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It Was the Meat

When Henry Glover wrote It Ain’t the Meat (It’s the Motion) in 1952 for the King Records R&B group The Swallows, I’m sure he never anticipated the trouble it would cause. The Swallows had made a modest hit of the song, but the risqué lyrics and the fact that white kids weren’t buying many records from black groups limited its play. It took Chris Duckworth belting it half-century later to really do some damage.

It was Fleet Week in San Francisco and Chris and I were playing our regular Tuesday night gig at House of Shields on New Montgomery. With his shimmering, form-fitting gown, pearl necklace, dangling sea horse earrings and the blond hair from his wig piled high with a scallop shell and gold chopsticks to fix it in place, he looked like a hottie from the mermaid escort service. And while the maritime theme had not gone unnoticed or unappreciated by the nearly three dozen whistling, caterwauling sailors on shore leave, what had been completely missed by all but a few regulars wearing smug expressions of barely suppressed glee was the fact that the singer was a man.

We were a pickup quartet that night—and a ragged one at that. Tristin Sinclair was hammering ivory on the beat-up—and always out of tune—house upright, Nick Dundee was doubling on muted cornet and valve trombone, but was having problems with his embouchure, and I was playing a borrowed upright bass that was painted acrylic white and sounded even worse than it looked. Equipment problems aside, we had gotten through the first set without much trouble, but when we took our places on the miniscule bandstand for the second, I could tell we were in for a rougher ride.

Between trips to the bathroom to freshen his makeup and flit ting around the sailors’ tables and booths to sign autographs (“All my love, Cassandra”), Chris had managed to down three Cosmopolitans purchased by his seafaring fans. Now he was swaying to an imaginary tune as he came up the steps, and when he lunged for the microphone, hugged it like a fire pole and flicked it on to slur, “I hope you boys are going to serve out your full tour … because there’s nothing sadder than a bunch of prematurely discharged seamen,” the hooting, whistling and stamping from the crowd fell on us like a naval bombardment.

I’d become friends with Chris on my “day job” as a private investigator while looking into a software theft. But if a straight, curmudgeonly private eye and a gay—and chronically unemployed—computer engineer were an unlikely match for friendship, even more unlikely was the warped father/son tenor the relationship had assumed. I felt myself slipping into the father role again as I took a quick step forward to tug at his gown. “A little less cheese for the mousetrap.”

This earned me nothing more than a broad wink from Chris and a shouted, “Leave the lady alone, Liberace,” from a hefty, sunburned kid with pig eyes. The Liberace crack came from a joke Chris had made about my white bass when he introduced the band.

Impatient with the byplay, Sinclair mashed his trademark pork pie hat further down on his bald head and called, “Devil and the Deep Blue Sea.” He counted off the tempo and cued Dundee, who brought his trombone to his mustached lips to lead us through an eight bar intro. Chris moved his hips in time to the music and when we got to the head, he began Ted Koehler’s lyric, “I don’t want you... ” in a rich contralto. He sounded phenomenal. So phenomenal, in fact, that if I squinted at him as he sashayed around the mike, I didn’t have any trouble believing I was listening to a beautiful woman singing the Harlem Cotton Club classic.

The sailors had even less trouble. At the end of the tune, they rose as one man to give Chris a standing ovation. One wholesome-looking nineteen-year-old farmer’s son from Nebraska or Wisconsin—or someplace where the phrase “gender bending” was not in regular use—snagged a bouquet from a Hispanic woman selling flowers and laid it lovingly at Chris’s feet. Chris blew a kiss at him as he returned to his seat near the front of the stage, and the combination of the attention from Chris and the cheers from his compatriots caused the kid’s face to light up like he’d won the 4-H Club ribbon.

Chris looked back at me with a power-drunk expression that was one part exaltation and two parts mischief. He had them in the palm of his hand, his expression seemed to say, and now he was going to squeeze. He turned to Sinclair. “It’s time,” he said. “Play Meat.”

Sinclair rolled his eyes and mumbled something in a derisive tone, but it was too loud in the bar for me to hear exactly what. When I put my hand to my ear to indicate I’d missed it, he waved me off and began counting the tempo like he was shouting commands to a firing squad. At the end of the four count, Dundee came in to do a solo of the first chorus on cornet. Chris danced around the stage through the bridge, rolling his shoulders and making little pointing motions in the air in time to the beat. Then he brought his hands to his hips, sidled up to the microphone and sang almost coyly, “It ain’t the meat, it’s the m-o-t-i-o-n,” emphasizing the word “motion” with a growl and a galvanic thrust of the pelvis.

Such noise-making as the sailors had done to that point was the whispered chanting of Buddhist monks in far away Tibetan valleys compared to what they did then. The remainder of the chorus was completely drowned out and the vibrations from their stomping and pounding knocked over several of the bottles at the back of the mirrored bar. Chris grabbed the microphone off the stand and belted out the third and fourth choruses, teasing the sailors into a frenzy with a bawdy pantomime that involved rubbing his backside with the microphone cord as he sang the line about wrapping around “her” man like a rubber band.

He put the microphone back as Sinclair began a solo on piano and then beckoned to his farmer boy. The kid came running up to the stage with a dizzy eagerness. I saw Chris bend to greet him and then reach for the neckline of his gown. There was a sudden movement that his torso blocked, and then one of Chris’ falsies sprang from his chest region and flopped onto the floor in front of the kid.

Chris had decided to show his fans he had more in common with them than they realized.

The kid’s face registered bewilderment and then shock, and as the noise from the audience drained away like water in a dirty bathtub, Sinclair’s piano solo began to sound very loud and very lonely. Chris straightened and moved back from the edge of the stage, a manic grin on his face as he continued to flash his nipple—and his oh-soflat-chest—to all who wanted to see them. There were not many.

Sinclair finished his solo and Dundee started bravely in on cornet, but someone in the audience shouted, “faggot,” and another, drunker voice yelled, “Hambert, why don’t you give your cutie a kiss?”

I presumed Hambert was the farmer’s son, and when he wheeled angrily in the direction his tormentor, I knew it. “Shut the fuck up,” he shouted, his voice breaking with emotion. “Don’t ask, don’t tell,” came the rejoinder. Hambert tore the white cap from his head and flung it to the ground. He turned back to the stage and stood rooted with his fists clenched as he watched Chris release the material of his gown, take several tentative steps back and wave placatingly in his direction.

“Chris—” I shouted, but it was too late. Hambert flashed onto the stage with his fist cocked and landed a tremendous shot to Chris’ right eye. The sailors in the audience gave a collective whoop. Chris’ blond wig flopped forward to reveal his own blond locks under a hair net and he dropped to the floor like a clubbed seal. There were more shouts, and before I could move out from behind the bass, a beer bottle came sailing across the stage where it shattered against the bell of Dundee’s cornet. Fortunately, Dundee had pulled the instrument away from his lips, but the force of the impact drove it back, and he yelped in pain as he hunched instinctively to avoid the flying glass.

I threw the bass to one side and took a skipping step forward to where Hambert stood over Chris, still blinking with surprise at the results of his assault. I’m sure he was nice to the dairy cows in Wisconsin, but I didn’t hesitate an instant before burying a left uppercut in his midsection. I followed it with a right hook to the side of his neck as he bent over the first punch, and he bounced off my knee on a quick ride to the floor.

If I thought I was getting away with anything, a swinging beer bottle aimed for my ear persuaded me to the contrary. It missed my ear and tenderized my shoulder instead. The stage was now swarming with sailors and I twisted to find the bottle in the hand of the kid with pig eyes. I grabbed him by his little black kerchief and yanked him and his groin into speaking distance with my left knee. It was a short conversation.

Almost immediately an arm came around my throat and started choking me from behind. A horse-faced guy with an overbite and three stripes on his sleeve who didn’t bother himself with vague concepts like “fair fight,” took the opportunity to start pounding my mid-section while I grappled with the choke hold. It wasn’t looking any too good for me, but for two things: a short burp of siren from a SFPD cruiser that pulled up outside, and Nick Dundee’s trombone coming down on the head of the sailor behind me with a jarring clang.

The choke hold loosened immediately, and the stevedore or cabin boy or whatever rank is associated with three stripes turned to look out the plate glass window of the bar. When he turned back, I gave him a fistful of treatment for overbite. He took two tottering steps back and fell off the stage.

“For a guy who’s not wearing his own front teeth, you’re awful quick to smash other people in the mouth,” said a voice I recognized as Dundee’s. “Just trying to make the world over in my image.” Dundee had a fat lip of his own where the cornet had jammed him and there was a cut next to his soul patch from the flying glass. He shoved the trombone into my hands. “Get the instruments. I’ll get Sleeping Beauty.”

I nodded my agreement and took a quick step over to the piano bench where his cornet was lying. By the time I turned back, all the sailors who were conscious had abandoned the stage and were trying to wedge themselves through the swinging front doors before the cops came in. Chris was still on the ground, but was struggling to lever himself up on one elbow.

“Where’s Sinclair?” I asked.

“Long gone,” said Dundee. “He ducked out before the first swabbie hit the bandstand.”

Dundee pulled Chris roughly to his feet and I saw that his eye was already swollen shut. “Jesus,” he said in a petulant tone. “Haven’t these guys ever heard of performance art?”

I grinned in spite of myself. “After that stunt, they’re probably thinking more along the lines of counterfeit art.”

“Come on, you,” said Dundee. He pulled Chris toward the rear of the stage.

I put a horn under each arm and bent for the string bass. When I looked up again, Chris had managed to twist out of Dundee’s grasp. “Not so fast,” he said. “I need my wig and falsie. Those silicon-filled babies with the erect nipple cost a fortune.”

“You’re lucky to get out of here with your head attached—much less your falsie,” sneered Dundee. “Just hurry the fuck up, will you?”

Chris trod a wavering path back towards the front of the stage, but then gasped at the sight of Hambert smeared across the floor. He dropped to a place by his shoulders and reached down to smooth the hair on his forehead, eliciting a low groan from the sailor. He snapped his gaze up at me, tears glistening in his one good eye. “What did you do to him, August?”

“I punched his lights out. What the hell else did you expect me to do? The guy took a swing at you.”

“He was just confused and embarrassed. There was no need to brutalize him. Will you look at the mark on his neck?”

Cursing under his breath, Dundee moved past me to snag the wig and the falsie from the littered stage. On his way back, he yanked Chris to his feet again and dragged him up to me. “This will teach you not to get involved in domestic disputes, August.”

“Amen to that.”

Juggling the horns and the bass, I negotiated the drop off the back of the bandstand and Dundee followed with Chris in tow. We went down a dim, heavily-paneled corridor, past a stuffed deer with a constipated expression and disapproving glass eyes and out a door that opened on an alley running between New Montgomery and 2nd Street.

The night air was heavy with fog and the emergency lights from two patrol cars at the mouth of the alley stabbed through it with red and blue flashes. A sailor bent on getting clear of the cops pounded by us on the sidewalk without so much as a glance in our direction. Many more of them stampeded down New Montgomery towards Mission, but the one cop I could actually see by the cars seemed more concerned about staying out of their way than catching them.

Dundee nudged my arm to get my attention and jerked his chin toward 2nd Street. A late-model Mercedes with tinted windows seeped into the alley and rolled to a stop beside us. The power windows on the passenger side slid down and all of us bent to look in at the driver.

“Hello jolly fellows,” said a smirking Tristin Sinclair from behind the wheel. “Anyone here needing rescue?”

I ignored Sinclair and straightened to look at Dundee. “What’s with the car?”

Dundee sighed. “His wife inherited money,” he said simply. He took the cornet from under my arm and passed it in to Sinclair. He took the trombone, but then paused to examine the tuning slide where it had beaned the sailor.

“Any damage?” I asked.

“Nothing serious—just a little dent. Maybe it will give me a new sound—like Dizzy’s bent trumpet. How’s the bass?”

“Constructed as it is of the finest plywood from the forests of Newark, New Jersey, I’d say it would take more than a boatload of sailors to hurt it.”

“Yes, I suppose so.” Dundee handed the trombone into the car and then passed me the wadded up bunch of wig and falsie that he still held. He pulled open the door and situated himself in the passenger seat.

I closed the door behind him and leaned into the window. I finally said the thing we both were thinking the whole time we were talking about the instruments. “Hope your lip’s okay.”

“It’ll be fine. I needed to rest it anyway.” I nodded and then moved to step back from the car, but he took hold of my wrist. “I don’t have to tell you that I’m not playing any more gigs with Cassandra here.”

“You don’t have to tell me.”

“Take care, August.”

He released my wrist and punched the button to roll up the window. Sinclair put the car in reverse and backed slowly out the way he had come. When he reached 2nd Street, he turned and went south towards Mission.

“Are you mad at me?” said a voice at my shoulder.

I frowned and looked at Chris. “What do you think?”

“I think you’re mad, but not so mad that you won’t loan me 40 bucks.”

“I’ll give you a ride home. You don’t need to take a cab.”

“I’m not going home. I’m going back in there.” He pointed at the door of the bar.

I suppose I should have been surprised, but somehow I knew it was coming. “It’s that kid, Hambert, isn’t it?”

He nodded slightly, causing his sea horse earrings to swing wildly out of proportion to the original movement.

I stood there with my jaw clamped, watching them swing for a long moment, then threw down the falsie and wig, manhandled the bass up against the brick wall of the building and yanked out my wallet. I scooped out all the cash—a hundred bucks at least—and shoved it down the neckline of his gown on his flat side. “There,” I spat. “Take it. Now maybe you won’t look so lopsided when the ambulance attendant lays you out on the stretcher.”

I had already picked up the bass before he managed to blurt something inarticulate, and I was all the way to the cop cars at New Montgomery before I heard him shout, “Wait. August. You don’t understand.”

I threaded between the cars and came up to the officer I’d seen earlier. He stood at the back of the second car holding the microphone to his portable radio. I smiled and nodded at the flashing red emergency lights.

“Red sky at night,” I said. “Sailor’s delight.”

He gave me a bored look, glanced down at his watch, then shook his head. “It’s already past midnight, chum. Sailor take warning.”
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Madame Butterfly

I almost tripped over her when I found her. I’d turned off New Montgomery to the alley where I’d parked my car, and the fog, the darkness and the bulky bass made it hard to see the ground in front of me.

She lay facedown on the asphalt as if she were embracing it. She had a white sailor’s cap perched on the back of her head and a silken cascade of ebony hair tumbled out from beneath it. She wore an over-sized Navy uniform jumper with a flap in the back, tight-fitting jeans and a pair of red “fuck-me” pumps with four-inch heels. Even with the shoes, she wouldn’t stand more than five-foot-one, and if she weighed over a hundred, somebody’s big fat thumb was on the scale. But I had a feeling that the next place those statistics would be appearing was a police report, because she was lying very still and it probably didn’t have to do anything with sleep.

I shoved the bass against a chain link fence that closed a gap between two buildings along the alley, and squatted beside her. Pulling her hair away from her neck, I laid a finger along her carotid artery. I might as well have taken the pulse of the Venus di Milo. I took hold of her left arm, which was stretched out above her head, and brought it back to her side. Then I gently turned her over. She was young and Asian—I guessed Japanese or Korean—and her face was heavily made-up. She’d ringed her eyes with thick liner, giving herself the Egyptian “cat eye” look that Elizabeth Taylor had in Cleopatra. Her eye shadow was the garish electric blue of peacock feathers and her lips the glistening red of molten sealing wax.

The uniform jumper was much too large for her and she wasn’t wearing anything underneath. An adolescent breast peeked through the V-neck, its pale innocence a stark contrast to the overreaching sophistication of her makeup. I caught a flash of color along her collarbone and eased the material of the jumper off her shoulder to get a better look. It was the tattoo of a butterfly—not a simple, cartoonish-looking butterfly, but a beautifully executed image of an iridescent green and yellow Swallowtail that I wouldn’t have thought possible to render on skin with just a tattoo needle and ink. An odd pink band or ribbon wrapped around the butterfly, flowed a few inches beneath it and then abruptly stopped. I couldn’t tell for certain in the poor light, but it seemed as if the artist intended to do more with the band and had postponed the work for a future session.

There were no marks or signs of violence that would indicate how she had died. I tugged the material of the jumper back over her shoulder and stood up to look at her. I had no connection to the girl at all—she was from a different generation and quite possibly a different country—but somehow I felt like I’d stumbled across the body of my younger sister. I took in a ragged breath and let it out slowly. At least I didn’t have to go far to find the police.

The ride to the San Francisco Hall of Justice on Bryant Street was a short one, and in less than thirty minutes I found myself in a squalid little interrogation room in the basement. The only things in it were a scarred wooden table that had crushed soda cans under two of the four legs, a pair of metal chairs with torn vinyl upholstery and a trash can overflowing with empty coffee cups, greasy pink donut boxes and cigarette butts. There were plenty more butts scattered around the concrete floor, as well as several rusty puddles of water the size of beer mats. A uniformed officer sat me down in the chair on the far side of the table and sauntered out of the room with a knowing smirk on his face. He locked the door behind him.

Minutes plowed by like migrating glaciers. I looked at the cigarette butts on the floor and longed for a fresh pack. I ran my thumbnail along initials carved in the table and longed for a knife (they’d taken mine at the door). I sorted the old movie tickets I found in my pockets and longed for the shows—even the horrible one starring a certain Latin bombshell and her on-again off-again fiancé. I had just laid my head on the table to try and get some shut-eye when a noise like the space shuttle taking off reverberated overhead. I looked up in time to get smacked in the forehead by a drip of freezing water.

A rusty five-inch pipe loomed high above me, dripping grimy, scaly-looking water from several places that exactly corresponded to the puddles on the floor. I blotted my forehead with my sleeve and yanked my chair over to the side, uncovering the puddle that went with my own personal leak directly above. I didn’t have much doubt that the cops had put the chair there on purpose, and when “Smiling Jack” Kittredge came through the door wiping his hands on a paper towel, all remaining doubt vanished.

“Sorry to hold you up, Riordan,” he said, “but first things first. I’ve been needing to pinch a loaf all night.” He threw the wadded up towel at the trash can, but it bounced off the mound of refuse already there.

I’d never met Kittredge before, but I recognized him from his press coverage. He was an up-and-comer in the department, a smart, flashy-dressing cop whose arrest record was exceeded only by his publicity sense. I knew intuitively he was the kind of showboating prima donna I hated most: a guy who wasn’t afraid to put “product” in his hair, who carried around a hanger in his car to keep his suit coat from getting wrinkled and who wore flip-flops in the locker room shower to protect against athlete’s foot. I said:

“Is the department resorting to Chinese water torture to soften up witnesses before questioning?”

Kittredge laughed and went through the motions of straightening his already straight tie. It was a shiny silk number that looked like it cost more than I paid for rent. “Oh, did you get hit?” he said. “We’ve been on the city to fix that pipe for years. The men’s room is right upstairs, but it only leaks when you use one particular stall.”

“A chilling coincidence.”

Kittredge pulled off his jacket and carefully placed it on the back of the other chair. He sat down on the last three inches of it and rested his elbows delicately on the table. Diamond chips in his cuff links gleamed and the smell of designer cologne wafted over. “Are you suggesting that I caused waste water from a sewer pipe to drip on you on purpose?”

“Ask me when I’m not in the city dungeon and my answer doesn’t put your Armani duds in jeopardy.”

Kittredge flashed the perfect white choppers that had earned him his nickname. “This is Boss. Armani is for swishy hair dressers who polish their fingernails.”

“You’re a young man—don’t sell yourself short. There’s still time for a beautician’s license.”

Kittredge clamped his jaw shut. He pulled his arms from the table and crossed them over his chest. “I heard you were a wise ass.”

“Only when someone pokes a stick in my cage. What’s with the juvenile intimidation techniques anyway? You can’t possibly think I had anything to do with the girl’s murder. A hundred people saw me in the bar and I talked to a police officer not five minutes before I found the body.”

“It doesn’t take long to kill someone. Maybe the girl was hooking, maybe she propositioned you, and maybe you have some hang-up about women because of the way your mother dressed you in frilly bloomers. You strangled her and then told the patrol cop that you stumbled onto the body.”

I felt my face go slack with a look that must have contained a sort of surprised wonder. “Man, oh Manischewitz. You saw right through me. I’m not saying another word until I talk to my lawyer.”

Kittredge brought a hand up to rub his chin. Heavy stubble on skin made a rasping noise I could hear across the table. He said nothing.

“But if I were going to talk, I’d say that it was darn clever of me to strangle her without leaving a mark. And while I don’t know exactly how the coroner’s report will read, I’m betting it won’t say she died within five minutes of the time I talked to the patrol officer. She was too cold.”

Kittredge shrugged. “Then you killed her at your apartment before going to the bar. You transported her in your trunk to the alley, and rolled her out on the asphalt after the riot. You were going to just leave her there, but you decided to get clever and play the concerned citizen.”

“This just gets better and better. I suppose your next move will be to get a subpoena to search my trunk for fibers to match to ones taken from the body.”

“Well,” said Kittredge, “it would be easier for all concerned if you would just agree to the search.”

I snorted. “It didn’t strike you as the least bit suggestive that— during Fleet Week with a thousand sailors in town—the girl just happens to be wearing the hat and jumper from what looks like a U.S. Navy uniform?”

“Cracker Jacks, they call them. Like the kid on the Cracker Jacks box.”

“Call it whatever you like. It shouldn’t be difficult to determine if it’s government issue. If it is, then it seems likely your killer is a Navy guy. And since they only wear that kind of uniform on ceremonial occasions, I’m willing to bet your average swabbie only has one. You just need to go around to the ships in port and find out who is missing the jumper and hat from their dress uniform.”

He smiled in a patronizing way. “Interesting suggestion. Any other advice you’d care to pass on? You being the hot shot private dick and all.”

“I’d check the tattoo. It doesn’t seem like it’s finished. Maybe the girl and her sailor friend went to a tattoo parlor to get his and hers tattoos while he was on shore leave and they had a spat or something. Anyway, one of the parlor operators might have seen them together.”

Kittredge narrowed his eyes at me.

“What?”

“Nice of you to pull her shirt off to examine the tattoo when you stumbled over her. Next you’re going to tell me that the brand of underwear she had on was special.”

I pointed at him. “You just said, ‘when I stumbled over her.’ You didn’t say when I pulled her from my trunk.”

“Yeah, well, it could be you don’t work that good as the doer. But a street sweeper went through the alley at 11:40—you were the lucky recipient of a $60 parking ticket, in case you didn’t notice—and she wasn’t in the road at that time. The patrol cop says you came by at 12:25, so that only leaves a window of about 45 minutes for someone to have dumped the body.”

“Well, it wasn’t me.”

“And you don’t know the girl?”

“Never set eyes on her.”

Kittredge nodded and toyed with one of his cuff links. He flared the nostrils on his big beak of a nose and sniffed violently. “Turns out I wasn’t kidding about her panties. The label on them is in Japanese. The coroner hasn’t looked at her yet, but one of the guys on the meat wagon has taken a few forensic dentistry classes. He says the fillings in her mouth aren’t typical of U.S. dental work, either. She’s probably from Japan.”

“I take it you didn’t find any ID on the body?”

“Nope. We’ll talk to the Feds in the morning about Japanese women who are here on a visa and see what it gets us.”

“To call her a woman would be pushing it. She didn’t seem like she was much more than 16 to me.”

“The paramedic says she’s older. Two of her wisdom teeth have come in for one thing.” He paused and looked over at me with cool, penetrating eyes. “You asked me why we were giving you a hard time. I’ll tell you. It’s to prepare you for this message: butt out. I can accept that a guy with a private detective’s license just happened to stumble on a dead body in a dark alley in San Francisco. But what I will not accept is that same guy sticking his nose in the case to make money or generate publicity for himself.”

“You’re one to talk about headline grabbing, Kittredge.”

“Shove it, Riordan. I read those articles about you and the venture capital guy Valmont. About how you played the hero in that winery up in Napa and saved his bacon. But don’t tell me you would have had a three-month stay in the hospital if you had involved the authorities at the right time instead of going it solo.”

“You don’t know what we were up against. There were lives at stake.”

“Lives at stake? Does that include the guy you shot and the one you beat senseless with a phone book? I hear what you say about the Navy uniform and the tattoo. It so happens I agree with your conclusions and we’ll be acting on them tomorrow morning. But if I so much as catch a whiff of you in or around this investigation from this moment forward, I will put the lie to your crack about damaging my suit and tear you from limb to limb—and then I’ll throw the book at you. And I’m not talking about the Yellow Pages.”

His face reddened and he was breathing hard by the time he finished. I stared at him for a moment and then held up my hands. I heard myself say, “This is one I’ll be very happy to stay out of, Kittredge. You can have my word on that.” And I knew that I meant it.

He seemed faintly disappointed, but he nodded just the same. “Right. Next stop is the impound lot, where you damn well better give me permission to search your car.”
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It Takes One to Know One

There was no red in the sky the following morning—just a lot of gray. I’d put in a few sleepless hours of mattress time and now was heading downtown along Post Street from my apartment on Hyde. It was about 9:30. The fog still hung heavy in the air, and it was thick enough that it fooled a handful of seagulls into flying inland the three-plus miles from the bay. They were gliding in a corkscrew pattern well above the sidewalk when one of them gave a shrill cry, broke formation and tried to dive-bomb me from twelve o’clock high. But unlike Jack Kittredge, the seagull missed.

To avoid further terror from the sky, I made a dash across the street to the haven of Saeed al-Sahhaf’s corner grocery. Wearing his usual black beret and olive green sweater, Saeed looked like a Republican Guard commander from the last war, but he was actually a former college professor who had gotten fed up with the lazy, ill-prepared graduate students who populated his 19th-century literature classes. “If I’d had to grade one more paper with improper or missing footnotes,” he told me, “I would have slit my throat and scratched out the corrections in my own blood. I’d rather hawk greasy donuts and bad coffee.”

I purchased two of the former and a large cup of the latter and continued down Post. Grease from the donuts had spotted the bag by the time I turned right onto Powell, and by the time I reached Market, the spot had grown to a translucent stain the size and shape of the Indian Subcontinent.

I shouldered my way though the line of tourists at the cable car turn-around, slopping some of the bad coffee on a middle-aged guy wearing a Fisherman’s Wharf T-shirt with the tag line “Got Crabs?”, and went up to the Samuel’s Jeweler’s street clock in front of my building to indulge in a superstitious ritual of mine: I never walked by without tapping it. The old clock had been refurbished recently and the new blue and gold paint on it shone brightly, but just then an emaciated character in army fatigues and a sweatshirt with cut-off sleeves was slumped against it.

He had a wispy black mustache that stuck out like cat’s whiskers, and from beneath a stocking cap that looked like the reservoir tip of a Trojan condom, a wash of lank, badly dyed blond hair flowed to his shoulders. When I reached around him to tap the clock, he fixed me with a glazed look and said: “Wanna buy some dope, man?” I grinned and shook my head. “No, thanks. I get mine from 1-800-PET-MEDS.”

I covered the distance to the cavernous entryway of the Flood Building before he managed a shouted, “Does that really work, man?”

My rooms were on the 12th floor and came fully equipped with pebble glass windows, superannuated potted plants and two office mates, both of whom were there. Ben Bonacker, an insurance salesman with the biggest capped teeth this side of the Mississippi and the worst jokes on either side, was standing by the fax machine with an exasperated expression on his face. He was dressed in his interpretation of “business casual:” a golf shirt with the logo of his insurance company on the breast pocket and a pair of the always fashionable Sansabelt slacks. I gestured at his considerable waistline. “You missed a loop there.”

He reached instinctively for his belt line, then stopped short. “Nice, August. Very nice. Kick a man when he’s down. Can’t you see I’m in crisis mode here?”

“What’s the problem?”

“I’ve got to get this quote to a client by ten, but every time I fax it, it comes out blank on the other side.”

I set my coffee on the table next to the fax machine and grabbed the stack of papers in the exit tray. I flipped them face up and plunked them back in the feeder tray. “Pages go face up. See the little icon with the writing on top?”

Bonacker stared at the icon for a long moment, the air in his nose making a whistling noise as he breathed. “Oh. Yeah. I was just going to try that.”

I gave a curt nod, picked up my coffee and headed back to my office. Gretchen Sabintini, my second office mate, part-time secretary and one-time fianceé was standing in the hallway with a smirk on her face. “I do love a man who’s handy around the workplace.”

Gretchen was wearing black—like always. Business casual to her was a slim-cut pants suit with a silver zipper down the middle and double darts in front that cinched the fabric of the jacket tight around her improbably narrow waist. She finished the ensemble with black Italian boots and a black ribbon choker with an antique cameo that I had given her when we were still engaged.

I looked her up and down from her luxuriant auburn locks to the toes of her pointy boots and smacked my lips. “You look good enough to marry.”

She smirked some more. “Too late for you, buster. You missed your chance.”

“Then you leave me no choice but to seek solace with these donuts in my lonely office.” I elbowed on the light switch as I entered and plunked myself in the decrepit wooden swivel chair behind the desk. It squeaked like a weasel in electroshock therapy. Gretchen appeared in the doorway. “Still, I do like the choker.”

I pushed the detritus of my private detective business from my desk blotter to make room for the donuts and then tore open the bag. “That’s nice,” I said between bites. “A wistful statement of regret would have been nicer.”

“I do like the choker.”

I sighed—wistfully. “I guess that’s to be expected since you picked it out. Something about not liking the turquoise bolo tie I originally selected. Now why didn’t you help Bonacker with the fax? He can barely work the elevator, for Christ’s sake.”

Gretchen advanced to a spot in front of my desk. “I’m on strike.”

“Why?”

“Because he told one of those awful jokes of his to my boyfriend when he came by for lunch yesterday.”

I paused in my annihilation of the first donut. This was going to be good. “You mean your boyfriend, the urologist?”

Gretchen frowned and picked up one of the many half-empty paper cups that littered my desk. She held it under my nose so that I could see the island of green mold floating in the black sea of coffee sludge. “When are you going to mow the lawn?” she snapped. “Of course that’s who I mean. And no more of your snide comments about his chosen profession, thank you very much.”

I popped the last piece of the donut in my mouth and made a zip-my-lips gesture while I chewed. “What’s the joke, then?” I asked finally.

“I’m not going to repeat it. Let’s just say that Dennis was very offended and—”

Bonacker must have been listening in the other office because he chose that exact moment to stick his head through the door. “By the way, August, what did the urologist’s vanity plate say?”

“I don’t know Ben,” I said, not believing I was actually encouraging him. “What did it say?”

“2 P C ME”

I forced a belly laugh, not because I found the joke funny, but because I wanted to needle Gretchen. She didn’t needle very well.

She grabbed a ruler from the desk and whacked it near the blotter, making pieces of donut glazing jump like trained fleas. “That’s it. It’s a general strike now. I’m not lifting a finger to help either of you.”

Bonacker gave me a broad wink and disappeared from the doorway. I looked back at Gretchen and found her glaring down at me, still holding the ruler in a threatening manner. “I believe you said something about a lonely office. Let me oblige you.” She chucked the ruler on the desk and charged out of the room, pulling the door closed hard enough to make the pebble glass rattle.

After mistakenly grabbing a cupful of mold from earlier in the week, I sipped some of today’s coffee and then worked hard on finding solace with the second donut. I was down to crumbs of comfort with the glazing chips when a timid knock sounded at the door.

If my “come in” sounded a little smug, it was only because I was expecting a contrite Gretchen returning to apologize. What I got instead was a not-so-contrite Chris Duckworth. The mermaid outfit had been replaced by jeans and a colorful sort of half-blouse, halfsmock that grave robbers must have filched from Carmen Miranda’s casket. His eye, however, was still swollen shut and was now competing with the blouse for the “best use of discordant colors” award, hues of green, blue and black being the most conspicuous.

“Nice to see you back in men’s clothes—sort of.”

Chris gave a weird, cyclops-like leer and stepped into the office. He arranged himself and his flowing blouse thing in one of the clients’ chairs. “You got that line from Woody Allen.”

I wadded up the donut bag and tossed it into the trash can. “The ‘sort of’ part was mine.”

“There’s innovation.”

I stood up with a squeak and took two of the paper cups from the desk to the sink at the back wall. I dumped the coffee and mold down the drain and then tossed the cups in the garbage. I was halfway through the process with a second pair when Chris spoke behind me:

“Aren’t you going to ask me what happened?”

“Well,” I said over my shoulder, “you’re alive. That’s the most important thing.”

“I’m more than alive, I’m positively teeming.”

I turned to look back at him. “Oh, yeah. A couple of more shots like the one you took to the eye and you wouldn’t be teeming. You’d be in the hospital—or worse.”

“You’re exaggerating. I knew what I was doing.”

I slung the second pair of cups into the trash, splattering liquid all over the can and the floor. “Knew what you were doing?” I said. “If you knew you were going to start a riot, you might have let the rest of us in on it.”

He put two fingertips to his damaged eye and winced. “I am sorry about that part. I didn’t think that was going to happen.”

“Chris, when that crowd of sailors came into the room, it changed from a liberal, tolerant bar in San Francisco to a place where diversity—particularly diversity in sexual orientation—was not welcomed. Didn’t you read about that kid in Wyoming that was killed? Or the transsexual in the East Bay? You can’t do a gender bait and switch with those kind of guys and not expect them be very threatened, and consequently, very angry.”

Chris looked at me soberly for a moment and then bust out laughing. It was not the reaction I expected. “He’s gay,” he said finally. “He’s gay.”

“What?”

“The sailor at the bar. Hambert. He’s gay.”

I slid into my chair. “The guy who hit you because he found out you weren’t a girl is gay?”

“That’s right.” Chris nodded eagerly. “As gay as a french horn.”

“When did you find out?”

“I knew it as soon as I saw him. That’s why I popped my falsie. To show him what was what.”

I slumped back into my chair to the accompaniment of a long, low creak like the opening of the door on the old “Inner Sanctum” radio hour. “Couldn’t you have sort of pulled him over to the side during a break and given him your big news in private?”

Chris looked down and rearranged the folds of his blouse. “I guess I was a little drunk. I wanted to do it with flair and panache.”

“Panache? Pardon my ignorance, but is panache French for bonehead?” I paused for a moment. “There’s still more to this, isn’t there? What happened after I left?”

Chris leaned forward to put his elbows on the desk and then propped his chin on a bridge he made with his hands. He looked at me coyly. “I went back to the bar, pulled the young admiral from the wreckage, and then took him straight back to my apartment to provide comfort and succor.”

I waved my hands in a squeamish gesture. “I don’t want to hear anything about the succor part.”

“Why ever not, August? Can’t one friend tell another about his love life? It was all very romantic. We lit candles, put on the appropriate mood music—”

“What’d you pick? Something by Enya?”

Chris said, “No, we—”, then the dime dropped. “Very funny, August. There might have been more of the old in-ya and out-ya if you hadn’t mauled him so badly. He could barely perform.”

“Okay, I think that’s about all this friend wants to hear about your love life. What happened this morning? Did you drive him to the docks and wave a silk handkerchief as he sailed heroically through the Golden Gate?”

“Heck no. He’s here for another two weeks. We had a wonderful breakfast at a restaurant with a patio terrace and then he bought me this little number at a Castro Street boutique.” Chris leaned back from the desk and held a pinch of fabric from his blouse. “Very fetching, don’t you think?”

“Too bad you didn’t get the matching turban covered with pineapples and pomegranates.”

Chris wrinkled his nose at me. “If I thought you had any fashion sense—or a modicum of concern for your own appearance—I might be offended.”

“And if I knew what a modicum was, I might be offended.”

Chris stood up. “Well, a modicum of concern might be giving a damn when you’re walking around with a piece of donut sticking out of your uppers.”

I had recently been fitted with a partial denture to replace two front teeth that had been knocked out and I very was sensitive about it. I brought my hand up to cover my mouth. “Thanks,” I mumbled.

He stepped back from the chair and fluffed out his blouse. “I forgot to ask. Did you make it home okay?”

I briefly considered telling him about the girl and then remembered my vow to steer clear of it. “Yeah,” I said with my hand still over my mouth. “Got home fine.”

“Well, you’ve got some personal hygiene to attend to and I need to catch a little shut eye to make up for last night.”

“Wait a minute.”

“Yes?”

“Where’s the money I loaned you?”

Chris gave an airy wave of the hand. “Oh that. Well, Hambert didn’t have enough cash for the top, so I had to give him your money to pay for it. He’s good for it, I’m sure.”

“You mean I paid for that?”

Chris moved to the door. “Yes, that’s right. You see now why it’s all the more important that you appreciate it. Cheers.” He slipped through the door and was gone.

I got up to look in the mirror over the sink, and sure enough, there was a chunk of donut sticking out from the denture. I pulled the plate out of my mouth and was running water over it when Gretchen barged in.

“I’m still on strike, but—” She stopped short at the sight of me turning to look at her. “That’s disgusting, August. Put that thing back in. You look like the ghost of Leon Spinks.”

Startled and more than a little embarrassed, I hunched over the sink to return the plate to my mouth. It took a lot of fiddling to get it seated, and I felt myself going redder and redder as I struggled. “What,” I said when I finally succeeded. “What do you want?”

Gretchen held her face stiff to keep from smiling. She said:

“You have a client.”
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Caesar’s Wife

A private detective agency is not like a barber shop: walk ins are very rare. I get most of my business from lawyers and other self-important types who expect me to make house calls, so I hardly ever meet clients at my own office—and when I do, they almost always have an appointment.

In the time it took Gretchen to bring my walk-in from the reception area, I dried my hands on the back of my pants and hurried to clear the rest of the paper cups from the desktop. If I thought it would help, I would have put a spit curl in my forelock.

Gretchen introduced her as Ellen Stockwell, and as improbable as it seems, the name didn’t ring any bells for me at the time. She was lithe and thin and moved with an economic grace, like a gymnast or ballet dancer. She had a handsome, open face with prominent cheekbones, and when she smiled I noticed a slight gap between her front teeth. The flaw endeared her to me immediately—either because I felt a kinship from my own dental challenges or because I read her decision not to have it fixed as a sign of confidence and comfort with herself. She wore simple clothes—navy blue slacks and a crisp white blouse with french cuffs—but she wore them with style. I put her in her mid-40’s.

“We don’t get much walk-in traffic,” I felt obliged to say after I got her settled into one of the client chairs.

We looked at each across the desk. She seemed to be waiting for me to say something, but I didn’t know what. “You do know who I am, don’t you?” she asked.

“A lady in distress?”

“Yes, certainly that, but I thought you would recognize my name. You worked with my husband, Lieutenant Stockwell.”

That was the problem: Stockwell without the “Lieutenant” was not sufficiently memorable, but taken together, they were unforgettable—like a devastating illness or a high school humiliation. He was the hard-nosed East Palo Alto police officer assigned to investigate the murder of Roland Teller, and I was the San Francisco PI who was dumb enough to get hit from behind and wake up on the floor next to the body. It was not the beginning of a beautiful friendship.

I felt my lips forming an insincere smile. “Of course, the Lieutenant. How is he?”

“Not very well, actually. We’ve both been under a lot of strain.”

“I see.”

“Yes, a lot of strain.” She sighed and she seemed to go away for a moment. When she came back, her voice was harder, more determined: “So much so, that he’s moved out of the house. That’s why I’m here. Our—”

I bent forward in my chair with a loud squeak and nearly pawed my way across the desk. I didn’t like the direction this was headed. “Excuse me, Mrs. Stockwell. You may not know this, but California is a no-fault state. There’s no need to hire a private detective to prove that the other party committed some, ah, unsavory act.”

“Unsavory act?”

“You know, like physical abuse or adultery or...” My voice trailed off under the weight of her stare.

“You misunderstand me, Mr. Riordan.” She reached for her purse and brought it into her lap. From it she took a 4x6 color photograph and placed it on the desk blotter. “This is our daughter, Caroline. She’s been missing for three weeks.”

The photo was a waist-high shot of an attractive teenage girl in a black synthetic top with feathers at the wrists and collar. The material of her top gave out around her solar plexus and I could see that she had a stud in her belly button. There appeared to be another above her left nostril. She held her arms akimbo in a haughty, exasperated stance that seemed to signal an impatience with the picture-taking process. She had her mother’s dark eyes and prominent cheekbones, but I didn’t see anything in the picture that came from her father, unless the Lieutenant’s hair color had once been purple.

“She seems very nice,” I said, trying to put some mileage between me and my earlier remark.

“She’s nice enough when she wants to be, although I’m not sure how one could tell from a photograph.”

The rebuke, though gentle, was enough to restore my God-given gift of gruffness. “Look, Mrs. Stockwell, I jumped the gun with the divorce business, but I still don’t see what you’re doing here. In the first place, your husband is a cop. Even if you don’t live in East Palo Alto, the police wherever you do live are bound to go the extra mile for a brother officer. Second, if your husband ever thinks of me—and there’s no reason why he should—I’m certain he doesn’t think of me as the person he would hire to find his daughter. He may not have mentioned it to you, but we did not exactly see eye-to-eye on the Teller investigation.”

“He told me you were a horse’s ass.”

I held my hands out, palms up. “I rest my case.”

Ellen smiled, the little gap between her teeth making her look for a moment like a mischievous child. “Please don’t be offended. My husband thinks everyone is a horse’s ass. But he also said that you had a special knack for stirring the pot and making things happen. That’s exactly what we need.”

“But he doesn’t know you’re here, does he?”

“Quentin doesn’t know much of anything these days. He’s been drinking. He’s living in a residence hotel. And he’s been placed on administrative leave. I’m on my own now and I have to do what I think is best to find my daughter.”

Hearing Stockwell called Quentin made me slow—and rather lame—in my response. “I’m sorry. He’s taken this hard, then.”

Ellen ran her hands along slender thighs and then clutched at her knees. “It’s more than Caroline’s disappearance. Our oldest died last year of a drug overdose. Quentin feels like he didn’t give either child enough of his time when they were younger and he can’t bear the thought of losing another.” She let go of her knees and slumped back in her chair. “Neither can I.”

As bad as I might feel about the situation, I did not want to be involved with Lieutenant Stockwell and his family. I tried to sneak around it. “What I said earlier about the police helping a brother officer—they must be doing everything they can.”

“We live in the East Bay, in Union City. Quentin has always had a chip on his shoulder about working on the force of a poor town like East Palo Alto. I’m afraid he made some rather unfortunate remarks to the investigating officer regarding her competence and her personal habits.”

“The investigating officer is a—is a woman?”

Ellen gave a sort of grim, half smile. “Yes, I know what you’re thinking. It didn’t help that the officer was female. My husband doesn’t hold the most progressive views about women on the force. He told me his idea of pecking order once—white males, followed by black males, followed by males of any other minority. Then come white females, and at the bottom, black females. Except for the gay males—they’re at the very bottom. The Union City officer is a black female.”

“At least she isn’t gay.”

“Gay or straight, he still called her a dyke.”

“Ouch.”

“There’s much more to Quentin than these terrible biases and prejudices, but especially when he’s under pressure, they seep from him like poison. The other problem is Caroline’s age—she turned 18 last month. Since she’s no longer a minor and there’s no evidence of a crime, the police won’t place a priority on the search.”

She pulled her chair closer to the desk and grasped the edge of it. “You see the situation I’m in. My husband is very depressed, almost completely incapacitated. He can’t do anything to find her. The Union City police were helping very little before Quentin talked to them, and now that he has, they won’t even return phone calls. I really don’t have anywhere else to turn. You are my last, best hope.”

So much for sneaking around it—I felt like I stepped right into it. I played my final card. “I really can’t take the case unless your husband agrees to it. He’s bound to catch wind of my involvement, and I can’t do an effective job without his cooperation, to say nothing of the difficulties I’ll have if he tries to hinder me.”

“Quentin’s in no shape to hinder anyone. But my impression is he has a grudging respect for you. Given the circumstances, I don’t think it will be hard to get his agreement. Won’t you please take the case?”

I swept the blotter clear of a few glazing chips I missed earlier. Ellen watched me intently, her whole body erect and rigid in anticipation. It was like being watched by a hungry dog waiting for table scraps. “Okay,” I said slowly. “If the Lieutenant agrees.”

She released the edge of the desk and folded her hands demurely in her lap. “Thank you. I know it’s uncomfortable for you, but it means everything to me. Shall I give you a retainer? What’s the appropriate amount?”

I drew in a deep breath and blew it out through my nose. “I charge $55 an hour for general investigations, and I usually ask for a third of the anticipated charges up front. I guess $2,000 would be plenty. I would also need a signed client retainer form.”

Ellen had snapped open her bag and was fishing around inside it. She found her checkbook and held it up for me to see, then caught the nuance in what I’d said. “Why are you putting it that way? You don’t sound as if you’re really committed.”

“I think under the circumstances you and your husband should both sign the retainer form, Mrs. Stockwell
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