
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Honor in Control

	A Gloria Morris Murder Mystery

	 

	G. R. Browda

	 


[image: Image]

	Wordwooze Publishing

	wordwooze.com

	 

	© 2020 by G. R. Browda

	All rights reserved

	 

	Without limiting the rights under the copyright reserved above, no part of this book may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without written permission from the author or publisher. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or any other means without permission is punishable by law. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

	 

	Cover by Margaret Loftin-Whiting

	 

	This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“…with firmness in the right,

	as God gives us to see the right…”

	—Abraham Lincoln, 1865

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“Gloria Morris doesn’t care from legal.”

	—Sheridan Bannon, 2009

	 


Chapter 1

	The woman got made.

	She was working the Tuesday night crowd in San Francisco’s Theater District when the man recognized her.

	The daylong drizzle had ended at nightfall. Black puddles and oily slicks covered the sidewalks and roads and reflected the headlights from passing cars. Streetlamps radiated a golden glow that created rainbows in the mist. The area was jam-packed. Theatergoers laughed and flirted and headed toward the numerous restaurants while mingling with the night’s silent creatures—drifters newly arrived in town, ladies of the night drumming up business, hotel tenants desperate with fear or loneliness who couldn’t sleep and so were wandering about looking for something or somebody. All these people bundled up against the musty evening chill, rubbed elbows, splashed through the same puddles, and enjoyed the same bright stars twinkling in the clearing sky. Their shadows danced upon one another and slid along the same walls. The pickpocket was invisible as she drifted among them, her sensitive, nimble fingers lifting wallets from their pockets and handbags, then nestling them warm and safe in her tailored leather tote bag.

	The man began buggin’ her just shy of 10:30.

	“Lea!”

	Her name shot out of the mist, followed by the scuffing of boots on the sidewalk.

	“Lea, I rememba ya.” That shrill, whiny voice reminded the pickpocket of the loose fan belt on her dad’s 1937 Ford Roadster and raised the hair on the back of her neck. She had been eyeballing a couple of high-enders when they also caught the voice, looked at each other, clutched their matching vicuῆa overcoats to their throats, and scurried away.

	That voice was costing her money.

	The pickpocket kept gliding along but now on high alert. She paused in the glow of a streetlamp and appraised the man approaching out of the mist, parting the crowd like an ax splitting firewood, his clumsy footfalls quieting the crickets just beginning to sing. He was small, gaunt, and raggedy, with a week’s growth of sandpaper on his face, his threads torn and frayed, the crumpled herringbone newsboy cap too small for his large head. She didn’t recognize him, but he knew her. Bad enough. Bad for him.

	“Who a you?” she said. “Whatcha want?”

	“Ya know me, Lea.” He spoke through gaps in his teeth and around the brown cigarette stuck to his lower lip. His smile was a grimace, but his bright and shiny snake eyes were hopeful. “George Drumski. People called me ‘Buzz’ back home in New Yo’ak. Knew yer ol’ man, a good egg.” He gestured, palms up. “I’m on hard times. On the lam. Need a stake. Help me out?”

	“This ain’t New York.”

	“A few bucks, I’ll disappear, leave ya alone.” The creep acted humble. She knew the act. She sized him up. No problem.

	“How’d ya find me?” the pickpocket asked in a friendly tone with a friendlier smile.

	“Stroke o’ luck. I’m here, yer here.” His cigarette butt glowed, then cut a red arc through the mist before it sizzled out in the gutter.

	“Any of the old crowd out here?”

	“Naw. Just me.”

	“Sure about that?”

	“Yeah. Yo’ should be so alone.”

	“Okay, Buzz Baby,” she said, giving him a seductive smile, “over here.” The pickpocket knew this Union Square neighborhood and guided the man deep into the shadows between two hotels, unwittingly disturbing a feral tabby cat gutting a rat. The man kicked at it savagely and cursed when he missed. The woman rummaged in her bag, withdrew a fifty-dollar bill, and held it out. He snatched it, smirked, and kept his hand out. She handed him another. His smirk became a leer. His eyes were welded to her face. She tilted her head and stepped closer to the man, smelled bourbon and pastrami on his breath. She rummaged again, withdrew a short-bladed knife, and quick as a rattlesnake sliced open the side of his neck while dancing backward to avoid the spray of blood from the severed jugular, a move her father had taught her and she had practiced a thousand times over the years on cloth mannequins in her apartments. Mr. Drumski grabbed his neck, staggered a few steps, collapsed onto his face, clawed at the wound, gurgled, and twitched as he bled out. Two blocks away, a blues rock guitar solo wailed out of a bar into the night.

	The pickpocket glanced around, squatted, wiped the knife on the dead man’s jacket, folded the weapon and tucked it into her bag. She retrieved the two portraits of Grant from the man’s limp hand, slipped them into her bag, stood, smiled, stepped over a large pool of black blood, and made her way home to her nearby hotel, strolling to the pulse of the guitar.

	After a silent moment, the cat emerged from its hiding place and crept over to sniff the dead man. Suddenly she arched her back, and the hackles along her bony spine bristled all the way to the base of her neck. She hissed and spat, then slid deeper into the shadows, where a rat was foraging in a mound of debris.

	 



Chapter 2

	Mrs. Leontyne Debra Courtenay looked forward to her mid-afternoon appointment at Gianni’s, her third visit to the gallery in the past six weeks. The salesman had learned her name on the previous visit and had done his research. She could afford anything.

	The salesman was good. His forte was women, especially rich women bordering on narcissism. He understood them. He knew how to cajole and entertain them, and he provided the adulation they craved by offering emotional security while selling high-end jewelry in the San Francisco Union Square gallery which had opened the previous year.

	He saw the slight furrowing of her brow when he presented the two-million-dollar diamond and platinum necklace, so he set it aside and offered his backup, an unpretentious necklace of diamonds, rubies, and yellow gold paired with an elegant bracelet of matching gems.

	“Mrs. Courtenay, this modest combination is less ostentatious than the other piece. Let me escort you to our parlor, and you can try them on.” His London accent was irresistible.

	With a slight bow, the salesman ushered her past glass showcases glittering with gems. He was a perfumed pink-faced softy, immaculate in maroon tuxedo trousers and white ruffled shirt, his buffed black brogues mirrored to a gleam. He used them to spy up her skirt as he followed her into the private room at the rear of the gallery. Her bodyguard remained in the showroom.

	With chubby, manicured fingers he fastened the necklace around her neck and held a mirror, while the lady relaxed in an overstuffed armchair and admired herself. She studied her reflection for some time, posturing and posing while fondling the necklace with the fingers of the hand modeling the bracelet, then focused on the salesman for final approval.

	“Oh, yes, Madame, your peers will envy you. Now you are telling the world you have arrived, beautifully in control, the star of any social engagement.”

	“Umm, I see what you mean. Are they Bulgari?” Her smile was questioning. “Price?”

	“Bulgari, by all means,” he said, “but affordable,” he added with a slight frown, as if discussing cost was beneath them. “The necklace is 600,000, the bracelet only 85.” He handed her the mirror, clasped his hands, and performed another bow. “The beauty and message they offer are invaluable.” He inspected her. “They are you, dear lady,” and gently stroked her shoulders. He made sure she noticed his eyes brimming with tears.

	“Yes.” She contemplated her reflection again, primping and preening with the necklace.

	“I’ll pack them for you,” he whispered, and fluttered about the parlor to produce two small, padded, embossed leather boxes. “Taking them with you? Or,” he added with a frown, “can I have them delivered to your home?” He accepted the mirror from her hands.

	“I’ll take them. I have more shopping to do and a fitting for my gown. The opera season debuts next Friday with La Traviata, a week from today. You’ll handle the insurance paperwork?”

	“La Traviata,” the salesman echoed and clasped his hands. “Nevertheless, Madame, you will garner far more attention than the performers and the music. Giuseppe Verdi would be jealous.” The lady flushed with pleasure. He nodded. “I’ll handle the paperwork.”

	She paid with plastic.

	The salesman packed the jewels and watched her drop the boxes into her large Hermes handbag, then escorted her and the bodyguard to the front entrance and out to Stockton Street.

	He thanked her, patted her arm, and watched them head for Union Square, disappearing into the late afternoon crowd and early evening fog. He turned and reentered the gallery. When he was out of earshot of the security guard, he poked his cell phone with a pinkie and spoke.

	The pickpocket struck four minutes later.



Chapter 3

	Usually the pickpocket worked alone, but this gig was out of the ordinary. The money was serious, the window of opportunity was small, and the mark had a bodyguard. Planning was essential. She had followed Mrs. Courtenay for three weeks in various disguises and knew the woman’s schedule for today—mid-afternoon at Gianni’s for the jewelry, then Saks Fifth Avenue for the fitting of her gown at half past four. A busy Friday afternoon for Mrs. Courtenay and the pickpocket.

	She used Scotty when she needed a partner. He was a dental school dropout earning more money than a gum gardener and having a ball as a petty thief. The man was reliable, short and stocky, and very muscular. He shaved his head smooth as a cue ball, but a bushy, brown goatee hid the front of his face. He was hairy as a pubescent gorilla, with fur on his shoulders, chest, back, arms, and hands. His leaving dental school saved the world from another intrusive dentist with hairy fingers. He shaved his lower legs. This Friday he covered some of the hair with a green tank top over baggy blue jeans with huge cuffs at the bottom, showing black T-Funk High Top Skate Shoes. He waited near the entrance to Saks across from the northwest entrance to Union Square, cell phone glued to his ear, ignoring the gawking tourists. His pickle-green Krown skateboard was rarin’ to go.

	The pickpocket dressed to be invisible. A gray trench coat covered her to the ankles, cinched at the waist by a wide, gray fabric belt. Her large, gray, floppy woman’s sunhat crouched low on the blonde wig, but peering out underneath were vigilant, blue eyes as bright as drops of dew. A brown leather tote bag hung in the crook of her left arm. Her running shoes were black. She lingered near the Dewey Monument at the center of Union Square.

	This was the twilight of a lovely day with green grass and lovely girls. The tourists were out and wandering about like lost chickens. A redheaded Norwegian flutist with scraggly bangs stood near the two palm trees at the northwest corner of the Square playing classical melodies on his wooden Powell piccolo. The clucks of Brewer’s blackbirds set the tempo, and the songs of golden-crowned sparrows harmonized with the melodies. The wooden crate at his feet was half full of cash. A short distance away a tall, black crossdresser was strutting about modeling an ill-fitting red wig and showing off an impressive six-pack. His raspberry red spandex leggings shocked and scandalized many wide-eyed tourists, as he had neglected to wear a sorely needed jock strap.

	The pickpocket’s cellular rang. She answered, and the salesman alerted her to the leather boxes in the Hermes handbag. Then she saw the lady and her bodyguard enter the Square at the southeast corner. She phoned Scotty. “Get ready!”

	Mrs. Courtenay and her bodyguard hastened through the Square but paused at the Dewey Monument. She looked up at the Goddess of Victory statue atop the monument, saluted, nodded to a lady dressed in gray who also saluted, then proceeded with her bodyguard toward the two palm trees and the steps on the way to Saks. The lady in gray fell in behind them.

	Mrs. Courtenay and her bodyguard were almost at the top of the steps when the little gorilla jumped on his skateboard, barreled across Post Street, rocketed past the flutist, zipped around the crossdresser who dived out of the way, and plowed into the bodyguard, causing the man to tumble and bounce down the steps. Then he zoomed off across the Square and disappeared. At that exact moment the pickpocket brushed against Mrs. Courtenay, then vanished into a mob of tourists. Everyone in the immediate vicinity rushed over to help the fallen man except two individuals in black burqas and face veils with dirty, green mesh covering the eyes who pointed at the fallen man and slithered away. Laughter and the miasma of sweat escaped out of the mesh.

	The pickpocket jumped on a passing cable car clanking north on Powell Street. She smiled. So bloody easy, like takin’ candy from a little, bitty baby. Like takin’ a fortune of jewels from a millionaire. She showed her teeth to the cable car grip, who winked and leered back. They all were flirts. She disembarked after four blocks, discreetly removed the wig and shoved it into the tote, hoofed the few blocks home, and phoned her contact. “All good. I’ll be at your place, 11:00 tonight.”

	Until her arrival in San Francisco, the pickpocket’s name had been Lea Success Jerome. Her father taught her the craft in New York City, and he made a grand living working the Manhattan subways and Broadway theater crowds. Lea’s mother disappeared when Lea was a baby—she went out to do the afternoon shopping and never came home—so her Pops focused all his attention onto her. He never told her why he was a thief, just some sort of family tradition going back decades, even to the old country. The life appealed to her at a young age; so, Pops gave her all his knowledge and paid for years of piano lessons to make her fingers more dexterous. She showed great musical ability, and her fingers grew long, sensitive, and nimble as a raccoon’s. He taught her Israeli knife fighting and how to use a handgun. Taught her to be careful and invisible. He helped devise her escape plan, all set if ever needed.

	As a little girl she loved to hear the story of how they got their family name. So, from time to time, her father would relax in his favorite chair, set her upon his knee, make sure she was comfortable, bounce her a couple of times, and begin the tale. “In May 1917, my grandfather, your great-grandfather, went to enlist in the American Army. World War I was raging in Europe, and as a recent immigrant to the USA, he felt a great loyalty to his new country and wanted to help defeat the Germans.” Here he always paused, then continued, using his hands New York style for emphasis. “He goes to the Army enlistment office. Okay?”

	“Okay,” Lea always chirped and nodded, her little, brown eyebrows arched high.

	Pops rattled on. “He gets in line, waits and waits, and when his turn comes, the enlistment officer—he was a tall, plump, gray-haired man, very distinguished in his pressed uniform with polished black boots and shiny medals from the Spanish American War—this great officer looks your great-grandfather in the eye and asks his name. My grandfather says ‘Chaim Jeruchimov’ in a loud, proud voice. The officer blinked, his face blushed scarlet, and he says, ‘Your name, please!’ And your great-grandfather says, ‘Chaim Jeruchimov,’ since that was the truth and he was an honest man, at least for that day.” Her father always chuckled at this part of the story. “The officer blinked again, shook his head, jotted something onto a printed form, and declared, ‘Your name is Charles Jerome. This man’s army cannot pronounce or spell whatever it was you just said. Sign here, and you’ll be an American soldier.’ So, your great-grandfather signed, became a soldier, helped save Europe, survived the war, and that’s how our name came to be Jerome.” They giggled and laughed at the image of the plump, red-faced officer, and Lea always threw her little arms around her dad’s neck and hugged him ever so tight.

	By the time she was a young adult, she was an artist at her craft, a young cannon fast rising to the top. Twice Pops took her to Paris, where they worked the tourist areas and had a grand time visiting the museums and Eiffel Tower. He wanted her to see the Arc de Triomphe. His father had marched down the Champs-Élysées through the Arc de Triomphe with the American army that liberated Paris in 1944. Lea was proud that her grandfather had been a fighting man who’d survived the war and killed many Nazis. Though she had never met him, she grieved that he was murdered on a Brooklyn street in 1970 at the young age of fifty-four.

	Like a few talented children who learned their parents’ craft, she took pickpocketing to a higher level than her father ever achieved. Lea Success Jerome lived up to her middle name. Her father had planned it that way and was proud of her. They lived well, under the radar with all the false ID necessary to live in the modern world.

	When her father was murdered in February 2014, Lea decided New York had become a graveyard for her family. Aided by her father’s many loyal contacts, she figured out that the same motherfucker had murdered both men. That person operated a jag house in Manhattan offering boys to middle-aged chicken queens and also controlled a gang of heroin addicted street thieves in Brooklyn. Lea stalked the old woman for three weeks, and on one fine winter evening after the old bitch and her driver had left a gourmet Russian restaurant following a dinner meeting with local politicians and fat-cat businessmen, Lea approached their car dressed as a policeman, flashed a huge smile, aimed her silenced GLOCK, fired two hollow-point slugs each into the brains of the woman and the driver, jumped into a waiting car driven by a business rival of the now-dead old hag, and disappeared.

	Lea cropped up in San Francisco two weeks later with a new hairstyle as Phyllis Murphy. The City was an excellent choice. Silicon Valley was only an inch south on the map, and Beverly Hills was just a short flight or easy car trip away. Many well-heeled people populated these areas and would provide fertile and lucrative opportunities for her skills. Her New York underworld connections arranged contacts she would need on the west coast.

	Her cash savings plus the large sum of money she had legally inherited from her father, together with the very large sum of cash in his safe deposit box he had used under a different identity, enabled her to live well. As Lea Success Jerome in New York, the police and many hoods were looking for her, but as Phyllis Murphy in San Francisco, she was clean and wanted to stay that way. She needed a front. So, she dusted off her piano skills, and the Hotel Nikko near Union Square hired her to perform Wednesday, Thursday, and Sunday evenings in their piano bar, a swank, mature venue with live music, offering wine and fancy cocktails prepared by handsome bartenders and delectable desserts served by leggy waitresses. Hotel Nikko was happy to have her. Part of her salary was a luxurious furnished studio apartment on the third floor. A perfect situation, as her constant presence in the neighborhood now raised no undue concern.

	She was alone but not lonely, kept busy, and for some strange reason, never horny. That she couldn’t figure out but didn’t worry about it. She had not known many men, but those she had known were certainly thorough. Riding the one-eyed flagpole? It’s all right. Giving head was fine, just a bit boring until she got her reward—salty sweet, warm, thick, rich and good—swishing it around with her tongue while pumping for the last drop. But whereas men were rough and brushy, women were another story—silky, soft, and fragrant, especially when hot-assed and juicy. Muff diving, fanny noshing, queening, those were the tickets! Sweaty work but memorable! She’ll look around, but…no hurry. Life was good—loads of sleep, visiting museums and restaurants, watching plenty of film noir on the tube, performing her music, and taking advantage of the many grand opportunities to grift the muffins surrounding her. She kept all the cash from her thefts, fencing everything else. But the Courtenay job had been for a large sum of money, and tonight was payday. She giggled at the thought of the money. Today’s job had been well-planned and easy. She admired Mrs. Courtenay’s taste in jewelry and wore the gems around her apartment until it was time to deliver them to her contact and collect her dough.

	At seven in the evening she dropped downstairs to the hotel’s dining room and enjoyed a small dinner. Then, up in her room she changed. Her modest wardrobe was not expensive but in excellent taste. Her golden-brown hair was styled close to her head and just covered the pearl studs in her ears. Her teeth were perfect and whiter than orange pith. She was a big woman—tall, sturdy, and athletic—not yet middle-aged but gettin’ close. Always neatly dressed and groomed, she wouldn’t stand out at Macy’s but would turn heads at Walmart.

	At half past eight she returned the jewels to their leather boxes and snuggled them into her tote bag next to her short, heavy-duty folding knife above the false bottom which held her silenced GLOCK G42. She strode to the private garage one block away for her silver 2015 Ford Focus, an innocuous sedan with the engine modified to perform like a hot rod. Her contact lived in the Haight-Ashbury district, and she wanted to arrive early to case the neighborhood.

	Divaas was right on the way. It was a good night for an evening drive. The fog was in but not thick, and wisps of vapor chased playful stars to and fro across the sky. Phyllis drove to the club and inched her way through the congestion in order to ogle the crowd that had spilled into the street. Tomorrow was Divaas’ Saturday Night Extravaganza, with P-38 Lightning rockin’ the joint. Definitely worth checking out.

	She tooled west up Geary Street, south on Divisadero, then west on Page past the Victorian mansions and splendid 1900 era apartment houses. She cruised past the building, parked, and sat for five minutes, holding her GLOCK. Nobody approached, but she saw a couple crossing the street hand in hand heading for the Haight Street bars. They stopped to kiss, the man stroking the woman’s hair and the woman fondling the man’s caboose, then proceeded on their way. Not her problem, Phyllis decided.

	She slid on her black Mackage cano leather gloves to guard against the inadvertent fingerprint, then strode the half block to the building and climbed up the stoop to the locked front door. A red dot near the bottom of a potted plant reflected the headlight of a passing car and caught her eye. She paused to look and saw a large black widow spider lying in wait with eight long, black, hairless legs spread out in her powerful web and the red hourglass on her shiny, black abdomen glistening, beautiful, gemlike, and full of sin. “Unusual for this time of year,” Phyllis thought, as she smashed the critter with a rolled newspaper she found on the porch. She tickled the doorbell, eased open the door at the roar of the buzzer, and hiked to the third floor.

	Her contact was waiting with his door ajar, dressed in a pink jumpsuit and black lipstick, chewing on a hamburger bun with no burger but plenty of lettuce and mayo, which were running down his chin. Phyllis tried not to look at him. He waved her in, closed and locked the door. Newton Crandall was a slow-moving six-footer and excessively round—round in body, face, hands, and mouth. His nostrils were as round as mouse holes, and even his large, flat ears were round, but he had the neck of a strong woman. Newton hailed from Australia where he had been a petty thief and crocodile wrestler. His grip was like a steel vise. Here in the USA, he had almost lost the habit of calling every man “Mate.” When Phyllis first met him a year ago through her New York contacts, she asked him if he remembered Herb Elliot. She was a big track and field fan. He’d smiled. “Of course. The bloke is one of our national heroes. Ran a mean mile!” He liked Phyllis after that, though she disliked him on first sight and for his reputation as a rough backdoor man. Newton was neat and immaculate, tidy and trimmed. As one of his pillow-biters had explained, “You’ll never get laid if you have hair growing out of your nose and ears.” But his apartment was decorated in Goodwill Nouveau, with ratty furniture and worn throw rugs scattered about. The three rooms effused the tang of spaghetti sauce combined with weed and beer, overlaid by a mixture of sweat and old dust. Around every light switch was a smudge of black grime on the white walls. The place made her feel dirty. Phyllis always took a shower every time she returned home after visiting the man. She could not figure, with all his money, why he lived like that.

	“Where my jewels?” Newton Crandall got straight to business.

	“Where my money?” Phyllis Murphy got straight to business.

	“Hello, Phyllis.” Newton flashed a smile, revealing large, round, freckled teeth. He shuffled over to a dusty desk and pulled open the top drawer. The pickpocket watched, her hand in her tote, aiming her GLOCK at the round back. He turned and tossed a large envelope to her.

	“Relax, love. You’ll get worry wrinkles. Count it. All used hundreds, as usual.”

	Phyllis stepped back, forced herself to sit on a dusty wooden chair, and opened the package. Inside were six equal-sized bundles of hundred-dollar bills. She counted one bundle and found fifty bills. She thumbed the others, getting off on the smooth, greasy feel of currency. Looked okay, her money and Scotty’s. She stood and placed the jewelry boxes on the chair. The man was eager and almost pounced but parked himself and caressed them open.

	He inspected each piece in turn with a jeweler’s loupe held to his round left eye, then embraced the necklace in one hand, the bracelet in the other, and raised the jewels over his head. The diamonds and rubies sparkled as if alive, and the colors they emitted flashed about the shabby room like bolts of lightning. The man almost wept.

	“Good?” Phyllis asked.

	“Oh, yeah, bloody good. I’ll let ya know about the next such gig. Until then, bring me whatcha get. I’m happy workin’ as your fence.” He smiled. “Ta, love. Catch you later.”

	“Of course.” She reached to unlock the door. “You take care, Newton.”

	Phyllis opened the door, backed out, and left before the man decided to get frisky. But no chance of that. Mr. Crandall sat with the loupe plastered to his eye, almost eating the gemstones he was once again inspecting. His hard-on bulged his panties almost to bursting.

	 



Chapter 4

	“I can’t spare this man; he fights!”

	—President Abraham Lincoln, 1862, regarding General Ulysses S. Grant

	 

	“I can’t spare this woman; she fights!”

	—Sheridan Bannon
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	She drifted into San Francisco ten years ago. Gloria Morris had always considered the city a possibility, then a destination. The City, the Victorian crown of America, the loving, thriving, magnificent blend of art, parks, painted ladies, and joy, ever with a hint of fog and a kiss of sunshine. She’d rented a small apartment in the Polk Gulch and lived inconspicuously.

	She followed her appetite for Chinese food into every nook and cranny of San Francisco, and hit the jackpot in a little dive near her place—fried shrimp patties served hot, crispy, and lightly basted with a scrumptious blend of oyster sauce, sesame seed oil, and minced, fresh ginger.

	Three years later through the twilight of a foggy winter evening, she was strolling south on Polk Street when she heard growls, cries, and scuffling emanating from an alley. She had just delighted in a savory Chinese meal, and the commotion interrupted her contentment. The stabbing headlights of the passing cars barely penetrated the fog, and the blistering fumes from rotting refuse and rancid cooking oil from two nearby greasy spoons induced the fog in the alley to shimmer. Curious, she paused and squinted, then saw the shadowy form of a man roughing up a woman. Gloria did not like that. She crunched through the broken glass covering the alley and approached the struggling pair. Up close, the man was stubbly and swarthy, funked of hot fat and cold sweat, and was built like a pit bull. One earlobe was gone, and a brass plug was in the other.

	The woman was young, enticing, and very upset.

	“How ya doin’, Bo?” Gloria called out in a friendly manner, interrupting his act.

	Pit Bull did not like that. He shoved the woman aside and took a threatening step forward.

	Gloria cocked her head and smirked. “Wontcha go home now, Bo, and coax your cojones. I be takin’ this chick with me.” She could smell him.

	Pit Bull did not like being challenged by a woman. He withdrew an object from his right jacket pocket, flicked open a six-inch blade, and attacked. What happened next was a blur, a blaze of action. Gloria stepped back with her right foot, sideways to the assault. She bent her left arm and raised it in front of her body with forearm vertical and palm open, fingers together and slightly bent. Quick as a praying mantis, she struck the man’s throat with the edge of her left hand, fracturing the larynx. His eyes bulged, and his arm sagged. Gloria cupped the man’s wrist with her right hand and struck her left palm against the elbow, snapping it. The knife clattered to the pavement. Sweeping the damaged arm to her left, she faced the injured man and punched with her right fist two inches below where the ribs join the sternum, an oi tsuki strike, with the first two knuckles twisting at the moment of impact, screwing their way through Pit Bull’s chest. Her fist almost reached his spine.

	Pit Bull looked at Gloria with wonder and amazement. Then his eyes unfocused, and he folded to the ground. As he died, his mouth opened, and a gush of blood flooded the roadway, the rivulets flashing red to black, black to scarlet in the stabbing headlights of the passing cars.

	The young woman, Olivia Jenkins, was not injured. She was a working girl, and Pit Bull had been a pimp trying to add her to his stable. The police came and took her and Gloria away. One of Olivia’s regulars was an attorney named Sheridan Bannon. She made her call from the Hall of Justice, and he arrived 15 minutes later. The district attorney didn’t want to tangle with Bannon, as the result could mean the end of his career. Any possible charges against her were never discussed.

	The legal proceedings concerning Gloria lasted less than a week. The medical examiner and assistant DA were skeptical that such massive damage to Pit Bull’s chest could result from only one strike, not repeated blows, with a weapon. The only weapon found at the scene was the knife, covered in his prints, with traces of dried blood on the hinge. The blood was subsequently matched to a recently eviscerated Jane Doe discovered in the Panhandle. Olivia was the only witness to the fight, and her testimony at the preliminary hearing supported the ruling of self-defense. Gloria Morris walked.

	The police knew Pit Bull as Zamundo Rodriguez. They learned he was a well-to-do pimp living with three young girls he had hooked on heroin and rented out as escorts. The girls told the investigators they thought he was from Arabia or someplace in the Middle East, as he often conversed on the phone in a weird language, certainly not Spanish. His phone records connected him to an Oakland mosque whose imam considered him a valuable member of the congregation. INTERPOL identified him as Saleem el Hajjar, a terrorist from Gaza who, they guessed, crawled into the USA over the Texas-Mexican border back around 2012. The police and INTERPOL secretly congratulated Gloria, as the world is a better place with one less vile pimp and interbred terrorist.

	During that week, Bannon had lengthy discussions with Gloria and was impressed with her intellect and sense of justice. Her thoughts were more bound by justice than Einstein’s by mathematics. The woman kept things simple. She had instinctively wanted to protect Olivia and considered a person like Pit Bull worthless. As Bannon explained to The City’s Chief of Police, “Gloria doesn’t care from legal.” Her fighting skills were evident. Sheridan Bannon, Esq., one of the most influential and connected men in the San Francisco Bay area, hired her in a flash.

	 



Chapter 5

	Saturday night and Divaas was jammed and rockin’. P-38 Lightning was pounding out “New York, New York” with their bass and drums thundering, guitar screaming, piano tinkling, lead singer belting the lyrics more like Liza Minelli than Frank Sinatra—wild, not deafening but almost. The overhead strobe lights pierced the semi-darkness of the nightclub like swords, and the aroma of spilled beer mixed with booze and face powder was thick and invigorating.

	The salesman was in the midst of the throng, dancing with a couple of queens who were in high spirits and all gussied up for Divaas’ Saturday Night Extravaganza. He was pumped. Later in the evening he would be fiddling with that extra charm his dancing partners were packin’ below their waists. He was happy. In a few days he would be rolling in dough with the commission from the sale of the jewelry plus his fee for fingering the lady to the pickpocket.

	He didn’t know he had a minute to live.

	The killer stalked his prey through the mob, swaying to the music but keeping close to the man, alert for the perfect moment. When the salesman shimmied his back against him, he lifted the bottom of the man’s coat, slipped his knife deep and up through the man’s kidney, twisted it, left it there, covered the knife with the coat, and danced away.

	The music drowned out the screech of pain. The dying man took a week to fall. He reached back with his right hand, flailed with his left at his dancing partners, twisted, stumbled, and sank to the floor. Nobody seemed to notice. Drunks toppled all the time toward the evening’s end at Divaas. But his partners were startled.

	The killer snaked through the throng, the notes of music spreading apart and allowing him to hustle down the steps to the ground floor, followed by If I can make it there, I’ll make it anywhere. It’s up to you, New York, New York! He slid into the men’s room, claimed a stall, shut and locked the door, removed the knife sheath taped to his left forearm, washed it off in the toilet, and dropped it behind the toilet on the floor. He pulled off and flushed his latex gloves, masturbated like his ass was on fire, slid out of the john, wormed his way through the barflies clustered near the club’s front entrance, spotted a bouncer, darted to the rear exit, squirted outside, almost tripped over two sewer rats vigorously copulating in the alley, and sauntered away, vanishing into the nighttime Polk Gulch fog.

	Divaas was the premier transgender nightclub in the Bay area, with three floors of action. The top featured a large dance floor with a pint-sized stage in one corner for live music. The high, domed ceiling provided excellent acoustics. The lower levels offered bars, a pool room, and padded booths for boozing and schmoozing. The ceilings were low, the plush carpeting
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