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NOWADAYS, HE WAS JUST A PIMP WITH A LIMP. A WIRY specimen with a head too big for his body and a string of two dozen call girls he ran out of a limousine service in south Seattle. The girls called him Baby G, but I remembered a time when he was plain old Tyrone Gill, a playground legend who could take you off the dribble and stick it in the hole with the best of them. The Rocket Man, wed called himafter that old Elton John song. That was back before he made what he now liked to call a series of unfortunate self-medication choices. Back before a rival procurer tried to amputate his foot in a Belltown alley. Back before a lot of things. For both of us.

Gonna call it Ho-Fest Two Thousand.

He nudged me hard in the ribs. Can you see it, man? The tents. The banners. The food stands.

Food stands?

I caught his feigned astonishment from the corner of my eye. Man do not live by pussy alone, he said gravely.

When I reckoned how he might be right, he went on.

Culturally coordinated, too, my man.

Hows that?

You know, man, like we got one tent set up for the regular trade. Missionary position types. Right next store we got some comfort food. Strictly meat and potatoes. Grits and gravy. That kinda shit.

Oh?

He cut a swath with his hand. Cross the way we got the Greek tent. You knowfor the backwards types.

I pulled one hand from the wheel and held it up. No. No. Let me guess. Dolmas, kabobs, and rice pilaf.

He grinned and nudged me again. His big head bobbed up and down like one of those spring-loaded dolls. I knew you was a man of vision, Leo.

Vision was precisely what I didnt have. The Explorer needed new wipers. Despite slapping back and forth at breakneck speed, the worn blades merely flattened the intermittent rain across the glass, smearing the muck into pulsating blobs of form and color that reminded me of long-ago light shows and psychedelic drugs. The unwanted memory tightened my lower jaw and sent a shiver sliding down my spine. I clapped my free hand back onto the wheel and scrunched down in the seat, peering out at the thick traffic through a small, unsullied crescent of glass at the bottom of the windshield.

Baby G snapped me back.

Thats why you got to help me out wid this, he said. Aint nobody else could do it but you, man.

I shook my head. You got to get real here, G. No way anybody is going to give you a city permit to stage I looked over at him. What did you say you wanted to call it?

He wore a blue silk suit. Three-piece. Tailored to him like it was made of iron. And a bright yellow tie.

Ho-Fest Two Thousand, he said.

Not gonna happen in any city park, man. No point even talking about it.

As G opened his mouth to protest, I leveled him with the coupe de grace. Even my old man couldnt have pulled that shit off, I said.

He recognized this as a serious rejoinder, indeed. His face clouded. He closed his mouth so hard he looked like a large-mouth bass and then began staring sullenly out through the windshield.

My old man had parlayed an early career as a union thug into eleven terms on the Seattle City Council. In the course of his storied thirty-year career of public service. Wild Bill Waterman had tilled previously unimagined ground in the fertile fields of influence peddling, insider trading and familial hiring preferences. When I turned forty-five, I was in line to inherit a bundle of ill-gotten downtown real estate, and to this day, twenty-five years after my fathers death, nearly every city department is still being run by somebody related to me either by blood or by marriage.

Thats how come G had spent the ride from downtown filling my ear with his nonsense about wanting me to use my connections to help him get a permit to use Discovery Park for some kind of a superbowl of suction. Mostly, though, he was just talking to hear himself talk. He was nervous about our errand tonight. He wasnt letting on, but I could tell. Those huge hands were twitchy.

Theres Darlene, she said.

First time shed spoken. G had introduced her as Narva. The professional makeup job made it hard to tell, but I made her to be about thirty. Better than six feet, light green contact lenses, short blond hair, smooth and curled under. Impeccable in a blue microfiber raincoat, she sat in the center of the backseat, her perfect face as smooth and unmoving as a figurines. If I hadnt known better, Id have made her for a corporate type. Big-time Ivy League. Stocks and bonds. Maybe a junior partner attorney. Never for a hooker. No way.

Up ahead on the right, wedged between Watsons Plumbing Supply and a boarded-up beauty college, the Pine Tree Diner lurked in its own shadows, like one of those Edward Hopper paintings. At once welcoming and onerous, a classic silver diner, back before they added on and became family restaurants. From a distance, the rounded silver edges and the solid band of light along the front facade made it look like a jukebox buried to its neck in asphalt. I moved the Explorer into the right lane.

Just as youd never make Narva for a whore, youd never make Darlene for anything else. The girl had the look down. Texas teased hair, a white fur bolero jacket over what appeared to be a red rubber dress. Knee-high white boots that laced up the side.

I pulled off the highway and into the parking lot. Sliding along the front of the building to the far end, I turned the car back toward the highway, killed the lights and shut off the engine. The silence was broken only by the soft ticking of the motor as it began to cool.

G pulled a fresh photograph of Misty McMahon from an envelope and passed it over the seat to Narva.

Show her this, he said. And make goddamn sure that crack-smokin bitch knows what the hell shes talkin about, too.

Narva made no move to take the picture. Her gaze was level. You want to make an anti-drug speech to her, G, you go on out there and you talk to her.

He scowled and began waving the picture about. You know goddamn well she aint gonna talk to me.

Only her eyebrows moved. Perhaps, if youd didnt beat people up, youd create more long-term goodwill, she said affably.

You tellin me how to run my business?

Im merely suggesting that when one uses beatings as exit interviews, one severely compromises ones future credibility.

Hey. He waved the picture again. You hold that college girl crap of yours, you hear me? I dont want to hear it.

Just trying to help, she said.

The way Darlene was wobbling across the lot toward us, youd have sworn the heels werent attached to the boots.

G turned in his seat and met Narvas gaze. She was holding out on me, he said. And you know, babythat just cant be. You let one ho hold out on you and the next thing you know, they lose all respect. Two weekshe snapped his long fingersyou got no girls. You sellin yo own ass out on Jackson Street.

Narva favored him with a small smile. What do you charge for that bony little butt of yours, Gthree, four bucks a pop?

A vein bulged in his temple like a thick brown worm. I unhooked my seatbelt and got my hip out from under the steering wheelG didnt take much shit from his girls. Way I figured it, he was going to go over the seat after her and I was going to have to stop him, and no matter what happened after that, finding Misty McMahon and returning her to her grandmother was going to get a whole lot harder.

To my amazement, however, he merely smiled back, matching her tooth for tooth. His voice was calm. Please, he said. Just show her the damn picture.

She shot me a quick victory glance and then plucked the photograph from his stiff fingers. We sat in silence as she got out of the car and ambled away with one of those languid one-foot-in-front-of-the-other walks designed to pop coffin lids open. She met Darlene out in the center of the lot. As the women embraced, Darlene kept her wide eyes locked on the car. Sensing the womans discomfort, Narva threw us a quick look, took Darlene firmly by the elbow and moved her away from the car, back toward the rusted chain-link fence running along the north side, talking as she walked, moving the woman back behind the Explorer, into the deepest recesses of the gloom.

G read my mind. She aint like the others. I got a different arrangement wid her than wid the regular girls.

So I see, I offered.

He couldnt let it go. Her and I work a straight percentage. She do her business, slide me ten percent for keepin the riffraff off her ass. Thats all. Nice and clean.

Nice and clean, I repeated.

He folded his arms across his chest, lifted his chin and made his surprised face. I showed her that other picture you give me, and lo and behold if she dont jump all over it. I mean, this honey aint exactly the whore wid the heart of gold, if you catch my drift, Leo, so when she says shell get some copies out to the street girls, I figure, you knowshe wants to go to a bunch of troubleyou knowwhat the hell, let her. Sideshe looked around furtivelythat way nobody know it comin from me. Figured we might get better results that way.

On account of that credibility problem of yours that Narva was talking about? I inquired.

He sneered at me but didnt answer. I sat staring out the side window into the gloom, squinting my eyes at the abstract pattern of leaves plastered to the fence and ruminating about how the problem with missing kids is that youve got to find them in a hurry. The street eats them up. You leave them out there too long and theres nothing to bring home. At least nothing Grandma was gonna want around the house.



I had met Constance Hart in the coffee shop of the Westin Hotel. Her message on my voice mail said she was going to be in town for the day and wanted to meet me for lunch to discuss me finding her granddaughter for her. Finding runaway kids is among the most frustrating and heartbreaking assignments a private investigator can take on. Most of the time I make up reasons why Im too busy, but since she hadnt left a number where I could call her back, I felt like I had an obligation to show up and give her the bad news in person.

I put on a nice pair of gray gabardine trousers, a blue silk shirt and my best black blazer. Poised and professional, five minutes early. Figured to get myself settled with a cup of coffee on the upper level, looking down onto Fifth Avenue. Firmly in charge of the high ground, moral and otherwise.

She was already there when I arrived. Drinking tea at the exact table where Id envisioned myself turning her down. She rose as I ascended the final pair of steps. I checked her shoes. Flats. One tall woman, six-two if she was an inch, with thick salt and pepper hair, wound into an elegant braid that circled her head and then ran down her back. A black wool dress, understated but classy. Diamond as big as the Ritz worn on the right hand. Staying at the hotel. No coatno purse. She extended the hand with the rock and I took it. Her palm was callused and her grip strong.

Thank you for coming, she said.

I told her not to mention it, settled into the chair across from her and ordered coffee. We traded pleasantries until the waiter delivered my order, inquired as to the state of my immediate needs and then left.

The secret of turning down a case is not to give the prospective client a chance to tell their story, so I brought my big guns out right away. You said on the phone that it was your granddaughter you wanted me to find. Is that right?

Yes.

You said she was thirteen years old.

Thats right.

Are you the girls legal guardian?

I figured this would be the end of it. Shed tell me that she wasnt, and then Id tell her that working for anybody other than the legal guardian was considered extremely poor form by the local constabulary and generally resulted in things like kidnapping charges. Wham bam, no thank you, mama.

Yes, I am, she said.

Before I could close my mouth, she reached into the pocket of her dress and produced a folded piece of paper. I took it. A copy of a court document. Indeed she was the kids legal guardian. Peninsula County, September fifth this year. Constance Pierce Hart was awarded full-time permanent custody of Misty Ann McMahon, her granddaughter.

Now I really didnt want to hear the story. The state of Washington exercises the greatest reluctancesome say entirely too muchin separating children from their parents, and on those rare occasions when they deem the childs welfare to be better off elsewhere, they are far more likely to remand the child to the foster care system than they are to award custody to a relative. I groped for an excuse as I slid the paper across the table to her.

Its like any lawyer will tell you. Dont ask questions that you dont already know the answer to. Curiosity got the best of me.

Whats with the parents? I asked.

I slouched in my seat, waiting for the painful dance that inevitably precedes a person admitting that the seed of his or her loins is the scum of the earth. Tales of how hed always been a difficult child. Of how hed always been far too sensitive for the other children to understand. How maybe that unfortunate incident with Mrs. Zahnisers cat and the electric charcoal lighter should have alerted them all. Id heard it all before. In my business, denial isnt exactly a river in Egypt.

Constance Hart, however, was made of far sterner stuff. Instead of making excuses, she pulled herself erect, looked me hard in the eye and said, My son Mark is a pederast, Mr. Waterman. He molested his own daughter, Mistyshe averted her eyesprobably since birth.

The air between us felt magnetized, as if the leaden weight of her sudden admission was now partially mine. Its a feeling I get when people are forced to let me further into their lives than either of us would prefer. I changed the subject.

And the mother?

Her black eyes rolled back my way.

Monas weak. Shes whoever and whatever Mark tells her she is, and nothing more.

She could tell I understood. Back before no-fault divorce, I used to meet a lot of people like that. People who had somehow gotten the threads of their identities tied up with those of their mates. People whod spent twenty years driving minivans and beginning sentences with we, as if they had tapeworms, only to awaken one middle-aged morning to find the fabric of their lives unraveling before their puffy eyes. Divorce work had been steady, but somehow I didnt miss it a bit.

Did she know?

Of course, she snapped. She was right there in the house. How can she say she didnt know?

When I didnt respond, she went on.

Which is why Misty has to be told that shes not going to have to go back home. Ever, she added. That she will stay with me for as long as she chooses. If she thinks youre taking her back home, she wont come with you. Youd have to

I held up a palm. Whoa, nowI havent said anything about taking on the case.

She didnt argue or plead. She simply said, You must.

I knew what I was letting myself in for, but I asked her anyway.

Whys that?

She told me her story. Mark McMahon was her son by her first marriage. Raised by his father after the divorce. Over in eastern Washington. He and Mona had been married for nearly fifteen years. Three years ago, Mark had been transferred to the Seattle area, affording Constance Hart an opportunity to get to know the granddaughter shed hardly met. From the beginning, shed sensed something was terribly wrong.

Misty had always been a timid, withdrawn child, seemingly more content to play alone indoors than to be outside with the other kids. A poor student. Unable to concentrate on anything for very long, she was adjudged to have a learning disability and was assigned to classes for the differently abled. And it might have ended that way, too. She might have just been another misdiagnosed kid who slipped through the cracks in the system and was never seen again.

Three months into the fifth grade, all students at Westwood Middle School are shown a videotape designed to inform them as to what is and is not appropriate touching on the part of grown-ups. The tape is no big deal. Mostly drawings and arrows. Most of the kids have seen it twice a year since second grade. Many nap.

This time, however, when the lights were turned back on, something was amiss. Mistys seat was empty. The halls and restrooms were checked. Then the school grounds. The police were called. Nearly an hour after her teacher reported her missing, Misty was found huddled and nearly comatose in a supply closet at the back of the maintenance room.

Subsequent sessions with the district psychologist revealed a pattern of sexual abuse dating back to Mistys earliest memories. Unfortunately, while the girl was able to speak quite cogently of her fathers abuse within the confines of therapy, Misty proved unable to handle cross-examination in open court and eventually, despite three criminal trials, the protests of the school district and the best efforts of Constance Harts attorneys, the girl was remanded back into the custody of her parents, from whom she then proceeded to run away at every opportunity.

Mistys father Mark made his fatal mistake about three months ago. Hed kicked in his mothers front door, thrown her to the floor and then dragged his runaway daughter, kicking and screaming, back out through the shattered portal. Big mistake.

What Mark McMahon overlooked was that Constance Harts front door was in Peninsula County, not King County, and in Peninsula County, Ms. Constance Hart was both extremely prominent and astonishingly well connected. Seems her late husband Frank had not only left his widow extremely well fixed, but had shown the remarkable foresight to have gone to college with both of the countys district judges, one of whom, after a suitable period of mourning, now considered himself to be a serious suitor for Constance Harts affections. She only had to ask once.

Within forty-eight hours, Mark McMahon had been arrested on a Peninsula County warrant charging him with kidnapping, felonious assault, child molestation and breaking and entering. As Misty was witness to the alleged crimes, the county insisted that she be present at her fathers arraignment. Once they had her back in their jurisdiction, they ruled that Mark and Mona McMahon were unfit parents and awarded permanent custody to Constance Hart. Halfhearted protests from King County fell on deaf ears. That was the good news. The bad news was that Mistys previous experience with the social welfare system had, quite understandably, failed to foster a great deal of faith in the judicial process. While Constance Hart was in the Peninsula County Courthouse, on the very day when she was awarded custody, Misty ran away. That was three months ago yesterday.

Constance Hart gave me a rundown of her efforts to find her granddaughter. First the cops. Overworked and understaffed. Runaways not a high priority. The shelters. Doing the best they can. The CPS folks. Barely holding their own. The missions. Same deal but with religion. Somebody said maybe she ought to try a private firm. Hired Consolidated, the biggest firm in town. For the past six weeks, theyd had an army of suits papering the city with posters of the kid. No go.

What makes you think shes in Seattle?

She called. About a month after she ran away. Her spine stiffened. She took a deep breath. Sheshe sounded like she was on drugs. She kept saying she was fine. Just kept repeating that she was fine. I tried to explain the court orderbut she hung up. She took a sip of her tea.

Im afraid youre my last resort, Mr. Waterman.

Par for the course. Nobody comes to me first. At least not with anything legal. In my business, you get over any romantic idea that you were their first choice to help them with their problem and come to realize that by the time they worked their way down to your yellow pages ad, theyd already consulted everything from the cops to the I ching.

Why me?

She eyed me carefully. I heardin several placesthat you were quite skilled at finding people and things that didnt want to be found. They said you were tenacious and knew people on the street.

Tenacious was a pretty big word for most of the people I knew on the street, so I asked, Who said?

They asked me not to use their names.

Couldnt say I blamed them.

What else did Misty say?

She said she was okay. She said shed seen her picture on a poster and wanted me to know that she was okay.

That all?

I tried to tell her about the court order, but she kept repeating that she was okay and that I should stop looking for her. She took a deep breath. She said an angel was taking care of her.

I shuddered. Not an angel. Angel. Angel Monzon. Kiddie pimp.

Consolidated came up a complete blank? I asked.

She pressed her lips into a thin line. They said, she began, they said they had information that she was She stopped again. Looking away this time. Shook her head.

Turning tricks? I prodded.

She gave the smallest of nods. I wasnt surprised. Pimps like Angel Monzon have a sixth sense when it comes to finding the broken ones. The secret is to find the ones whove already been to hell. Then the rest is easy. All thats left is to get them strung out on something they cant afford and then turn them out. I was betting Angel had been standing right by Mistys side while she talked to Grandma. Didnt like the heat from the posters. Especially not with one so young. They send your ass down for thirteen-year-olds, and nobody but nobody wants to do state time as a baby raper.

Suppose I do find her, I said. Shes been on the streets for three months. She was stirring her tea. Mrs. Hart, I said. Reluctantly, she raised her eyes to mine. Have you given any thought to what I might bring back to you? Three months is an eternity on the streets for a kid that age.

What you bring home will be my granddaughter. She said it with such immense dignity that, for a second, I almost believed it myself.

The words escaped my lips before I had a chance to think.

Ill try to get a line on her, I said.



Gs voice startled me. What? he barked.

I showed him my palms. I didnt say anything.

Yeah, but your big ass was thinkin. I could hear it.

Two guys in yellow hard hats came out of the diner and got into an orange Parks Department pickup truck. The glare of the backup lights bathed the two women in stark black and white.

Funny how light works. In the spectral glare, Narva looked like the Vampire Princess. Tall, translucent, seeming to glow with a deep inner light, the midnight blue of her raincoat transmuted to black, lustrous and panther-rich. Darlene just looked old. Like you could lose your Visa card in the creases in her cheeks. She waved a long white cigarette as she spoke. About every third word, shed jerk her chin over her shoulder, making sure the car hadnt moved, and then shed go back to talking.

G noticed, too. He made a smacking noise with his lips. That Narva girl.

You said you guys work a straight percentage, I prodded.

Strictly business, he said quickly. Hellshe dont work but Friday and Saturday nights. Gross five, six grand a weekend. Goes to graduate school the rest of the time. Getting her a masters or some such shit.

How much?

How much what?

How much does she get?

He narrowed his eyes. Lookin for a little somethin you cant git at home?

Just curious.

He eyed me closely. The G man can be very discreet. No reason Rebecca got to know. You know mehey, hey, I always saya mans business is a mans business.

How much?

Fifteen hundred. Straight half and half. Anything exotic is extra. Got her a small but real loyal following.

That what she charges you?

He scoffed as he adjusted his tie. You crazy? I dont pay for no nappy dugout.

Soyou gettin it for free, then?

He didnt say a word, so I stayed in his face. What? No freebies for the G man? I thought the G man always got freebies. You knowlike one of the perks.

He rolled his eyes toward the headliner. This ones different.

He sensed my astonishment.

Shit, Leo. You know me. He twisted his lips into a wry grin and then laughed into the back of his hand. She first come to me with the proposition. He made his astonished face. I figured, you knowso whos this pushy ho tellin the G man hisself what shes gonna do for him? So I grab a handful of her hair He reached out over the dashboard with his left hand. The handful of imaginary hair struggled mightily, but the G man held on with grim resolve. And I tell her, you know, that aint how it works down here, sweet cakes. He curled his lip as he began to force the hand down toward the floorboards. I tell her, hey, babylisten, what you do for me is get down on your pretty little knees and polish the G mans knob for a bit. That way, you and me get this arrangement off on a right and proper footing, so to speak.

And?

And I do what I always do then, I pulled my joystick outta my pants. He held out his other hand, palm up. He now held an imaginary Narva in one hand and an imaginary dick in the other. His Majestys sitting right there in the palm of my hand; Im tryin to stick her face in it and you know what that crazy bitch says?

What?

He looked down into his own palm as if confused. She look down and say, she say He wiped the corner of his mouth on the shoulder of his suit. He was beginning to giggle. She sayYou knowthat look just like a penis, but much, much smaller.

We burst out laughing together. I nodded.

Your dick ought to have one of those warning labels about how maybe things appear to be bigger than they really are.

He waved me off. Dont start that racial envy shit with me. I seen that pathetic little string of yours.

We kept bonding until Narva emerged from the shadows and began walking toward the car. She got in behind me, slid her way to the center and handed the picture back to G.

Darlene says she saw the girl last night.

She kept her eyes glued on G as she spoke. She says one of those little farm weekends is going on over in Bellevue. Says she went last night with a john. Says thats where she saw the girl.

Farm? I said. Whats a farm weekend?

They passed meaningful looks before G took over. Its like a little private something for the exotic trade, if you can dig it. Every once in a while, this rich motherfucker name of Spooner likes to stage what they call a power exchange weekend. Very exclusive. You got to know Spooner or somebody who knows somebody. Got to call ahead and make arrangements, sos they can have whatever weird shit you want ready for you.

I must have looked blank.

You know, man, he continued. Like bondage, S and M, that sorta Gothic shit. You name it, the farm got it. They dont got it, theyll send out for it. You want a big mama in leather to stuff her panties in your mouth while she beats your ass wid a canoe paddle, you go to the farm. You want a prune juice enema from a transvestite wearing a red pig mask, you wangle youself an invite to the farm.

Dont trivialize what those people do, Narva said quickly.

G began to sputter. Dont what? What you say? Trivia. What kinda shit is

She ignored him, speaking instead to me. They do all that Gothic scene stuff. She shot G a look that would have killed lesser men and then returned her eyes to mine. What hes not telling you is that if youre on the guest list and what you happen to want is a twelve-year-old boyshe made a gesture with her handwho, say, you want to bugger and then brand with your family cresttheyll get you one of those, too. She reached over the seat and snatched the picture from Gs hand. Or a thirteen-year-old girl who you maybe want to

I couldnt help myself; I interrupted. How in Gods name would a kid end up in a place like that?

Might have trolled her up off the streets, G suggested.

Narva sneered at the idea. Darlene said the girls tricking for Angel Monzon. Says Monzon leased her out for the weekend. She made a disgusted face. He probably wasnt satisfied with her work. Maybe she wasnt making her quota, or maybe she wasnt coming across with what the customers wanted and he figured she could use a little attitude adjustment, so he sends her to spend the weekend at the farm. Figures after a weekend in there, shell be more of a happy and contented camper.

Doan put me in wid those people, G protested. I aint never loaned one of my bitches to those folks. Never. He threw a hand at the windshield, at the back of Darlene wobbling her way out of the darkness and into the light out by the highway. Not even that no-good ho there, he protested. I turn em down every time.

Yeah, Gyoure a prince, Narva said.

Who you

Only reason you dont rent your girls is because youre too goddamn cheap to pay their medical bills afterward, Narva snapped.

What? G sputtered.

As they sniped at each other over the seat, I tuned them out and thought it over.

How solid is Darlenes information? I said finally.

She a no-good, crack-smoking G began.

Narva cut him off. If Darlene says the girl was there last night, then she was there last night.

I turned to G. His face was a knot. He waved a finger in my face.

Dont be givin me that look.

What look?

The you owe me look. Thats what fuckin look.

Im not giving you any look, I protested.

Ida beat that rap. With or without your help.

Youda done fifteen to twenty-five, I countered.

Arnold woulda done the right thing. Heda come around, told the cops I didnt have nothin to do with that shit.

Yeahthats how come I found him hiding out in a roach motel in Sarasota, Florida. How come I had to take him across three states in the trunk of the rental car, sos hed know I was serious. How come he sat in County for eighty-five days before hed talk to the grand jury. Oh, yeah, old Arnold was just dying to get your moldy ass off the hook for murder. Chomping at the bit, he was.

G looked like he was about to swallow his lips. We sat in silence.

Aint no problem either way, he finally declared. You aint got a reservation, you just flat dont get in that motherfuckin place. Period. End of story.

You could get us in, Narva said.

G peered over the seat at her. You hear what you sayin here, girl? This here aint no college girl shit. Can you dig what Im sayin?

Can you? I asked.

Can I what?

Get me in there.

No motherfuckin way. You shittin me? He chuckled. Trust me, Leo. You a badass motherfucker and all, but, you dont mind me sayin, you just dont come off as the Gothic scene type.

Ill go in with him, Narva said from the backseat.

Gs voice rose an octave. What is it wid you and this thing, girl? This aint no shit of yours.

She turned her green eyes my way. If G can get us in, can you get us back out?

Depends on the layout of the place and what kind of security theyve got inside. I looked over at G. First he tried to pretend he didnt see me; then he said, Got this leg-breaker name a Gunter. Drives his car for Spooner. Big ugly motherfucker wid a funny lip. Handles the door. Thats all the security I ever seen.

It made sense. That sort of scene, most anybody was gonna need was an occasional bouncer. Last thing in the world they wanted was any serious noise.

Narva thought it over and shrugged. Get us in, she said to G.

First he claimed he couldnt. Said it would make him persona au gratin. Then he claimed he wouldnt. For our own good, you know. Finally, with a great show of reluctance, he pulled his cell phone from his jacket pocket, shouldered the door open and stepped outside. In three long strides he was ensconced under the wraparound eaves of the building, shaking his big head, dialing.

As G leaned against the diner with the cell phone pressed to his ear, the beads of water on the side window outlined Narvas profile like sequins as she stared impassively out into the darkness.

Gs right, I said. This could be dangerous as hell.

I heard him, she said.

I pressed. I dont want you to think I dont appreciate your help here, butyou knowG owes me. You dont.

I can take care of myself, she said.

I wasnt suggesting you couldnt.

She turned her stony gaze my way. What, then? she demanded. Should I make up some personalized sob story, sos the great big private eye will feel all warm and fuzzy?

Maybe, I said. Lets give it a try.

She moved her attention back toward the window. Lets just say I draw the line at consenting adults.

I appreciate that, I said. And I feel the same way, butits like G said. This is some serious shit.

Listen to me, she began. Leothats your name, isnt it? I said it was. You have any personal experience here? she asked. Ever been abused by anybody? Anybody in the family?

When I told her no, her expression said that was what shed figured.

How many people do you trust, Leo? she asked suddenly. I mean implicitly, with no reservations.

I mulled it over. Maybe three, I said.

Not many, is it? Before I could answer, she said, Imagine what the number would be like if the people who were supposed to be protecting you when you were a kid turned out to be abusers.

I try not to think about that, I said. Finding kids is hard enough without putting myself inside their heads.

You got lucky with Darlene here tonight, she said. Most of the street girls are so zoned they wouldnt recognize their own mothers.

She picked up Misty McMahons picture. I watched as her eyes traveled down the kids face, from the outlandish radar bangs down over the freckles to the thick row of railroad tracks crossing her teeth.

Could be its already too late, I offered.

Narva didnt disagree. We sat listening to the sound of the rain on the car, as G pranced up and down under the diners overhang, phone pressed to his ear, free hand flapping about like he had a nervous disorder.

G said youre getting your masters degree.

G talks too much, she said quickly.

What in?

I heard her take in a great breath and then let it out.

Business.

The passenger door popped open. G held the phone tight against his chest. He took us both in. Yall are sure? he asked. You fools really wanna do this shit?

When we said we were, he turned his back, spoke briefly into the receiver and then snapped the tiny phone shut. Nobody said anything as he got back into the Explorer and fastened his seatbelt. As a matter of fact, nobody said a word for the better part of twenty minutes. Until we were out in the middle of the 520 bridge and the silence had begun to wear on me, when I piped in with, Soyou guys never answered mewhy do they call it a farm weekend?

G coughed into his fist. I could feel Narvas gaze on the back of my neck.

You dont want to know, she said.

Something in her tone told me she might be right, so I let it go.
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PULL OVER HERE, G ORDERED.

I slid the Explorer to the curb. The street was empty. Somewhere in Medina. Old-time Boeing money, no more than a couple of miles from where Bill Gates was building himself a little five-acre shack down on the shores of Lake Washington. Houses way back from the street. Massive oaks and maples forming a low arch, completely blocking the sky, creating the illusion of a tunnel.

Kill the lights and the engine, G said. After I followed directions, he grabbed the door handle and limped out into the street. I followed him up to the front of the car.

He pointed. See them lights up there in the middle of the block? I said I did. Spooners house. Other side of the street is all this horsey shit he got. Pastures, barns, stables, that kind of crap. You park over there and walk across.

I walked around to the rear of the car. Opened the hatch and then the tailgate. Pulled out my old blue gym bag from high school. The ornate first letters had long since worn away. The bag read: RANKLIN IGH CHOOL.

Narva was out of the car now, standing to my left as I pulled the Glock .40-caliber from its plastic holster and stuck it in my pants at the small of my back. Next, I put one foot up on the bumper and strapped on an ankle holster. Just above the ankle bone. Tight. The little Beretta .765-caliber slipped right in. I snapped the safety strap in place and put my foot on the ground. Stomped it hard once. Still tight.

I reached into the bag, rummaged around, pulled out a police special .38 and offered it to Narva. Just in case, I said.

She made a face. I have a philosophical problem with guns, she said.

I knew better than to ask G. He didnt go to the bathroom without his little custom-made .32 auto.

Wadda ya think? I asked him.

I think this is dumber than shit, he replied.

When I failed to respond, he pointed up the street. I cant be going in there wid you two fools. You know that, dont you? Ruin my business. Id be a piranha.

Nobodys asking you to go in, didnt satisfy him.

He clapped me on the shoulder. I could, I would, you know that, Leo.

Behind his back, Narva was bobbing her head up and down as if to say, Oh yeah, sure you would.

He reached into his inside jacket pocket, pulled out his cell phone, pushed a series of buttons and then listened. He handed the phone to Narva and then pulled a pager from his belt. More button-pushing. He handed me the pager. You push that red button, Ill have the car outside the front door in thirty seconds. He snapped his long fingers. You got the best camouflage on the planet, man. Standing next to Narva, here, most folks wont even know you in the fuckin room.

It was sad but true. As if to emphasize the point, Narva unbuttoned her raincoat, slipped it from her shoulders and handed it to me.

Imagine my irritation when she reached down to the hem of the matching blue silk dress and pulled it completely over the top of her head. She handed the dress to G. Must have been blue night. Everything matchedlittle see-through panties, garter belt, half bra, stockings. Everything baby blue with little bows all over it.

Leo, she said. It took me a second. She held her hand my way.

What?

Could I have my coat back?

Oh yeah, sure. I fumbled as I helped her on with the coat. We got back into the car, G driving this time. I sat in back with Narva.

So, who is it were supposed to be? Narva asked as G pulled to a stop. Two huge white barns at right angles. Out across the pasture, some other structure. Couldnt make it out through the gloom. Twenty-five, thirty cars. Mostly expensive and German.

A couple of LA scene types. I imitated that maybe you all could reciprocate with some similar action old Spooner ever got down to LaLa Land. Said you all wanted a party and maybe do a little threesome with something female and springtime-fresh. Said you knew Angel from when he was down there. Figured what with him subcontracting and all, his name be good.

What if hes in there? I asked.

G hadnt thought of that. He mulled it over. I guess, if that happen, you shoot the little bastard, he said, finally. Aint nobody likes that little razor-totin motherfucker anyway. He grinned. Aw hell, Leo. You a professional. You just got to remember that old saying.

Which saying is that?

He tapped his temple with his index finger.

Discrepancy is the better part of valor.

I was still trying to figure out whether he was kidding when Narva took charge.

Lets go. She shouldered the door open. I followed her out.

Halfway across the street, I took her elbow. We stood in the middle of the empty street. Mercury-vapor light filtering through the canopy of trees. Lavender. Above the sound of moving water, I could hear distant music. She put her hands on her hips. With the coat unbuttoned, the effect was stunning.

Listen, I said. One last timeyou sure you want to do this?

She cocked a hip. Youre beginning to bore me, Leo.

Okay then, heres how this thing is going to come down. Last thing people like this want is a lot of noise. Thats our hole card. Faced with a big messy scene, theyre most likely to let us walk. If we play our hand right, we ought to be able to pull this off. No reason for them to have any more security than what G says they got. Maybe a drunk gets out of hand once in a while, but that ought to be the most trouble theyre expecting. ButI hesitatedwhen and if the action starts, we switch roles, right? You stay close and do like I do. Well both do what were good at.

She agreed, talking as we crossed the street and started up the driveway. While were looking for the girl and figuring out what to do, you do like G said. Just smile a lot and do the strong silent type. No problem.

She reached up and banged the brass knocker. Three times. The sound of muted music was louder here. Classical. Violins.

Bald guy about six-five at the door. Black-tie formal. Neck about the size of Narvas waist. Harelip scar. A Gunter all the way.

Were up from LA, Narva said.

He took her in from head to toe. And you know who? He had a soft, almost childlike voice, a couple of octaves higher than I expected.

I thought about telling him it was whom but decided against it.

Mr. Monzon, she said.

He pulled the door open and stepped aside.

We were in a narrow hall. Double doors left and right. Huge central staircase in front of us. I had to admit, it did kind of look like Gone With the Wind.

He gave Narva a leer. Can I take your coat?

Im a little chilly, she said.

Yeah, he offered. I can tell.

The drone of voices and the muted clinking of glasses became a dull roar as Gunter pulled open one of the doors on the left. Narva pulled me through the doorway. The first impression was that of a nineteenth century gentlemans club. Dark walls and drapes, big chandelier casting a yellow light over banquet tables and acres of overstuffed furniture lining the walls. Whatever sense of propriety the furnishings might have provided was immediately dispelled by the fact that the waiters werent wearing pants. Or, more properly, thats all they were wearing. Black leather bow ties and tight latex briefs.

Gunter stepped into the room behind us and closed the door.

Stay here, he said. Ill find Mr. Spooner.

I heard a yelp of pain followed by scattered applause. The music changed to Chopin. Opus something-or-other. Gunter walked past us, back to the door.

Spooner wore a monocle.

Our new friends from the south, Spooner said.

Narva offered her hand. Spooner took it and brought it to his lips.

Oooh, Narva enthused. And all these wonderful boy toys.

We have a strap-on collection second to none, he assured her.

He was still slobbering on the back of her hand. She leaned over and spoke into his ear. Tonight, she said. We had in mindhow shall I saysomething

Pristine, he finished for her.

Yes, she said. Pristine.

Of the female persuasion? Spooner asked.

She nodded. Spooner leaned in and whispered in her ear.

I only caught the end of what Spooner was saying. shouldnt be much more than an hour or so. Well have her fresh as the morning dew for you.

I moved to Narvas side. In the meantime, Spooner was saying, allow me to show you around our little gathering. He took Narva by the ass and started into the party.

I walked along the center of the room. The furniture had been moved off to the sides. Each grouping was afforded some measure of privacy by a series of antique screens that shielded the occupants from prying eyes.

No compilation or description of the carnal acts being performed within those walls could adequately describe the scene. My mistake was to let my curiosity get the best of me. Halfway down the room, I peeked around the corner of one of the screens. The woman wore a white gown, kneeling on a chair, dress thrown up over her head. Red shoes. I turned away. After that, I minded my own business.

Spooner had his hand down the back of her panties as he steered Narva around the corner toward what appeared to be the dining room. I took in a demonstration of Japanese rope bondage being given in the library. There were three schools. One, the artsy, was a triumph of style over substance, where it didnt matter what position the subject was in as long as the ropes and knots were pretty. A second was all about making the victim as uncomfortable as possible without obstructing entry. The third style involved trussing the victim up like a rib roast, while placing knots and braids at precisely those areas designed to produce the most long-term discomfort.

Narva jostled my elbow. She was alone. Our host was called away, she said.

A pity, I said. You two seemed to be getting on famously.

Narva smirked. A black woman in a leather jumpsuit stopped by our sides. She put the tip of her finger in her mouth and then traced it around one of Narvas nipples.

A mnage, perhaps, she said. Something wet?

When we allowed how wed given up those very acts for Lent, she moved on.

The exotic stuff is upstairs, Narva said.

I was horrified. You mean this isnt it?

Hardly, she sniffed.

How do you know?

He said we should enjoy ourselves. Introduce ourselves to people before Gunter takes us upstairs.

Lets go, I said.

The house was laid out exactly like my parents house before the renovation. Big central staircase leading down to the front door. Another, smaller set of stairs leading directly from the kitchen. Easier on the servants, you know. Bedrooms running the length of the back of the house. Assuming that the door at the end of the hall was the master bedroom, nine bedrooms in all.

We got lucky. I dont know how many more doors I could have forced myself to open. The first one was horrific. I pulled my head back through the crack and closed the door. I must have looked bad. Narva stepped over, peeked in and had the same reaction.

Yuk, she said.

Door number two. An older blond woman in jodhpurs and riding clothes rode around the room on the back of a younger man, flailing a riding crop at his naked buns. Jump, damn you, she yelled as she swung. Jump.

Door number three was locked. Narva raised a finger. Walked back to the equestrian events, pulled open the door and took the old-fashioned key from the inside of the lock. When I pushed it into the lock, I heard another key fall to the floor on the inside.

He was struggling into a pair of blue silk boxers when I pushed open the door. Looked like the Monopoly man. Old, big white mustache. Id have said distinguished if he hadnt been locked in a room with a naked thirteen-year-old girl.

Now, see here, he sputtered. I was assured

I gave him everything I had. Got a good hip turn and rolled my shoulder over, getting my weight behind the punch. Hadnt caught anybody that clean in years. He hit the wall on the fly and then slid to the floor in a pile.

Misty McMahon opened her mouth to scream, but Narva was on her in a flash, kneeling astride the girl, stifling the shout with her hand. Were friends, she kept saying as the girl thrashed about. I knelt on the bed beside her struggling form. Your grandmother sent me, I said. She stopped thrashing and turned her frightened eyes my way. I gave her the abridged version. Do you want to go home?

She nodded and began to cry. Narva removed her hand.

They wont let me go, she sniffled.

The Monopoly man flopped over onto his back, groaning. He rolled into the thick red puddle his broken mouth had left on the floor.

The only clothes she had were in something of a Catholic school motif. Our Mother of Hollywood. Plain white blouse. Knee socks, a plaid skirt barely long enough to cover her ass and a pair of patent leather shoes with the strap across the top.

While Narva got her dressed, I checked the hall. Were going to march right down the front stairs and out the door, I said.

Angel will never let me

I reached into my coat and brought out the automatic. Thumbed off the safety. Folded my arm across my chest so most of the gun was under my arm. You let me worry about Angel or anybody else who gets in our way. You just stay close behind me and do what I tell you, okay? I didnt like the look in her eyes. She was wired to the ears. Meth, probably. Wouldnt want to waste good drugs on a kid. Okay? She didnt answer. I looked over her to Narva. Keep her between us and keep moving, I said.

I checked the hall again, still empty. Lets go, I said. At the top of the stairs, I pushed the red button on Gs pager and started down.

We almost made it clean. When the front door first came into view, it was unattended. I checked over my shoulder. Narva was close behind the girl, pushing her along. I took Mistys hand in mine and pulled her down the stairs behind me. Then the voice. So wheres dese players been usin my name in vain?

Gunter came into view. The sight of us standing on the stairs stopped him. He lifted a hand to his coat. I pointed the Glock at his forehead. The hand flopped back to his side. I slid the gun back under my arm.

Angel Monzon was barely five feet tall. He wore a stiff white shirt with a butterfly collar. Around his neck enough gold chain to tow a Metro bus. Little ballet slippers with bows across the arch.

He read Gunters face and followed the frozen stare my way. Misty stopped moving her legs; I had to pull her down a step to keep her behind me.

What we got heeeere? Monzon said. We got us a weasel. Think he gonna leave the coop wid a chicken.

The three of us are going to walk out that door, I said.

Monzon laughed. You think you walkin outta here wid one of mine? You focking crazy or what?

I left the gun hidden in my armpit. Maybe you ought to back off like a nice boy, I said. We dont want to get grease all over everything, do we, Monzon?

He laughed again and put his right foot on the first stair. We see about some grease dere, cholo, he sneered. I watched as he reached toward the back of his belt, and then I pulled out the automatic and shot him through the top of the shoe.

The foot exploded, sending a shower of shoe and blood all over the foyer. Gunter looked down at the red spots dotting his tuxedo shirt, pawed twice at his face and began to back away. Monzon threw himself around the floor screaming, cursing in Spanish.

I reached behind me, grabbed Misty McMahon by the waistband of her skirt and dragged her stiff-legged down the stairs behind me. Gunter backed off. I pulled open the door and pushed Narva and the girl out into the night.

Behind Gunter one of the double doors opened. Spooners head poked out. The sound of shouts filled the foyer. I picked a spot about nine feet up the door and put two slugs through the mahogany. The door slammed. I heard screams now and the shuffling of many feet. Angel Monzon was groaning, holding his foot, rocking on his spine. I pointed the gun at Gunter. You stick your head out this door and youre going to have more than a funny name and a bad lip.

I yanked open the right-hand door and stepped outside. G had both hands on his shiny little gun, sighting over the top of the car. Lets roll, I said.
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