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“We beat the drum to her spirit, we dance to her grace.

	We raise her image to the heavenly skies.

	She is the lady of the sistrum, the mistress of jingling necklaces.”

	—Inscription on the Dendera Temple of Hathor, Egypt

	 

	 

	“Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.”

	 —Confucius

	 


Chapter 1

	He was a resourceful fellow but couldn’t decipher the future.

	Unbeknownst to him, the most foreboding day of his carefree and bloody life occurred three weeks ago when his handlers assigned the women to him.

	He was pleased with the gig. The ladies would be no problem, and he was keen on the Bay Area. Indeed, San Francisco has it all—diamond rings, pillow talk, and panache.

	A few years earlier, he had been an orphaned small-town boy attending the University of California at Los Angeles on a football scholarship playing wide receiver. He was slim and sinewy, strong and swift, had the crafty ability to get open from defenders, and possessed good hands for the ball. He was enrolled in the UCLA School of Theater, Film and Television, and several instructors agreed that he demonstrated a definite flair for Shakespearean acting.

	He was working through his junior year when Dr. Vladimir Silk, the esteemed psychiatrist at the UCLA Counseling and Psychological Services Center, was compelled by law to examine him after he beat a fraternity brother nearly to death in a dispute over a sorority sister from Kappa Kappa Gamma. Sources unknown had paid the shrink a handsome fee to unearth a physically fit young man with specific characteristics. After two examinations, the doctor concluded that this boy fit the bill—a presentable, able-bodied chap with no family connections, wasn’t mean or sadistic, just a psychopath harboring atavistic homicidal tendencies and subconsciously looking for a chance to kill. The doctor wouldn’t want this boy’s dreams.

	A week after their second session, Dr. Silk escorted him to a swanky Beverly Hills restaurant where a greasy man in an expensive, double-breasted suit dawdled in a secluded booth while pleasuring himself with an unlit cigar. The doctor introduced the boy to Mr. Mario Marcello and then slipped away after the man dismissed him with a swish of the wrist. The boy was on high alert but loosened up after a waitress laid out champagne and hors d’oeuvres. Mr. Marcello half-filled two champagne flutes. They clicked glasses and toasted each other’s health. The man explained that he represented a group of well-heeled, very private businessmen who were always on the lookout for new and noteworthy talent. They chatted like old pals, but the boy took a dim view of the man’s condescending treatment of their waitress.

	The duo did justice to their meals. After some time, speaking through a mouthful of medium rare filet mignon, Mr. Marcello pointed at his companion with a fork laden with garlic mashed potatoes and asked, “Son, have you ever felt like killing anybody?”

	That’s all it took.

	He packed his bags, said goodbye to nobody, vanished from his current life, and sallied forth into his new but true identity. He and Mr. Marcello flew first class to New Orleans where the local Mob welcomed him. The next two weeks were an eye-opening experience for him as a guest of the Mob—eating and living high on the hog, playing kangarooter with all sorts of women, and reveling in the music that overflowed the French Quarter, especially the Balcony Club’s piano ragtime and boogie-woogie as rocked out by Betty Jane Connors. He knew he was being recruited yet sensed an undercurrent that if he turned down the invitation, all would not end well for him.

	He accepted. His training began—weapons, the art and skill of empty hand killing, the nuances of following a mark on the street and in crowds, and countless other relevant skills. He was an apt pupil, and the Mob was pleased. His theater arts studies had given him a grounding in costumes and deportment. On his own initiative, he became proficient in en femme, the act of wearing feminine clothing and expressing a feminine personality. He didn’t have autogynephilia. He just enjoyed flaunting en femme. He was a hint under six feet, slim, blond with sleepy blue eyes over a delicate nose above a small, round mouth made for kissing babies. Disappearing into femininity was easy. At first, the Mob was offended—machismo and all that—but soon recognized the practicality of such expertise. What the kid looked like was anything but what he was.

	After three assassinations which he completed quickly and cleanly, the Mob released him upon the world to operate at the behest of their many clients. They brought him back from time to time for advanced training in the protocols of this profitable profession. Soon, he was one of the most valued wet boys in their stable. He was proud that the Mob held him in high esteem. They nicknamed him Ghiaccio—an Italian masculine noun meaning “ice”—because he was cold. So c-c-c-cold. Stone, stone cold. Methodical, unemotional, businesslike. Loose, as he called it. And loose he was—not fast, but quick with his knife, a custom-made thumb stud beauty always handy in a special pocket in the right side of his trousers, skirt, or dress.

	However, the American-born members of the Mob couldn’t pronounce Ghiaccio, so they simplified the name to Gerardo, meaning “spear hard.” He felt it suited him quite well.

	Gerardo was just shy of thirty when the Mob assigned the three women to him.

	 


Chapter 2

	The first woman—a hit.

	The second woman—a hit.

	The third and youngest woman—surveillance. Phone in periodic reports. Easy, a big bellyful o’ nothin’. Gerardo was not to whack her yet but soon, when instructed to do so.

	His handlers had provided some specifics about this young lady. Clarissa Keller hails from Los Angeles near Hollywood. A week after she graduated from John Marshall High School an auto accident claimed her parents. She inherited their money, sold their house, and moved north. After a couple of years of idleness, she now spends her time at UC Berkeley studying forensic astronomy on the path to law school. Clarissa lives in a small cottage owned by Sheridan Bannon in a quiet neighborhood within walking distance of the university. Bannon is a well-known legal eagle, a powerful politico in the San Francisco Bay Area and guest lecturer at UC Berkeley. How she met Bannon and the relationship between them is not clear. She often hires out as a high-priced escort but has not done so recently and has a penchant for violence.

	Gerardo liked the girl.

	Her Berkeley garb of loose-fitting jeans and baggy sweatshirts could not hide a fabulous figure but did cover the details. No camel toe or erect nipples showed, but Gerardo knew they were there. Normally devoid of makeup, her colors were natural—pink lips, ripe and fleshy, usually in a slight smile; luxurious, wavy brown hair reflected vivid red and blonde streaks; large, gray-green eyes flashed from under diva-arched eyebrows; silver earrings dangled from ears as dainty as golden butterflies and framed a lovely, heart-shaped face; a blue opal stud winked from high in her left ear. From time to time, she stroked her forehead and hair with her left palm, a grooming gesture he found enchanting. With her distinctive stride, sway of hips, and body language, she radiated confidence, power, and a controlled sexiness. She acted aloof with the other students except for one.

	Gerardo liked the girl’s sweetheart.

	The young woman was a Lucy Liu look-alike with short curly black hair streaked with red, and teal eyeshadow that matched her eyes. Fiona Chang lived with Clarissa in the cottage, a tight and loving couple for the past six months. Clarissa was possessive of her lady, always standing close and holding her arm when in the presence of men or leatherwomen.

	Gerardo liked the girl’s dog.

	The perky Boxer walked well on the leash, always alert and under control. Unlike most dogs in Berkeley that were overweight and frightened of life like their owners, this dog looked fit and formidable. Its aura showed a penchant for violence like its owner. He hoped he wouldn’t have to hurt it.

	Oftentimes, Gerardo listened to a symphony in his head when working a mark. Richard Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyries was appropriate here. Once, while watching Clarissa use the toilet, he saw the ice pick in its special sheath Velcroed to her right calf underneath the labrys lesbian flag tattoo on her upper thigh. He felt an affinity for her when she removed the tool by its wooden handle, caressed the pointed metal spike, pricked her thumb, resheathed the weapon, and licked up the blood. He understood and decided this young lady was a righteous glamazon deserving not of deference but the respect one would give to a wildfire or burning fuse. So, he watched and tailed the girl through Wagner’s masterpiece of blaring horns, screeching strings, and caterwauling prima donnas. Didn’t drive him crazy but almost.

	For the past two weeks, he parked his car near the girl’s house and followed her when she left home. He rented a different car every other day, usually an unobtrusive Japanese sedan or a simple Ford with a small and contented engine. Once he had splurged on a new black velvet Lincoln MKX Reserve AWD, and two days after that had coughed up enough of his expense money for a decade-old Mercedes-Benz C-Class C350 sport sedan in Capri blue. But they were too conspicuous for that neighborhood.

	For Gerardo, the job was monotonous because the girl’s life was routine.

	Then the routine was interrupted. During the past week, several undergraduates had circulated flyers in the Department of Gender and Women’s Studies publicizing a special guest who would be delivering a lecture at the historic Women’s Faculty Club at two in the afternoon on Tuesday. Clarissa and Fiona’s psychology professor required the entire class to attend.

	Women faculty had founded the Club in 1919 to serve as a symbol of UC Berkeley’s commitment to the equality of sexes in higher education, yet they engaged a male architect to design the building. Gerardo found that ironic, but he was not there to judge.

	They arrived early on Tuesday. Inside the largest room on the first floor, the couches had been shoved against the far wall opposite a small portable stage, and about two hundred folding chairs were arranged in neat rows. The audience, female for the most part, trickled in and filled the room. A handful of transgenders of both persuasions mingled with the scores of women. The few straight men in attendance huddled together for emotional support.

	Gerardo attracted no undue attention, as he looked like a cheerful business major in a blue sweater over C-cup falsies, his black trousers tucked into boots, an unruly brown wig hiding his forehead, a multicolored scarf covering his Adam’s apple, and glasses with thick black frames perched near the tip of his nose. Just the faintest hint of reddish rouge colored his cheeks and lips. He carried a small handbag and a three-ring binder full of blank paper in his left hand. Chestnut leather driving gloves matched the cotton jacket slung over his left forearm. A different appearance every day was a piece of cake for Gerardo. Looking like an ultramasculine engineering student was just as easy as appearing to be a coed art history student or a premed major. He got a kick out of dolling up en femme and catching the eye of the countless affirmative action dykes who gallivanted throughout the Berkeley campus looking for fresh tootsie. In fact, most of them were at this lecture.

	Gerardo followed the girls to the couches and sat a few feet away.

	Fiona, glancing around as was her habit, noticed his boots. Her gaze drifted to his small round mouth, then up to his cold blue eyes. The fine hairs on her forearms hackled. Her hands got cold. No need to think because she had no doubt.

	It is true that in the light of powerful circumstances and a past life-changing and soul-altering experience, one may never forget the particulars of a face. Only God knows why that occurs. Perhaps for the future.

	“Hey, girl, nice boots,” Fiona said.

	“Yes, thank you,” Gerardo replied in his perfected ladylike sotto voce, and smiled.

	Fiona licked her lips and smiled back.

	Clarissa also looked at the boots and recognized them as Vivian in black Italian calfskin with ruching details and two-inch heels. She liked that style and owned a pair, but just the same, she hooked elbows with Fiona and scowled at Gerardo.

	At two o’clock, the audience was seated.

	The title of the presentation was “Erectile Determinism Creating Ejaculatory Angst in the Mid-Twentieth Century Women’s Liberation Movement.” The guest lecturer was, all in all, a typical disciple of Judy Butler—a pageboyed, sweaty ex-hippie with appalling axillary hyperhidrosis who clomped around the stage in wellington boots and a dark blue pantsuit which hung low at the crotch. She was one of those sisty uglers with dandruff in her armpits who can’t stand cum on her fingers. Her single eyebrow ran across a protruding brow ridge and formed a capital T with her nose. The woman resembled the sofa in the student lounge—overstuffed and in need of a cleaning.

	And how that turtle maker liked to talk! Wound up for a big speech and couldn’t stop ’till she ran down. Whenever a student dared to ask a question, everyone knew she stretched the truth. It was easy to get a bright lie out of that woman. Nonetheless, the audience believed she was hot shit and applauded whenever she paused at what she thought were the high points in her monologue. She took no notice when a blue bottle fly marched across her brow ridge.

	She boomed and heehawed, and Gerardo heard her loud and clear. To him, it was all bullshit, and he gave up trying to untangle the garbage the old codfish was peddling and stuffing into his head. It didn’t mix well with the Wagner looping around his brain. At any rate, long sentences made him seasick. He let his eyes half close and his mind drift here and there, up and down, and west to east until settling on his hometown of Red Cloud, Nebraska, a hamlet so small that the mayor wanted to install a mirror at one end to make it appear larger. But the place was always clean and fresh, and he missed its naiveté and simplicity. He yearned to see his adoptive parents who lived there.

	Two days later, Thursday morning started out routinely enough. Just after first light, Gerardo parked his rented white Ford Fiesta and waited for Clarissa to appear. The November morning was clear and crisp. The houses and trees silhouetted black against the gray-blue sky, and the third quarter moon was high in the east. A solitary goldfinch perched in a majestic blue oak and welcomed the rising sun by practicing his warbles and D major scales.

	Yesterday Gerardo appeared as a male engineering student. Today he was a blasé journalism major in a brown calf-length pleated skirt over black pantyhose, green sweatshirt gracing C-cup falsies, blonde wig of shoulder-length curls, large granny glasses, blue denim jacket, and the same boots as at Tuesday’s weird lecture.

	The girl left the house at nine sharp for the short walk to campus, bundled up in a black jacket with a red muffler wound around her face and neck. Gerardo followed. He knew Miss Chang was sleeping in and would join Clarissa at their eleven o’clock class. Clarissa’s first class was History of World War II. Today’s lecture concerned the Battle of Okinawa and was delivered by Sheridan Bannon with enthusiasm and lots of commas. Afterward, she waltzed up, tossed a “Hello, Sherry, how are you?” at him which he caught with a smile, then rushed to her Forensic Astronomy class where Fiona awaited her. Just past noon found them at a campus coffee kiosk where they ate the sandwiches Fiona had prepared. Then the girls split up. Clarissa headed to the library stacks for some research, while Fiona attended her favorite class, Cougars in American Film, before heading to the library to join Clarissa.

	The girls were in a festive mood, and on their way home they joined the crowd that was scarfing Italian at La Val’s Pizzeria. Gerardo followed and enjoyed a plate of trofie al pesto while sharing a table with a professorial-looking woman and her much younger husband who sneaked pizza crusts off his wife’s plate. At six o’clock the girls were finished and headed for home. Gerardo tailed and watched them enter the cottage.

	The late afternoon sighed, stretched, and rolled over into early evening. Gerardo knew the girls would remain home. He had tucked them in and was done for the day. Plenty of time to head back to his room at the Berkeley Roadway Inn to change into his usual clothing and keep his date with the hooker in Oakland that he had raw-dogged three nights before.

	A slight breeze rustled the dry leaves in the gutter and tossed a sheet of newspaper against his lower leg. Gerardo kicked at it savagely, then sniffed and grinned. Someone in the neighborhood was pan-frying onions with garlic aplenty. Reminded him of dinnertime at the Palace, his hometown’s steakhouse, famous for serving up 12 oz. ribeyes smothered in sautéed onions with garlic fries on the side.

	His cell phone vibrated. He dug it out, stroked it on, mumbled “Yeah” into it, listened, nodded as he grunted “Okay,” poked it off, returned it to his pocket, and grinned. Saliva ran down his chin. He swiped at it with his coat sleeve.

	He was to ice the girl tomorrow. He could wait. Patience was one of his characteristics. Nine months ago he had waited six hours in a closet until the perfect moment for the kill. Yes! The two women were already done. He would be home in New Orleans in a couple of days!

	Gerardo was in high spirits. He two-stepped back to his Ford and almost bumped into a crotchety old gal who was cursing at two bulging bags of groceries weighing down her arms. He carried the bags and escorted her across the street to the front door of her house. She was very beholden as he set down her bags.

	“Thank you, young lady.” She dug a five-dollar bill out of her purse and offered it to him. “You’re welcome, Grandma. No tips today.” Gerardo smiled. “Keep your money.”

	Grandma looked at him with a puzzled expression, squirreled the bill away, pulled out a latchkey, and watched her polite young helper stride back across the street.

	Gerardo returned to his car in time to watch a small dog piddle on the right rear tire. The mutt looked up at him with an expression of relief before bounding off. Gerardo knew the feeling. He laughed out loud, unlocked and opened the door, jumped into the car, eased the door shut, fired up the radio to a C&W station airing “Lovesick Blues” sung by Hank Williams, plugged the key into the ignition, and turned it.

	The car exploded.

	 


Chapter 3

	“Far out, man, da prettiest thing I ever did see,” said a druggie two hours later to the police canvassing the neighborhood. “All of a sudden the sky just lit up, man, with all sorts of awesome colors, like red, orange, yellow, and a couple new ones I don’t know. And loud, like BOOM! Da car was vanished.” He had been lucky enough to be piffed on Panama Red when he witnessed the explosion from three blocks away while staggering home with his girlfriend. They lived nearby and were honor students in the UC Berkeley Graduate School of Journalism where last week the dean lectured at great length on the subtle differences between “there,” “they’re,” and “their.”

	“Naw, dude,” the girlfriend said. “The car is still in place. Just got trashed. Like, blew its top, ya know? We walked up and looked. Remember?”

	“Well, didn’t smell too good, either.”

	“Ya got that right, honeybunch. Like exploded firecrackers mixed with dead meat and almond-scented aftershave.” She pecked him on the cheek, then surveyed the police officers through cocaine eyes.

	“How many people were in the car?” an officer asked.

	“Couldn’t tell, man, but now they’re deader than bodies on ice, for sure.”

	Explosions can be weird, how they affect bystanders and victims in different ways.

	The crotchety old woman Gerardo had assisted across the street lost her hearing for two days. Small pieces of metal from the car thrown out by the explosion shredded her coat. She was knocked to the ground and her dignity was injured, but she made it inside her home all right.

	Half a block away ten-year-old Timothy Stanton had been practicing the Fosbury Flop high jump technique with a pile of cushions on his front lawn under the spotlights his father rigged up for him so he could practice into the evening. The light and roar of the explosion upset his timing. He crashed into the bar, missed the cushions, and suffered a broken left arm.

	The dog that had piddled on Gerardo’s tire was startled by the sound of the blast. He yelped when a hot piece of shrapnel struck him in the shoulder, then hauled ass away. After two blocks he hung a U-turn, stopped, and barked until he joined the chorus of approaching police sirens, howling like a wolf pack on the hunt.

	For Gerardo, the lights just went out. Most of his body was blown into tiny fragments that birds feasted on throughout the neighborhood for the next week. His head was discovered the following day in a hedge two blocks away, intact except his left eyebrow had been singed off.

	Clarissa and Fiona were in the shower when a bright light followed by a vicious BOOM permeated the whoosh of the water.

	“What the …,” Clarissa said.

	Fiona said nothing but grabbed at her lady for a desperate hug.

	Clarissa turned off the water. They toweled each other dry, then wiggled into jeans, sweatshirts, and running shoes. By the time they opened their front door and peeked outside, the burning remnants of the car were smoldering and stinking and illuminating the neighborhood buildings and the awestruck faces of the rubberneckers enjoying the spectacle.

	Later that evening they were interviewed by police but could offer no helpful information.

	The next morning in her garden, leaning against her favorite rose bush, the one that blooms lavender in the spring, Clarissa found a Vivian boot in black Italian calfskin with ruching details and two-inch heels. It was the right boot, and a foreleg was in it, the ragged ends of the tibia and fibula poking out, shiny and tan in the morning sunlight. She photographed it from various angles before calling the police.

	She drifted to the porch, dragged the Victorian park bench into a patch of sunlight, sat, and pondered recent events. Fiona brought her a mug of steaming coffee just the way Clarissa liked it, dark and oily, and sat in silence beside her lady. She recognized the expression on Clarissa’s face and heeded her mother’s advice from years past—When a person is thinking hard, it’s best to be quiet, lay low, and let them get on with it.

	After a while, Clarissa looked at Fiona and felt a rush of emotion. She made a somber decision. She stroked her forehead and hair with her left palm, then marched into the house and telephoned Sheridan Bannon.

	 


Chapter 4

	Sheridan Bannon was in the throes of a heated telephone discussion with the mayor concerning Her Honor’s bizarre Sanctuary City policy when his receptionist interrupted, put the mayor on hold, and patched Clarissa’s call through. He listened to the girl and agreed that the current goings-on around her warranted discussion. He suggested that she and Fiona come to his office on Monday at three in the afternoon. That would give his researcher time to look into the explosion and death of the car’s driver.

	Clarissa’s was one of the few calls Bannon would accept anytime. Hearing from her was a pleasure; talking with the mayor was a pain in the ass. He had known Clarissa more than four years through his wife. Even though Olivia had joyfully abandoned hooking when they married, she remained friends with some of the women in the profession. They had met Clarissa through the grapevine, and the three of them became close.

	Sheridan Bannon was a player. Through his law practice, newspaper contacts, and connections with the local university and law enforcement communities, he had developed a legion of personal and professional relationships. Tolerated at Bay Area city halls for his apparent honesty and integrity, he kept his political connections well-greased. The local chiefs of police were cordial but held him at arm’s length; they knew his wolverine aide-de-camp, Gloria Morris, didn’t care from legal and were apprehensive that at times he felt the same. He disliked working with the excessively wealthy—people who know tennis pros and US senators by their first names and toilet habits—yet they often required his services and paid his fees gratefully.

	The Bannon Law Office occupied the top three stories of a four-story pile of bricks on Pacific Avenue near Montgomery Street and around the corner from Chinatown, North Beach, and San Francisco’s Financial District. He owned the building. The neighborhood consisted of narrow streets and brick structures, the tallest at four stories, many of them erected in the 1880s and most of them refurbished and reverently maintained. They accommodated a mix of wealthy and successful businesses and professionals. Interior decorators, investment advisors, and expensive attorneys had their offices here. A handful of Oriental rug galleries and fine art showrooms occupied many ground floors, as did a gallery in Bannon’s building specializing in Impressionist French paintings. The nearby Transamerica Building skyscraper added modern high relief to this historic district.

	Monday at noon Clarissa checked Google Maps for traffic conditions. Not too bad. She and Fiona dressed in neat and clean casual attire, and Clarissa wore her Vivian boots in black Italian calfskin with ruching details and two-inch heels. At one o’clock the girls climbed into Clarissa’s white 2014 Mustang GT and headed for The City. The Bay Bridge traffic was light. The gridlock choking Van Ness Avenue heading north was nasty, but their Mustang nosed right through. They hung east on Broadway, galloped through the Robert C. Levy Tunnel, parked in the Vallejo Street Garage in North Beach, and hoofed the few blocks to Bannon’s office, weaving through the afternoon crowd. The pleasant aromas emanating from the neighborhood Chinese and Italian restaurants were seductive, but the girls resisted the temptations and arrived on time.

	At five minutes shy of three o’clock Clarissa and Fiona ascended a short flight of metal steps which ended at a black metal door. Clarissa poked a button, and a voice emerged from a hidden speaker.

	“Yes?”

	“Clarissa Keller.”

	The door unlocked with a loud click. She swung it open, and they entered the reception area. The door sighed shut on its hydraulic hinges and locked itself with another loud click.

	They were welcomed by Miss Amanda Jones, the office receptionist and researcher.

	“Clarissa, how nice to see you.” The two ladies hugged.

	“And you, as well, Fiona.” Miss Amanda Jones was acquainted with Fiona, as the girl was first cousins with her current beau, San Francisco Police Inspector Dominic Dee Chang. Miss Amanda Jones was a handsome, intelligent redhead, spoke with a classy London accent, and when it came to men, nourished a case of yellow fever.

	“Takin’ good care o’ my cousin?”

	“Dearie, we take good care of each other.” Amanda and Inspector Chang were immersed in a two-year relationship, well beyond the blushing stage. Miss Jones ushered them to a brown sofa. “Please sit down. I’ll let Mr. Bannon know you’ve arrived. Punctual. Thank you.”

	“You’re rather formal today, Amanda,” Clarissa said.

	“Well, mumble in the moss, lady. It’s Monday, you know?” The three women giggled.

	Clarissa and Fiona reclined on the sofa, while Miss Amanda Jones returned to her desk and waiting computer. Fiona noticed the slight bulge on the woman’s right hip under her red ruffled Victorian long-sleeved blouse. She nudged Clarissa and pointed at it.

	“Her gun. Riffraff best not mess with that lady or Mr. Bannon.” Clarissa stroked her forehead and hair with her left palm. “Or us, while we’re here.”

	The gun didn’t faze Fiona in the slightest. She was not put off by violence.

	This was Fiona’s first visit to Bannon’s office, and she was happy to be included in another facet of Clarissa’s life. She linked arms with her lady and looked around. Not the hustle and bustle she expected for a law office, just a bit of a thump of activity from the top two floors where the assistant attorneys labored. Miss Amanda Jones sweated the computer on her desk, pecking away at the keyboard and bullying the mouse around. It was the décor that impressed the girl. Two overstuffed wing chairs in embroidered floral upholstery matched the brown sofa. The tan ten-foot-high tin-covered ceiling gazed down through deep geometric patterns upon the red oak paneling covering the walls. Rumor had it that a client’s Sleeve Pekingese puppy once got lost in the luxurious brown shag carpet. Five framed paintings, three landscapes and two beautifully abstracted birds, hung behind the receptionist’s colossal red oak desk. She recognized the work of Ruth Dicker.

	The desk telephone rang. Amanda lifted the receiver, listened, chirped “Okay,” hung up, gathered a file folder, and stood.

	“Let’s go, ladies. The man is ready for us.” She led the way, swung open the round top mahogany door, allowed the girls to enter Bannon’s office, followed them in, then shut the door. Three chairs, borrowed from the corner conference table, faced Bannon’s desk. The women sat and looked at Sheridan Bannon.

	The inner sanctum. Fiona glanced around. To her, the room looked very male. Rows of books climbed floor to ceiling; framed photos on the wall behind Bannon’s desk showed him grinning and schmoozing with local big shots; a nice carpet, clean but could be cleaner. The centerpiece of the display of books and photos was a large framed photograph of Major General Ulysses S. Grant taken shortly after winning the battle of Shiloh.

	Bannon sat behind an impressive mahogany desk. Fiona had met him when she attended one of his World War II lectures with Clarissa. He was as she remembered—a six-footer in his early sixties, hefty but solid under a full head of curly black hair, not near good-looking, homely almost, but graced with a wonderful smile. Thank goodness he smiles often!

	Gloria Morris relaxed nearby in an overstuffed wing chair. Fiona recognized her from Clarissa’s descriptions. Large and attractive, wearing just a hint of cosmetics, today dressed in cashmere, Sea Island cotton, and fine Lucchese Priscilla boots in blue Mad Dog goatskin. The woman looked well-tended. And formidable. Glad as hell she’s on our side!

	Fiona liked this room. She liked these people. She felt safe here.

	“So, we have a problem,” Sheridan Bannon said after everyone settled in and the small talk was exhausted.

	“I should say so,” said Clarissa.

	“Fuckin’ A,” quipped Fiona.

	Gloria Morris sat and listened.

	“Let’s learn what Amanda has for us,” Bannon said and turned toward his researcher.

	“The bomb was small and wired to the ignition. The explosive was C-4. It was shaped so most of the blast would go up and was placed under the driver’s seat in an obvious effort to kill just the driver and minimize collateral damage. It succeeded. Just a neighborhood boy with a broken arm and an elderly lady knocked down and temporarily deafened. Couple of nearby broken windows. The car’s interior was totaled, and its roof was blown off. To build such a bomb and install it in the car with nobody noticing, and even the driver not picking up on anything amiss, like wires, takes a very skilled bomb maker and a very proficient organization.”

	“Showed consideration for the neighborhood,” Clarissa said. “How come?”

	“We as yet don’t have that answer.” Amanda plowed on. “The head that was recovered and the foreleg in the boot came from the same person. The remainder of the body is gone. What wasn’t vaporized, the birds will get. The head is in excellent condition and of course will greatly assist the police in identification. Once his identity is determined, we can work on who wanted him dead.”

	“A bomb.” Bannon began to massage his earlobes. “Overkill. Somebody is sending a message.” He nodded at his researcher to continue.

	“The car was traced by its VIN to Enterprise Rent-A-Car in Berkeley. Rented to a Mr. Michael Beban. I’m still working on him.”

	“How do you know all this?” Fiona was fascinated. “Some of it must be confidential police stuff.”

	“I research.” Amanda pursed her lips and clicked her tongue. “That’s what I do.”

	“Don’t ask,” Bannon boomed at Fiona, then turned to Clarissa and smiled. “Tell us, sweetie,” he cooed, “before the bomb, what’s been happening?” He gave his earlobes a rest.

	“Strange past couple o’ weeks. I’m not psychic or anything, but I’ve had the feeling, an eerie sensation, that someone was watching me. Told Fiona about it, and we went about our business but attentive and alert, you know, aware of our surroundings. The boot found in my garden with the leg in it was like these here.” She pointed to her Vivian boots. “Last Tuesday we and about two hundred other people attended a special lecture at the Women’s Faculty Club.”

	Bannon nodded. He was familiar with the building.

	“Weird-ass lecture, for sure,” Clarissa editorialized with a snicker, then continued. “Fiona noticed a young woman wearing such boots and complimented her on them. The girl thanked her, and that was that. Now a similar boot is found in my garden with a leg in it resulting from an explosion. Amanda said that only the driver was blown apart. That means the driver was near my house. Which means the target of the bomb was near my house. So, similar boots were near my house and near us at the lecture. I don’t believe in coincidences. I think that person, the driver of the car, was at the lecture because she was following me or Fiona.” She stroked her forehead and hair with her left palm. “I’m not happy about that.”

	“The murdered driver was a man,” Amanda said.

	“Those are women’s boots,” Clarissa said. “So, the woman Fiona spoke to at the lecture wearing those boots was a man in drag? The driver was a man in drag? What do you think?”

	“It’s possible, and that could make it easier for us to identify him,” said Amanda. “Why would anyone be so interested in you two? Enough to follow you in disguise?”

	Clarissa and Fiona shrugged their shoulders and shook their heads.

	“Two murders within the past couple o’ weeks.” Gloria looked at Amanda and took control of the discussion. “Two women I knew. The first was Caroline Wardly, friend o’ mine for several years. From New York like you, Fiona. Victim of a hit and run with a stolen Escalade two weeks ago this Wednesday. But only injured. Her throat was cut two days later as she lay in her private room at Kaiser Hospital. I liked Caroline. I take her murder personally. The second was a Miss Powers, knifed in her office at the Marbizon Modeling Institute a week ago today. These two victims had the same woman as a close business acquaintance, also murdered but over four years ago. Katherine Hoffman. I knew her. Mr. Bannon knew her. Hell, half the bloody town knew her.” She looked at Clarissa. “You remember her.” A statement, not a question.

	“Sure, I fuckin’ remember her,” Clarissa said. The opal stud in her left ear flamed bright and fierce. She looked at Fiona. “I’ll explain when we get home.” She reached down the outside of her trouser leg to feel the ice pick sheathed to her right calf. A slight movement but Gloria Morris picked up on it and understood, because she knew.

	“All right,” Bannon said, leaning back in his chair and holding up two fingers. “We have two murdered women who were involved with Katherine Hoffman. You, Clarissa, met her just once, for all I know, at the last charity shindig she hosted.”

	The five of them sat in silence. Then Gloria’s phone rang. She dug the cellular out of her purse, punched it on.

	“Gloria.” She listened, then said, “Thanks, Allan,” punched off, and returned the phone to her purse. “My Polk Gulch contact. Some man is beating up prostitutes in the City.” She knew Bannon was ruffled at the interruption. She looked at him with respect. “Go on.”

	Bannon stroked his chin and began to mumble, “Katherine Hoffman, murdered by persons unknown. Katherine’s son, Drew Royal, living in the mansion since her death. The servants, Rose and Angus, living in the mansion.”

	He pulled a big handkerchief out of his hip pocket, blew his nose violently, tucked the rag away, then turned and scrutinized the photograph of General Grant. Suddenly he whipped around and hissed at his aide-de-camp.

	“That Hoffman woman! Four years dead and she won’t go away. I also do not believe in coincidences.” He slammed his palms down on the desk, leaned forward, and glared Gloria Morris square in the eyes.

	“I need you to ascertain what the hell is going on!”

	
Chapter 5

	She drifted into San Francisco just over twelve years ago.

	A short stint on a police force following a tour in the army left Gloria Morris restless and unfulfilled. She had heard about the city and considered it a possibility, then a destination. The City, America’s Victorian crown, that most feminine of American cities, the loving, throbbing, magnificent blend of art, parks, and joy, always with a hint of fog and kiss of sunshine.

	She rented a small apartment in the Polk Gulch and lived inconspicuously.

	She took a job here and a position there, but nothing steady, nothing for real.

	The homegrown women were terrific—beautiful, all types and colors, enthusiastic, and juicy. A date here, a quickie there, many entanglements but nothing serious, no commitment.

	The local music delighted her. The array of sumptuous, gourmet restaurants amazed and satisfied her. She enjoyed the fabulous museums and the exquisite Victorian architecture. She missed having somebody to share it all with.

	She followed her appetite for Chinese food into every nook and cranny on every street, avenue, court, way, drive, lane, and boulevard of San Francisco until she hit the jackpot in a spotless mom-and-pop on the edge of the Polk Gulch specializing in fresh doughnuts and awesome Cantonese cuisine. Their fried shrimp patties definitely pushed her buttons—hot, crispy, and basted with a festive blend of oyster sauce, sesame seed oil, and fresh ginger root.

	Then one night three years after her arrival in The City, she was
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