an ornate plaster rosette, but no fixture. The big Victorian had obviously been stripped.



Still, I didnt need a second look to make sure who the paint-smeared victim was. Jake Kaufmann, the friend who had so urgently requested I meet him here  my flashlight showed enough of his tanned face and black hair to identify him. Any closer investigation Id leave for the police.

    


    I backtracked to the hallway, glad to escape the presence of the corpse. Why, I thought, would anyone want to kill a gentle man like Jake Kaufmann? And why had he insisted we meet in this deserted house?



Stepping onto the porch, I spotted a phone booth on the far corner below. I ran down the steps and through the maze of wild vegetation to the stairway that scaled the retaining wall between there and the street. By the time I reached the booth my heart was pounding again.



Reflexively I checked my watch. It was 9:00 P.M. I dialed the SFPD and asked for Greg Marcus, head of Homicide. The lieutenant was off duty. Did I want to leave a message? No, Id call him at home. I fished in my bag for my address book and redialed. He answered on the first ring.



Greg, I said, its Sharon McCone.



Hey, hows my favorite private eye?



Not so good, Greg. Ive found a friend of mine murdered.



There was a pause. Arent you a little corpse-happy lately? He was referring to two murder cases that Id recently been involved with in his jurisdiction.



Greg, Im not kidding.



I didnt think you were. His tone became crisp. Where are you?

    


    I gave him the address of the Victorian on Steiner Street.



Stay put. A squad car will be along, and Ill get there as soon as I can.



I hung up and stared at the phone for a moment before I got out another dime. Even when youre dating the head of Homicide, I told myself, its wise to have your attorney there when youve found a body. And since my lawyer was also my boss at All Souls Legal Cooperative, I knew hed want to be present. I dialed and asked Hank Zahn to come at once.



Outside the booth, I looked up at the house, whose turret and gables were shrouded in the fog. Its neighbors on the hill were similarly dark. The street was deserted, save for a lone black man who gave me a hostile glance as he passed. Pulling my jacket closer, I started toward the row of Victorians as a siren began to wail. The man quickly stepped into the shadows.



Two uniformed men sprang from the squad car when it pulled up. You the one reported the body?



Yes.



Where is it?



Inside, third room from the front. I gestured up at the house.



One of the men climbed the stairway in the retaining wall. The other remained, his eyes on me. Your identification, please.

    


    I produced my California private investigators license. The officers eyebrows raised as he examined it. Private op, huh?



I didnt answer.



Howd you happen to be here?



I sat down on the cold cement steps. Ill talk to Lieutenant Marcus when he gets here.



Youd better talk now.



I shook my head and leaned back, my elbows on the step behind me. Apparently the cop thought better of pressuring me, because he withdrew to the squad car.



I tried to focus my observations and movements since Id first arrived at the house, but the picture of Jake lying paint-smeared and dead kept flashing before me as the lab crew and inspectors arrived. I was unsuccessfully fighting off the image when a blue BMW pulled up and Greg Marcus hurried up the sidewalk.



He was a big blond-haired man wearing Levis and a suede jacket. His bushy eyebrows   ??, several shades darker than his hair, were drawn together in a frown. I stood, and he reached out a hand to steady me.



You all right?

    


    Of course Im all right! His concern served to sharpen my professional rivalry, already finely honed by our past encounters.



Well, thats good, he snapped back. I wouldnt want to see you with your computer rattled. What have you got on your face?



My face?



Yeah. He traced a line on my forehead with his thumb. Its red.



Oh. I felt the sticky encrustation. Its probably paint. I must have rubbed it there without noticing. The bodys in a pool of house paint.



And you managed to get into it, too. Where is it?



The uniformed officer came down the stairway. Dining room, Lieutenant. Back of the first floor. The electricitys off, but the lab boys are setting up some lights.



Greg nodded and turned to me. Stay here.



Yes, sir.



Thats the spirit. He grinned and disappeared up the stairs.

    


    I turned to see a taxi pull up to the curb. A lanky figure emerged. Hank Zahn, my boss. He paid the driver and came toward me, tugging at his trenchcoat, which enveloped his body like a scarecrows clothes.



What happened? Hanks eyes, behind his thick horn-rimmed glasses, were anxious.



Like I said on the phone, I found someone dead.



Who?



Before I could answer, Greg returned, putting a hand on my shoulder. Okay, the lab boys have rigged up some portable lights in there. You come up with me, and well go over what happened. He added, to Hank, What are you doing here? He and Hank were old friends.



Hank scratched furiously at his Brillo pad of light-brown hair and glanced at me.



I asked him to come, I said.



Why? You didnt kill the victim, did you?



Of course not! But he is  was  one of our clients.



Hanks eyes widened behind his thick glasses. Who?



Do you remember Jake Kaufmann?

    


    Of course. The guy who paints the Victorians. Hes been a client for years.



Right. He called me earlier 



Wait a minute, Greg interrupted. Start from the beginning. The victims name is Kaufmann?



I nodded. Jake Kaufmann. Around us, the scene had exploded into a whirl of people and activity. A crowd had materialized, drawn by the lights and sirens. Jakes what they call a color consultant. He specializes in painting Victorians that have been restored. He uses bright colors and intricate patterns. Theyre flamboyant. A lot of people detest them. Not, I dont think, enough to drown him in a pool of his own paint, if thats what happened. I realized I was rambling and reined myself in. Anyway, he called me this afternoon and asked that I meet him here.



Why? Greg asked.



Im not sure. All he said was that he had found out something that frightened him and he wanted me as a witness.



Why you?



We were friends. Id done some investigation for him before. A strange business that was, too.



Hank nodded emphatically.

    


    Anyway, I went on, he thought he could trust me.



And?



And I told him I had an evening conference at All Souls, so I couldnt make it at seven-thirty, when he asked. I said Id be here as soon as I could. Only I paused, sick. My lateness might have precipitated Jakes murder.



Okay, Greg said, glancing at a patrolman who was coming down the stairs in the retaining wall, theyre set up in there, so lets go over exactly what happened when you arrived. You, he added to Hank, can wait here.



Relief showed plainly on Hanks face.



Greg steered me up the stairway. Sure youll be okay, hotshot? His mouth quirked up sardonically, but his eyes were kind.



I squeezed his arm. Ill be fine.



Good. He nodded approvingly.



We continued up the walk to the columned entry, brushed aside runaway vegetation that reached out to touch us. From inside came a murmur of voices.



Greg said, You came in here, through the front door?

    


    Yes. I ignored my apprehension about seeing Jakes body again and concentrated on relating the facts. We crossed the hallway to the arch and entered the parlor. In the light that now streamed from the rear of the house, I saw another tiled fireplace with a high mantel. I went through here, to the back parlor, and then to the dining room. Greg followed me. Our footsteps clattered on the bare floors.



At the archway to the dining room, I stopped, sucking in my breath. The harsh glare of the portable floodlights made the red paint a thousand times more garish, Jakes pallor even more ghastly. A ladder, which the beam of my flashlight hadnt picked up earlier, stood near the body, and an overturned paint can and brush lay on the floor.



Maybe it was an accident, I said in a small voice.



No way. Greg stepped around me. Ill show you.



Reluctantly, I followed him. Jake lay with one arm outstretched, the other crumpled under him. His khaki work clothes were splattered with red.



See this? Greg indicated a discolored indentation behind Jakes left ear. Theres no possibility that could have been caused by a fall from a ladder, given the way hes lying. I guess it was made with the proverbial blunt instrument. And, if you look around, youll see other things that are inconsistent with an accident theory.

    


    I looked. Such as the fact that he would have been painting in the dark.



Right.



And that he would have been painting a wall that was unprepared. I indicated several deep cracks in the plaster. And, I added, that he was using exterior paint on an interior wall.



Youve got it.



Good Lord. I stared down at the dead man. Then somebody tried to fake an accident.



Somebody who doesnt know much about the painting trade.



But why?



Greg shrugged and went to talk with one of the lab technicians.



I continued to stare down. The floor was littered with chunks of plaster, strips of wallpaper, and sawdust. The wainscoting and leaded-glass cabinets had been prepared for refinishing. In the rubble at my feet were bits of multicolored glass and an ornate tubular metal fitting, the socket of a broken light bulb protruding from it. Troubled, I glanced up at the rosette on the ceiling. There was no evidence of a light fixture having hung there.



Greg returned to me. Show me where you touched the paint.

    


    I pointed to a spot where the surface was disturbed.



Touch anything else?



The wall, and the light switch.



He nodded briskly. Thats all I need from you now, but I want a statement tonight. Theres a place around the corner called Johnnys Kansas City Barbecue thats reasonably clean and safe, for this neighborhood. Wait for me there, and Ill drive you to the Hall.



Okay. Hank will keep me company.



Greg turned back to the technicians, kicking aside the small metal fitting on the floor as he did so. Obviously it wasnt a clue  to him. I reached down and pocketed it.
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    The sign in the windows of Johnnys Kansas City Barbecue said OPEN, but there were no customers at the oilcloth-covered tables. When Hank and I entered, a big black man with grizzled hair emerged from a swinging door at the rear, wiping his hands on his stained chefs apron.



Were not serving anymore, he said, but the bars still open.



Hank looked questioningly at me. I nodded. A drink sounded like a good idea. We climbed onto high-backed stools, and the man placed cocktail napkins in front of us.



Whatll it be?



Hank ordered scotch on the rocks, and I ordered bourbon. Our host poured and withdrew to what presumably was the kitchen.



Hank raised his glass. Heres to the memory of a pretty nice guy.



I returned the toast and sipped, melancholy washing through me with the liquor. Jake was nice, dammit.

    


    He was a real craftsman, the kind you dont find much anymore. I remember once he suggested he do a color plan for All Souls. He said homes should be cheerful, human habitations, not dingy prisons of wood and stone.

    


    While I wouldnt go so far as to call it a prison, the big brown Victorian that housed All Souls was drab. So why didnt you do it?



Hank shrugged. It wasnt in the budget.



Nothing extra ever was. A legal-services plan that charged its members on a sliding fee scale seldom had large cash reserves.



I was silent for a moment.



Hank asked, You dated Jake for a while, didnt you?



Yes. It was when I was breaking off with my musician friend down south. Jake was gentle, understanding  ?? My voice choked up and, to cover it, I sipped my drink.



Hes married now, isnt he?



I nodded. Six months ago, to a divorcee named Judy Riggs. She had two kids. Jake always liked kids. They made a nice family. I wonder who gets to tell her.



Youre not close to his wife?



I hardly know her. I havent seen Jake himself since they married.

    


    You say Greg is meeting us here?



Right.



Then itll probably be me. Hell come in and say, Listen, Hank, since Jake was an All Souls client, would you mind



I smiled faintly. Hank did a credible imitation of the lieutenant. When I looked at him, though, there was real pain in his eyes. My boss genuinely cared for all his clients, and too often made their troubles his. Breaking the news to Jakes family would be no small ordeal, but Hank would prefer to suffer it than to have them told impersonally by a cop.



You know what bothers me? I asked.



What?



The crime is so meaningless. Who would want to kill Jake?



Maybe he was killed by a burglar.



Whats there to steal?



True. A vandal, then. Theres a lot of vandalism in this neighborhood.



A vandal wouldnt have gone to the trouble of faking an accident.



An accident?

    


    Briefly I explained about the paint and the ladder at the scene. So you see, I finished, someone killed him deliberately and then tried to cover up. Thats borne out by the fact he said he was frightened when he called me.



The proprietor stuck his grizzled head out of the kitchen, and Hank signaled for another round. We watched him pour the drinks with a practiced flourish. Setting them down, he said, You folks aint been in before.



First time, I replied.



Thought so. I got a good memory for faces. Course I dont get too many white faces here.



I looked at him to see if it might be a warning, but his dusky features were bland. He leaned against the back bar, arms folded across his aproned chest.



You the owner? I asked.



Yeah. Johnny Harts the name.



Im Sharon McCone, and this is Hank Zahn. Have you been in this location a long time?



Ten years this coming October.



Get mostly local customers?



Mostly.

    


    Tell me something: that block of empty Victorians on the hill above Steiner Street, are they being restored?



Thats what I hear.



Who owns the big house on the corner? The one with the tower.



Same people as own all the others. Wintringham and Associates, theyre called.



What do they do, buy up old wrecks and restore them?



Yeah. Theyll spiff them up and make a killing selling them to middle-class whites. He grinned mockingly.



How is it they managed to get hold of an entire block?



Wintringham  David, his first name is  inherited it. His father was an architect who made a pile building houses after the Second World War. Stucco houses out in the Avenues. Modern, for then. But he always lived right here, in that big one on the corner, and he kept buying up and down the street. When he died, the son got it all.



Was the big house what youd call the family mansion?



Guess so. Why else would he have stayed? He could have lived anyplace.

    


    I sipped my drink. Can they get much for the houses, even fixed up, in this neighborhood?



Sure can. You should see whats buying in here: fairies like Wintringham, young families, rich white lawyers. Harts voice dripped scorn.



Beside me, Hank stiffened.



Whats wrong with him? Johnny Hart demanded.



Hes a white lawyer, but not rich.



Too bad for him. Hey, man, its nothing personal. Thats just whats moving in. I dont care who buys those places, as long as my business picks up.



But some people care, I said.



Sure, folks thatve been here all their lives, living cheap in rundown buildings. The places sell, theyre kicked out, cant find anything they can afford. All of a sudden theyre on the outs in the neighborhood where they came up. You can see how they feel. He smiled wickedly, leaning across the bar and showing yellowed teeth. Or maybe you cant. Maybe, to you, theyre just niggers.



I blinked. After a pause, Hank cleared his throat.

    


    Johnny Hart laughed. Hey, dont look that way! Its just a word; cant hurt no one. And you, he added to me, ought to know that. From that thick black hair and those high cheekbones, Id say you got a touch of Indian blood.

    


    Shoshone, I said.



And its probably caused you some grief in your time. So dont go getting that uptight liberal look. Thats for him to do. He pointed to Hank, who gulped his drink and began to cough.



I was starting to like our host. Somehow, Ive never felt much like an Indian, I said. Im only an eighth, and no one else in my family resembles one in the slightest.



Whats the other seven-eighths?



Scotch-Irish.



Huh. So what brings you to these parts tonight?



Before I could answer, the door opened and a young black man in a leather coat and cowboy hat came in. Hey, Johnny, he said.



Hows it going, Ray?



The young man glanced suspiciously at Hank and me. Some to-do around the corner. Dude got himself killed in one of these empty houses.



Harts eyes flicked to me and then back to the newcomer. Anybody we know?



Nah, just some white dude who paints houses for Wintringham.

    


    Which house was he in?



Big one with the tower, on the corner.



You dont say. Hart turned to me, his face stony. Seems like youve been playing a little game, lady, he said softly.



I



Whats it to you, who owns those places? And why all the questions? He leaned across the bar, eyes narrowed.



I bit my lip and shifted uncomfortably on the barstool.



Well? Hart prompted.



Just then the door opened again, and Greg strode in. There you are, he said. Lets go.



I jumped to my feet and grabbed my bag. Johnny Hart glared menacingly. I looked away from him.



To Hank, Greg said, By the way, Hank, since you were the victims attorney, could you...?



Hank held up a hand. Im way ahead of you.
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    You certainly killed two birds with one stone, I said to Greg as we entered the Homicide squad room.
 


    He turned innocent blue eyes to me. I dont know what you mean.



You got rid of an unpleasant task and you got rid of my attorney.



You dont need an attorney if you have nothing to hide.



Yeah. I assumed a tough-guy voice. Thats what they all say right before they throw you in the slammer.



He opened the door to his cubicle and glared down at me as I ducked under his outstretched arm. What is it with you private detectives? You all sound like youve read too many paperback detective novels.



Well, of course.



With an interested glance, Greg waved me toward a chair. Really? You read stuff like that?



When I was at Berkeley, I worked nights as a security guard to make my tuition. When you sit hour after hour  ??, watching over an empty building that no one in his right mind would want to break into, youll read anything.

    


    He shook his head in disbelief and punched the intercom to summon a steno, then leaned back in his chair, hands clasped at the nape of his neck. His gave was steady and neutral. I returned it.



You do turn up in the right places at the right times, Greg finally said.



Or the wrong places, depending on how you look at it.



He nodded. We still on for dinner tomorrow?



If Im not in jail.



You wont be. Youre too smart not to cooperate. Abruptly he swiveled to look out the window, which faced a blank wall. I wondered what he saw there, or what he avoided seeing over here.



In my short acquaintance with Greg Marcus, I gradually had been forced to abandon my initial stereotype of him as the hard-bitten homicide cop. True, he had a toughness that expressed itself in disciplined movements and deliberate speech. But he was also a gentle man, who loved art and classical music and puttering in his Twin Peaks garden. He had a capacity for fury that matched my own, but he was saved from it by a heightened sense of the absurd. I had begun to like the lieutenant, like him a lot. And not the least of my liking stemmed from the fact that, at forty-one, he had a lean body, a smile that crinkled the lines around his eyes, and thick blond hair I had had occasion to run my hands through.

    


    But he still managed to piss me off on the average of once a week.



The steno entered, and Greg swiveled around, lit a cigarette, and began a formal interview that covered roughly the same ground as we had at the crime scene. Now, he finally said, well go into the background. You say youd previously done some investigation for the deceased.



Yes. It would have been I paused. A year ago last July.



Describe it, please.



As I mentioned before, I began, Jake was a color consultant. But before that, he was an ordinary house-painter. He contracted out to big developments, like the tracts that were built in the Avenues in the fifties and in Daly City in the sixties. I stopped. Was it possible Jake had worked for David Wintringhams father? Did that, in some dim way, explain why he had met his death in the Wintringhams old house?



Gregs eyes narrowed. What is it?



I shook my head. Nothing. Greg had accused me before of relying too much on coincidence  or womans intuition as he tauntingly called it. Im having difficulty remembering dates, I hedged. Have you heard of something called the Colorist Movement?

    


    No.



It started in the sixties, slowly at first, then picked up speed in the days of the so-called flower children. Essentially, what happened was that people started sprucing up Victorians that had been neglected. Only they didnt paint them in neutrals, or even in one color. Theres a place on Steiner Street, not far from the crime scene, that pretty well explains what the movement is about. They call it the psychedelic house, and, believe me, it is. They painted on as many colors as they could, using tiny artists brushes and  



I know the one you mean, but whats that got to do with Kaufmanns murder? Most of the Victorians that have been rehabilitated have multicolored paint jobs.



Yes, but they didnt back then. And neighbors were outraged by the explosions of color. They associated it with hippies, drugs. Finally, the new style gained acceptance, but only over strong opposition.



And Jake Kaufmann? Greg insisted.



He was one of the first to experiment with color, on his own house, and then on others. His method was to consult with the owners and draw up a detailed scheme for each individual house. Soon his services were in such demand that he had a two-year waiting list.



And now where do you fit in?

    


    I knew Greg was irritated with my rambling account, so I tried to pare it down. Theres this woman, Eleanor van Dyne. Shes one of those matron-crusader types, heads an organization called Salvation Incorporated. Its dedicated to preserving historical buildings.



Like the Foundation for San Franciscos Architectural Heritage?



Yes, and the Preservation Group, and the Victorian Alliance.



Jesus, and the Committee to Save the Fake Rocks. Can you believe that one? Greg was referring to a cliff on the Great Highway that was constructed entirely of wire and stucco. San Franciscans would try to save anything.



Go on, Greg said, glancing at the steno and appearing embarrassed at his unprofessional digression. It would not do for my statement to sound like a casual conversation.



This van Dyne person is very traditional. She believes buildings should be restored to their exact original state. And bright color was something the Victorians didnt go in for; most of their houses were pretty dour. Needless to say, Eleanor van Dyne took off after Jake. When he painted a house on her street in Pacific Heights three shades of purple with pink and gold trim, she filed suit against him for creating an eyesore.



I guess! And you gathered evidence for his defense?

    


    Yes. I interviewed the neighbors about how they felt, talked to the owners of the house, researched the Colorist Movement.



What was the outcome?



Van Dyne dropped the suit. She really didnt have much of a case but, more than that, I think she was influenced by her personal feelings for Jake. In spite of their differing philosophies, she was fond of him. She considered him a real craftsman who had gone astray, and she hoped she could bring him around to her way of thinking.



Did she?



Not that I know of.



Did you have any further contact with the deceased between the time the suit was dropped and when he called you today?



I hesitated. We dated a few times, close to a year ago.



Oh? There was an interested note in his voice.



Inwardly I smiled. Yes. It was no great romance. He got married soon after that.



I see. Greg nodded, his face a blank. And this phone call  he didnt identify who he was meeting?

    


    No. There was something, but.  Tired, I pressed my fingertips to my temples.



Greg was silent for a moment, then dismissed the steno. He sat slumped in his chair, regarding me thoughtfully. I want to ask one more question, strictly between you and me.



Yes?



Are you holding anything back?



I widened my eyes. Why would I?



You didnt answer the question.



Ive given you as complete a statement as I can at this time.



He continued to stare at me. A simple yes or no never suffices for you, does it?



Guess not.



Abruptly he stood. Okay, thats it. Ill have one of my men drive you back to your car.



I got up and started for the door.



Oh, papoose, he added, using his private nickname for me, which I loathed.



Yes, sir? I replied acidly.

    


    Dont forget about dinner tomorrow.

    




End of sample
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