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Chapter 1

San Francisco had
been a month without fog. From the picture window of my house just
below Coit Tower, I could see across Cow Hollow, the Marina, the
Presidio, all the way to the Golden Gate. No fog, not even a dirty
rumor.

I lived in the third-oldest Victorian on
Telegraph Hill, built by my great-grandfather, bequeathed to me by
my parents. In my forty years of bridge watching, I couldn't
remember an entire April without the afternoon fog.

Pulling on my leather jacket and gloves, I
grabbed my motorcycle helmet, slipped a 9mm Walther and a spare
clip into a special pocket sewn inside my jacket, bounded down a
hidden stairway from my bedroom loft on the fourth floor, emerging
in the office at ground level. As I exited to the street, I flipped
over the sign saying BE BACK, I HOPE beneath the gold-stenciled
CITY LIGHTS DETECTIVE AGENCY.

Standing on the pegs of my antediluvian
Norton Commando 750 as I descended Lombard Street, I double-checked
the bridge. No fog. A bad omen.

I charged up Lombard on the other side of
Columbus until it became one way, "the world's crookedest Street,"
zigged through a dozen camera-wielding tourists, turned left,
crossed Union Street and passed Grace Cathedral on Nob Hill. Then I
leaned back in the saddle as I dropped down one of the steepest
descents in the city, Jones Street into the Tenderloin.

The Tenderloin may be the only neighborhood
in the world named for police corruption. During the time my
great-grandfather and grandfather walked this beat, after the
Great Earthquake, the thirty square blocks between City Hall and
Union Square were the center cut, the sweet meat for bribes and
grafts for the old SFPD. The Tenderloin.

I made Turk Street in three minutes flat,
parked the Norton in a lot where I knew the attendant, Enrique, a
Guatemalan refugee. I tipped him to keep an eye on it. The bike
wasn't so great, but neither was the neighborhood; they'd steal
your gold teeth if you yawned too long.

On one corner stood a fine specimen of
Tenderloin manhood: curly blond hair, pork chop sideburns,
one-piece dirty white jumpsuit with two-foot elephant
bell-bottoms, huge red flame patterns up the inside of each thigh
pointing toward a knockwurst stuffed in the bikini briefs outlined
underneath. He trolled disco-like for passing females and looked
genuinely surprised when they sped up or crossed the street.

A taxi stopped in front of the Turk Street
a.k.a. Jerk Street Showcase, and a gray-suited businessman rushed
inside to catch the patriotic double bill, Fox Hole Boys and
Rear Admiral. Between screenings, some mother's son would
bump and grind his way through a live display of the family
heirlooms as the distinguished audience cheered, drawers to their
knees, choking each other's chickens.

Even sin ain't what it used to be.

I reached the corner of Mason and Eddy
streets where my newest client, Sergei Kostonoviev, senior attaché
to the Russian consulate, had last seen his burgundy limousine.
Five feet away was a sign that said NO PARKING—TOW AWAY ZONE.

I'm in the stupidity business. If it wasn't
for stupidity, guys like me would be out of work; stupidity and bad
luck, the latter usually the excuse for the former.

Directly across the street was an all-night
coffee shop named the Tide-E Diner, which it wasn't. I jay-walked
and entered. A tinkling bell announced my arrival.

Immediately the heavy, repressive air
engulfed me, the ether of bad food and sadder stories. A chef who
might have cooked the Last Supper chain-smoked over a pile of
plastic eggs, refried flounder, frozen potatoes in 40-weight.

I scanned the place quickly. Three whores of
indeterminate age and origin, dressed in last year's Christmas
wrappings. One female mumbler, serious enough in muted discourse to
be lecturing Napoleon. One flaxen-haired man with the shape and
texture of a crouton left floating in onion soup too long, the
crust a cheap blue suit.

In the corner a dozen feet away was a Samoan
drag queen big enough to have played linebacker in the NFL. He was
missing a left eye, which was now held shut by a Band-Aid. The drag
queen tilted faded black-leather pumps, opening up his/her legs,
hiked a rainbow-colored muumuu, and offered me a glimpse of
stretch-marked brown thigh. He/she smiled an invitation. I smiled a
polite decline.

They all stared as I headed to the
counter.

The waitress wore the kind of stiff white
uniform most often found on emergency room nurses, a dime-store
wedding ring to keep the hustlers away, and a name tag that said
VIVIAN. I should have guessed.

"Excuse me, ma'am, but were you working
yesterday afternoon about four o'clock?" I asked.

"Every afternoon for the last sixteen years."
She looked me up and down. "Cop?"

"Private investigator." When she didn't bite,
I pulled out my ID and handed it over. The rest of the room was now
either very interested or very nervous.

" 'Francis Fagen, private investigator,' "
she read aloud. "What can I do for you, Francis?"

"Frankie. Did you happen to notice a burgundy
limousine parked outside yesterday afternoon at about four?"

That brought a smile to Vivian's face. "Yeah,
I seen it." She turned to the three whores and said, "This guy's a
private detective; he wants to know if we seen that burgundy
limousine."

They practically tripped over their tongues
getting the story out.

"You talking about Uncle Boris, that guy from
the Russian embassy?" Russian consulate, but I wasn't about to stop
them when they were on a roll.

"Dude's here every day, girls damn near bust
an ankle gettin' to that sucker. No wonder them people over there
ain't got no food, the money that dude spends on pussy."

While they treated themselves to a forced
laughing fit, a tow truck pulled up directly across the street and
hooked a 1976 Buick Le Sabre.

"Did you see the limousine get towed
yesterday?" I asked Vivian.

"I sure did. He parked it outside there about
ten to four. Him and his chauffeur talked to two girls, then they
got out and went to the Argonaut Hotel a couple doors up. I know,
'cause I said to a customer, you think that fool would know by now
that this street is a towing zone from four to six. That's the
first one they grabbed."

"You didn't happen to notice the name of the
towing company, did you?"

"Sure did," said Vivian, proud of her amateur
detective work. "Truck said San Andreas Towing right on the
side."

I thanked her and laid a ten-dollar bill on
the table. She took it, squinting as she stared at me.

"Were you that cop they called Peekaboo
Frankie Fagen?"

"Different Frankie Fagen," I lied, "little
shorter, better-looking." Vivian smiled and knew better. I nodded
at the still cackling streetwalkers and left.

I pulled out a cell phone and called my
cousin Jimmy, the owner of a car dealership on Van Ness, and made
arrangements to borrow a customized van for a few hours. Then I
called Henry Borowski, one of the three detectives who worked for
me. I asked him to pick up the van and meet me at my garage.

I was there and waiting only five minutes
when he arrived. I told him Kostonoviev's limo had disappeared the
previous afternoon, and that the towing company denied they had
ever seen it. A check of police files over the past six months
revealed eighteen complaints against the company for stripped or
missing vehicles.

"What vas Ruski bastard do-hink on Eddy
Street ven consulate is vay hover in Pacific Heights?" He said
Heights like he was coughing up a fur ball.

"Doing research on Western culture." We both
laughed.

I checked my list: flashlight, blanket,
water, camera, plastic pot to piss in if necessary—the life of a
private detective is very exotic, very exciting—portable phone,
half a Genoa salami sandwich from Molinari's deli and a copy of
Henry Miller's Time of the Assassins.

I decided not to change my Walther for the
nickel-plated .45, but just for good measure I strapped my backup
.380 to my left ankle. Henry climbed behind the wheel as we headed
back to Eddy Street.

Henry is my bulldog, the kind of detective
every agency needs: tough, unshakable. At twenty, a member of the
Hungarian weight lifting team, he supported his Czech neighbors
during the 1968 Prague Spring Revolt. The Russians decided to make
an example of him and hung him from a makeshift gallows in a
Budapest square.

But Henry's neck was so strong he wouldn't
die. He hung from the noose for five minutes before the unnerved
Russian commandant cut him down. For rehabilitation, they made him
a police officer. After sixteen years on the Prague police force,
he defected to the U.S. He had worked for me since I got my P.I.
license.

Henry turned his head as we made the left
onto Eddy Street, and I could see the cruel necklace the rope had
left around his throat above the collar he always kept buttoned. He
parked the van in the tow-away zone, pulled his camera out of his
pocket, and said, "I vait at home till you call if need me."

As he climbed out, he added, "Russian
Hattaché's is all KGB stooge. You find l-himo you find himportant
papers meh-hebe you ghet Congress Medal Honor." Only death would
end the Cold War for Henry.

As Henry found a discreet place from which to
photograph the van and the tow truck when it arrived, I quickly
climbed in back and crawled under the fold-down seat. Switching on
my flashlight, I stuck screwdrivers in the seat's hinges and
between the two back doors so they couldn't be opened from the
outside. At 5:47 I heard the tow truck pull up. The door slammed,
and the driver started to snake out the cable and hook up the van.
The front tilted up, and we lurched forward.

I've sailed a lot on San Francisco Bay, often
in rough seas, but nothing compared with being slammed from side to
side as the van took a half dozen curves on one wheel. At 5:56,
after ascending a steep ramp, we screeched to a halt and the driver
dropped the van, which landed with brain-damaging impact. I had no
idea where I was—or what I was doing. That, I figured, was the
epitome of what being a private detective is all about.

In fiction, a balding potbellied P.I. walks
into a room wearing a suit from the George Raft/JC Penney
collection and women with the bodies of Daisy Mae instantly start
taking their clothes off. Or a Holmes-like character looks at the
stain on a suspect's shirt and instantly knows thirteen crucial
facts the cops missed in two months of hard work.

Me, I was fit, forty, and handsome as
vacation pay. All that had gotten me recently was a come-on from a
Samoan drag queen and The Case of the Missing Limo.

To me, being a private detective is somewhere
between a garbage collector, a spear catcher, and a Peeping Tom.
If the boredom doesn't kill you, one of the bad guys might.

I lifted the back seat above my head and
eased my way out. The heavy, muted blast of a cargo vessel came
from outside the wall to my right. When the main towing garage
filled during afternoon rush hour, they took the overflow to some
of the Embarcadero warehouses that stand on pilings over the Bay.
At least I knew where I was.

I slid the van door open, jumped out, and
stood for a minute, looking and listening. There was nothing but
long rows of cars on the floor I was on, so I dashed down the steps
to the first floor.

Up front was the check-in area where an
endless stream of the world's most disgruntled people came to pay
the seventy-eight-dollar towing fees, receive their sixty-dollar
traffic ticket, and get less respect than your average serial
killer. In the back was another cavernous area, nearly a city block
long, where two or three hundred more vehicles were parked. At the
end there were two enormous steel doors.

I ducked around the end of a row of cars,
narrowly missing being seen by an employee who'd come to fetch one
that someone had claimed up front. As soon as he disappeared, I
sprinted toward the steel doors. I'd done this kind of thing a
thousand times, and as stupid as this escapade seemed, my heart
still pounded.

The doors were held fast by double padlocks.
I snuck back down the aisle, up the stairs, and back into the van.
Once safely under the seat, I called Henry on the cellular to let
him know I was inside.

My whole scheme was based on the
attractiveness of the bait: a gaudy, tricked-out van with both CB
and car phone antenna.

Exactly two hours after entering the garage,
it was show time.

I heard the tow truck skid to a stop in front
of the van, the driver climb out, lower the winch cable, and hook
up the van. I was going for another ride.

This one was extremely short. After hurtling
down the steep ramp, we banked a hard right, then squealed to a
halt. The driver got out and I could hear him and another man
talking. There was the sound of large metal doors being opened. The
van was dropped. Someone put a slim-jim through the driver's side
door and popped the locks, and the two of them pushed the van
inside. The doors banged shut behind us.

People who make a living ripping people off
think it's some God-given right and when you confront them, you're
the asshole.

I checked the screwdrivers I'd used to secure
the underside of the back seat and the rear doors. Then I reached
into my coat and pulled out my Walther, flipping the safety off
with my thumb.

"Hot shit, Jackie, leather captains seats.
Ernie'll give us three hundred for the set."

"Alpine CD; buck and a half.Speakers—how many
speakers . . . eight. 'Nother buck and a half."

I got sick listening to the cacophony of
capital gains, whirring tools, and a Headbanger Greatest Hits
cranked up to top volume. It killed me to let them dismantle my
cousin's van, but I wanted to get them for more than just
intent.

The whole job took them less than thirty
minutes. I wiped the sweat from my hands and fingered the trigger
of the Walther.

"Whatta ya wanna do?" one asked the other.
"You wanna go for the engine and tranny?"

"We ain't got rid of the last six, what the
fuck we gonna do with another one? Let's just roll the fucker."

Roll the fucker. Did that mean what I thought
it did?

I heard a second set of doors being opened in
front of us and felt the van start to roll as one of them let off
the emergency brake and started to push. When the second one opened
the passenger door to help, the van picked up speed.

In that one frozen moment of supreme clarity
common to the rudely awakened, I realized what was happening, just
as the van fell through a hole in the dock and plummeted toward the
San Francisco Bay a dozen feet below.

I had no time to even brace myself as the
nose smacked into the water, followed by the rear end. It felt like
the van had landed on pavement.

My head bounced off the underside of the
wooden seat. I bit my lip and crashed back down.

I was in big trouble.

I jerked the screwdriver out from under the
seat and scrambled out just as the van tipped forward in the cold,
dark Bay.

Bracing one foot in front of me, I tried to
steady myself as the tilt of the van increased and I fought to
slide open the side door. It wouldn't budge.

I could see the lights of Richmond and
Oakland off to the right, Alcatraz and Marin County to the left.
One muffled boat horn sounded.

With the front end being pulled down by the
weight of the engine and transmission, the van was sinking by the
second. I knew the front doors wouldn't open against the water
pressure outside, and with the engine off, the power windows
wouldn't work.

I leapt over the back seat and tried to reach
the screwdriver securing the back door at the bottom. It was inches
from my grasp. As I tore at the back seat, I lost my grip and fell
to the front, cracking my back across the engine cover, landing
against the dash near the steering wheel. I knew my weight would
start the front sinking even faster.

The water was a foot below the driver's
window, still impossible to open the door. Then I noticed that the
windows had hand cranks and not buttons. I felt stupid,
embarrassed, but not as much as I felt thankful and relieved.
Furiously, I rolled down the window and swam to safety.

It was only a few icy strokes to the pilings
beneath the dock. I climbed the cross-braces and clambered up onto
the dock platform outside the chop shop. Shivering, I stood
watching as the van sank below the surface of the water. The area
was dark, remote from the restaurants a few blocks away, with no
boats passing nearby. I could have drowned without anyone
knowing.

I was dripping wet and furious, not because
my life had been endangered but because I'd been made to feel so
foolish and helpless. Light shone through a crack in the outer
doors of the chop shop. Peering in, I could see that the steel
inside doors were closed. Only a hook held the outer doors shut, so
I fished out my pocket knife, slipped the blade inside, worked it a
moment until it popped.

Paramount in my mind was putting .9mm slugs
in the kneecaps of the two clowns who'd shoved me in the freezing
Bay. Fortunately there was no one inside.

It was a beauty of a chop shop, acetylene
torches, refrigerator-sized toolboxes, hoists, a hydraulic lift,
enough parts and accessories to open your own Pep Boys.

I found a bathroom, flipped on the light.
There, taped to the walls, were the "secret papers" that had the
attaché on the edge of a coronary. I dried my hands and face on
paper towels, then carefully removed the tape and called Henry from
a pay phone on the bathroom wall. Within an hour the SFPD had
arrived, arrested everyone in the place, and gotten a nearby diver
who'd been replacing dock pilings to have a look below. He found
another dozen vehicles rusting on the bottom of the Bay.

I gave my report to Inspector Manny Torres,
an old friend, and climbed into Henry's Rambler for the ride back
to the office. As we drove away, I saw the garage clowns being led
away in handcuffs beneath a sign that read SAN ANDREAS TOWING—IT'S
NOT OUR FAULT.

My shoes squeaked and water ran down my neck
as I walked into the office with Henry. Arnie Nuckles and Martha
Wally were reading files for an upcoming insurance fraud case.
Arnie was my best friend, a walking charm factory; tall, black, and
handsome. A former Golden Gloves champion, he worked for me days
and spent his nights as a stand-up comic in local clubs, waiting
for fame to call. He was a natural actor, master of a thousand
characters and voices, the only one in the agency who'd never been
a cop.

Martha Wally was a superb athlete, blonde,
blue-eyed, even brighter than she was beautiful. She'd been with
the San Jose Police Department until she got tired of the ass
pinching and harassment. When she dressed up and smiled, strong men
would tell her anything.

They both looked me up and down, raised their
brows, and waited silently until I explained.

"I went for a swim in the Bay."

"With your favorite jacket on," Martha
said.

"I found some top-secret Russian documents my
client had in his limousine when it was towed."

Martha held her hand out, as did Arnie. "You
sure you want to see these?" I asked Martha, unable to keep a
straight face. She grabbed a few out of my hand.

"Jeez," Martha said, "the attaché is pretty
limber for an old guy."

She was looking at the one where Kostonoviev
was bent backwards over a chair with a woman straddling his
Johnson and another one sitting on his face.

"I heard he was a gymnast," I answered.

"I don't recall any of these events at the
competition," Arnie added, examining a Western tableau with the
naked attaché being ridden by a pasty white whore sporting pink
hair, cowboy boots, and a ten-gallon hat.

"Commie bastards," said Henry. "But Frankie
iz not only find limo, he iz fix crooks good at tow-hink garage.
Kill two bird viz vone rock!" Henry had once made the Malaprop Hall
of Fame by telling the female director of an erotic art exhibition
that "booty was in the eye of the beholder."

It'd been a slow day, a slow week, and the
pictures were a cheap thrill. As they were passed around, Martha
handed me a square envelope, the kind greeting cards come in. It
was addressed by hand: Mr. Francis Fagen Only.

"A Hispanic woman brought it by at five
forty," Martha added. "She rang the bell, handed it to me, and
left."

I got another round of shivers and noticed
that my prized black leather jacket was turning chalky gray from
the salt water. Putting the hand-delivered letter atop the rest of
my mail, I dragged myself upstairs, feeling so low I'd need a
stepladder to bite myself on the ass. My secret Russian documents
were nothing but bad porno pictures. My cellular phone and best
camera were at the bottom of the Bay, and tomorrow I'd have to tell
my cousin Jimmy his custom van was now a fish tank.

Going into the kitchen I switched the light
on, dropped the mail on the table, and began peeling off my jacket,
shirt, boots, and denims. Then I found a clean towel and stood
shaking as I stared out across the rooftops of the city at the
crystal-clear skyline and the bridge. It was hard to be miserable
in front of a sight like that, but I managed just fine. I had a
good bummer going and I wasn't about to let anything ruin it.

I looked down at the hand-delivered letter,
trying to figure what it could be as I dried my hair. Putting the
towel around my neck, I ripped open the envelope.

The first thing I found
was a single ticket to that night's opening of the San Francisco
Opera, where José Carreras was scheduled to sing the part of Don
Giovanni in Carmen. So far so great. The second was a note written
in a woman's hand, strong, elegant, not flowery or pretentious. The
linen paper was expensive.

Dear Mr. Fagen

Sorry for this unusual
approach to a meeting, but you'll understand when we speak. I wish
to employ your services on a matter that is most certainly one of
life or death—mine. Please come. When you arrive at the opera
house, do not ask any of the ushers for help but take the small
stairs on the north side of the auditorium and find your own way to
my box.

Box, it said. I checked
the ticket and noticed there was no seat number, just the box
letter, which I reckoned was to the right of the stage, second
level. You needed more money than a creative savings and loan
executive and better connections than the pope to get one of those,
especially on opening night. "My box" probably meant she'd had it
for some time.

It was signed with the
initial C.

I
didn't know who I was meeting or what it would lead to, but this
was the panacea my old heart needed. Carreras,Carmen. A
matter of life or death. A woman with money and good
handwriting.

Then I checked the clock. The curtain would
rise in thirteen minutes and I was filthy, unshaven, and
starving.

I leapt for the shower and managed a
comprehensive cleanup and shave in less than five minutes without
cutting my throat.

In three and a half minutes more I was
dressed and flying down my stairs.

 



Chapter 2

I should have driven
my '63 Corvette convertible, the proper ride for such an occasion,
but tardiness prohibited. Besides, it would have deprived the city
of a chance to see a six-foot-three-inch P.I. on a Norton
Commando, dressed in satin tuxedo pants, a full set of leather
tails tied carefully around his waist to avoid an Isadora Duncan, a
snow-white Guatemalan wedding shirt, and a Mississippi string tie
fastened by a chunk of polished Carraran marble bearing a perfectly
engraved bas-relief portrait of Trigger.

I was a sight, even in San Francisco.

Although I was a big hit with the
multinational parking crew when I arrived, I chained the bike to a
lamppost in front and sprinted inside.

A handful of people were scurrying toward
their seats, the curtain delayed a few minutes to accommodate them.
I reached the staircase at the north end, took the steps two at a
time, and jerked open the door to the box just as the conductor
stepped to the podium and received a wave of applause.

The box was empty. I checked the ticket,
checked the door, shrugged. An empty box on the busiest night of
the opera season. I settled into a seat away from the door.

A paranoid, I believe, is someone who has
been given all the facts. The facts are, I'd been a cop and a P.I.
long enough that anonymous meetings under strange circumstances
always made me a little uneasy, especially when the other party
didn't show. Uneasy enough to sit to the backside of the door and
check in my pocket to make sure I could get my gun out of my pocket
in a hurry if I had to. As always, I felt ridiculous doing it, but
I'd rather be silly and alive than the other way.

As the music started, I scooted up to the
edge of my seat and peered at the audience below—at the San
Francisco Opera, the audience is half the show. Most of the crowd
was standard issue: gray-haired gents with patent leather shoes and
all the answers; old women swimming in a sea of blue hair,
shellacked to bulletproof perfection, sporting enough diamonds to
end poverty in Haiti. Occasionally one of the old geezers would
trade down the food chain for a culture-proof blonde with a low-cut
display of the latest in elective surgery. He would, on such
occasion, parade his catch around hammer locked to her waist,
eyeball to saline bosom, the way Hemingway might have posed with a
giant blue tuna.

Then there were the other, more colorful
coterie. Young radicals in granny dresses and earth shoes, men in
leather jeans and rainbow-colored Indian shirts, a half dozen drag
queens, an occasional biker in full-dress leathers.

As I peered along the row of boxes, I noticed
something out of whack: few in the high-priced seats were watching
the stage. Most were staring at me.

Some of them were craning their necks, some
had their opera glasses to their faces, but everywhere there was
someone staring intently in my direction.

Easing back into the shadows, I wondered
whose box I was in. It was obviously someone of great interest to
the Chablis-and-fondue set.

Carreras took the stage, found his cue, and
instantly transported the audience to the old Latin Quarter in
Paris. I relaxed and went with them, not knowing what was ahead
except that one of the masters had come to sing. I did laugh,
however, remembering that it was the same role, Don Giovanni in
Carmen, that Caruso had sung here the night before the 1906
earthquake. The thought brought on a bad case of omen-itis.

As intermission approached, I was still alone
and almost didn't care. When I pushed the black button I found a
waiter appeared. I ordered an abalone steak and two Heinekens. As
the music ended and the curtain began to fall, we all leapt to our
feet, rocking the place with applause.

That's why I didn't hear her enter. I jumped
when she said, "Mr. Fagen?"

I turned, totally unprepared for what I saw.
Her face was a foot away, and her eyes were almost on a level with
mine. Jade green eyes, heart-stopping eyes. She had flawless
alabaster skin and dark hair with one thin, natural gray streak in
it, the kind you will occasionally find with a true Irish girl.

I have seen some beautiful women in my life
but this one sucked the breath right out of me. She fixed her gaze
on me for a second, looked right through me, smiled, then gazed
down at my mouth intently.

"The first act must have been pretty
exciting. Your lower lip is bleeding." She reached in her purse and
pulled out a tissue and touched it to my lip. I didn't tell her I'd
bitten myself performing the Amazing Flying Van feat. I didn't move
or say anything.

As she dabbed away, she noticed the polished
marble clasp on my Mississippi string tie. She made a feeble
attempt not to smile, then looked at me questioningly.

"Trigger?" she asked, pressing the tissue
against my lip. I nodded.

"I apologize for being so late. I was at my
lawyer's office going over some last-minute depositions for the
trial tomorrow." She took the tissue away from my mouth. It was
then and only then that I realized who she was, despite having seen
her in the papers and on the news without stop for a year and a
half.

"I'm Colleen Farragut," she said. "I guess
you must have heard about my legal problems."

Only a head trauma victim could have missed
them. I felt a strange rush in my ears, the noise of the audience
suddenly disappearing. A painful and half-dead part of my past
welled up inside of me: I could feel sweat break out on my
forehead.

The Farragut murder case. That's why everyone
in the surrounding boxes had been staring, to catch a glimpse of
Colleen Farragut if she appeared.

The trial, scheduled to begin the next
morning, was the most sensational murder case since the trial of
Warren Dillon for the murder of San Francisco mayor Alan DiMarco.
And not since Patricia Hearst or the Reverend Jim Jones and the
Jonestown massacre had a San Francisco story received such national
attention. The defendant, the woman accused of murdering one of
San Francisco's most powerful men—her husband—was standing in front
of me.

"I've heard," I said, as softly as I
could.

"I need your help, Mr. Fagen. My situation is
desperate." From what I knew of her situation, desperate was an
accurate assessment.

"I'm sorry to ask you here like this, but it
seemed . . . I don't know what it seemed."

I came out of my coma and tried to help her
out. "This seemed the easiest place, in the shadows, away from all
the scandalmongers. You sent me the hand-written note because
you're even afraid your phone is tapped."

She seemed impressed by my deduction, as most
people will be if you talk fast enough. I'm not the world's
greatest detective, but I am hell on the obvious.

She looked around the opera house, regained
her composure quickly; secure in the fact that we were out of sight
at the rear of the box.

"I also wanted to come here to hear Carreras
sing," she said quietly. "One of the great joys of my life has been
coming to this beautiful place, listening to this wonderful music.
I'm afraid that, after tomorrow . . ."

After tomorrow her life looked like a short
walk to the gas chamber or a long stay in a living hell.

"Mr. Fagen," she said, her eyes growing
slightly moist, making her even more beautiful, "I don't want to
talk here. I just wanted to meet you on neutral ground. Please come
to my house after midnight so I can tell you everything. If you
have another engagement, I'm asking you to break it. Please."

I just nodded my head.

"I assume you know where the house is?"

"Yes." Of all the houses I knew in San
Francisco, hers was preeminent in my memory, but for all the wrong
reasons. "I have a van I use for surveillance, painted with Firenze
Plumbing on the side. I'll go to the back entrance of your house
and press the buzzer."

She nodded. "Consuela will let you in."

Her voice was seductive, disarming. She
stared at me for a second, managed a smile and turned to leave.
Near the door she stopped and looked back. "Did you know Caruso
sang the part of Don Giovanni the night before the 1906
earthquake?"

"Yes, and when it hit he stormed through the
lobby of the Palace Hotel bellowing ‘Non ancora cantero qui!’"

"Never again will I sing here," she
translated perfectly.

I nodded good-bye and watched her exit,
silhouetted by the hall lights outside. Six feet in her heels, she
must be five foot nine barefoot.

Her every movement was graceful, feline,
erotic. She wore her tight black dress above the knee, the way a
panther wears her hide. Her back, visible through an oval opening,
was lean, muscled, V-shaped – all flowing into a set of
fluid-motion hips.

It was the legs, though, that really did it:
a Pacific Coast Highway of endless beauty. Shaded in black
stockings, her calves swept in graceful lines from perfect knees,
melted into thin, perfect ankles, then disappeared into patent
leather pumps. It was moments like this that reminded me of God's
innate glory and cruelty.

Why would He create such a woman as this,
then tell a few hundred million men they couldn't have her?

The waiter came. I tried to eat and couldn't.
A great meal was wasted by the goulash of emotions that swirled
inside of me. I was overwhelmed by her beauty and, by that dizzying
hope that beats in the heart of any male when he meets such a
woman. That was replaced by guilt for having stared into the face
of a desperate woman and thinking first of her beauty.

Worst of all was a crushing dread evoked by
memories of her late husband, William Farragut IV, a real estate
developer, a fiscal Einstein with the morals of a hired killer, the
pursuit of whom had cost me my job when I was a young SFPD
inspector in charge of the white-collar-crime division.

I couldn't figure what she wanted with me.
Her lawyer was Calvin Sherenian, who'd once told the graduating
class at Hastings Law that he could get the Devil's loss to Daniel
Webster overturned on appeal. In the hierarchy of great American
trial lawyers, Edward Bennett Williams, Gerry Spence, "Race
Horse" Haynes, et al., Sherenian was chauffeur to none of them.
He had personally tried eleven capital murder cases in the past
twenty-five years, winning acquittal in every one.

Sherenian had been the attorney, confidant,
and occasional business partner of the late Mr. Farragut, and now
that Farragut's wife was charged with her husband's murder,
Sherenian was defending her. Normally tight-lipped when trying a
case, he had been ferocious in his public declarations of
Colleen's innocence. The biggest show in town, it was tailor-made
for Calvin.

Calvin also had access to every imaginable
resource, including an army of private investigators. So why was
she coming to me, the night before the trial?

I
tried to watch the final act, but I wouldn't have known if poor
Carmen turned the tables this time and stabbed Don Giovanni. I kept
running Colleen's story through my mind, trying to access random
information so I'd seem like the genius I liked to imagine
myself

When the last note was sung—and I'm not sure
by whom—and the audience jumped to its feet, I took advantage of
the opportunity and made a hurried exit. I flew down the steps,
leather tails streaming behind me, looking, I'm sure, like the
Phantom himself.

I hopped on the Norton, roared down Franklin
to Union and back to my digs on Telegraph. As I peeled off the
penguin suit and slipped into overalls, I ran through the rest of
Colleen Farragut's story. My heart pounded with anticipation of the
unknown.

My long-time friend, Zane Neidlinger, senior
reporter on the Clarion, had been the first to dig up her
story, long before the murder of Farragut at their mansion. He'd
told me Colleen's tale over dinner at the Washington Square Bar
& Grille in North Beach, years before the national media had
picked it up.

Colleen had been raised in some hellhole
non-town outside of Modesto in the San Joaquin Valley. When she was
fifteen, her step-father, an alcoholic who drove a "honey bucket,"
a big truck that pumps out septic tanks, tried to introduce her to
the joys of posing for home polaroids in the barn. She bit off a
piece of his ear and ran away to San Francisco, where, as Zane told
it, she arrived with one dress, one pair of shoes, and less than a
hundred bucks that she'd earned baby-sitting.

She looked up the girlfriend of her oldest
sister, who got her a fake ID and a job waiting tables at one of
the Broadway strip joints near Carol Doda's infamous Condor. A now
famous picture of Colleen had appeared on the cover of the
National Enquirer two weeks after Farragut's murder. Dressed
in a black lace corset and fishnet stockings and sitting on the lap
of some fat old fart, she looked older than thirty and younger than
fifteen. The guy had paid her five dollars to pose with him, and he
probably sold the photo to the Enquirer for five
thousand.

According to Zane, she had a wizard IQ and
had been determined to make something of her life. She kept her
nose squeaky clean, passed her GED exams with flying colors, and
after two years at City College, got accepted to UC Berkeley.
Working nights as a waitress on Union Street by then, she’d managed
a double major in art history and foreign languages, graduating
summa cum laude. She followed that with a master's degree in fine
art.

She was working in a Battery Street art
gallery at the age of twenty-five when William Farragut IV came to
see a Modigliani collection they were selling. He was thirty-eight
at the time. They married nine months later.

Farragut was the exact opposite of Colleen.
Like me, he was a fourth-generation San Franciscan. Our
great-grandfathers had emigrated within a few months of each other
in 1851.

But while I was a fourth-generation cop,
Farragut was a fourth-generation builder and real estate
speculator. There were two schools of thought on the late Willy IV:
according to one, that of his friends and cronies, he was a great
"architect" of the city, a master facilitator able to cut through
red tape, responsible for renovating and rebuilding slums and
modernizing the city's skyline; the second school, of which I was
a die-hard member, believed that he cared nothing for the city
beyond the profits he could take from her, that his methods were
bribery, extortion, intimidation, and worse.

The Farragut haters, and they were legion,
saw his "urban renewal" as an excuse to drive poor and blue-collar
people out of the city by building highrises and "Manhattanizing"
San Francisco until a tiny one-bedroom apartment that rented
fifteen years before for one fifty a month now sold for three
hundred thousand as a condominium.

The real losers were the families, the
working class, the artists and assorted characters that had made
San Francisco a comfortable and magical place. What was once a home
for the beat generation and Emperor Norton, for merchant marines
and mom-and-pop groceries was now an open-air shopping mall for a
million camera-toting tourists.

Soon after they married, Colleen built a
sizeable reputation as San Francisco's premier patron of the arts
and supporter of charitable causes. There were a number of jokes
over the years that Willy IV was having trouble stealing fast
enough to keep up with his wife's humanitarian endeavors.

Then it got ugly in the Farragut home, or so
the newshounds claimed. Colleen and William grew distant,
preoccupied with their Simon Legree and Florence Nightingale roles,
and found recreational outlets elsewhere. It had been rumored, but
not proven, that Farragut had one or more
two-thousand-dollar-a-night sweeties to whom he'd play Evil Uncle
Ernie, paddling their high-priced behinds with a variety of leather
instruments not found at
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