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Prologue

	The lady behaved as they had predicted. Later that evening she sashayed up and wildly kissed her on the mouth. Gloria was in an accommodating mood … she returned the kiss, then bit the femme’s lower lip, relishing the blood. The lady was moaning in heat when they hightailed it upstairs.

	 

	Five years earlier…

	 

	Through the twilight of a winter evening when blue fog provides solitude and security, Gloria Morris was strolling south on Polk Street after enjoying a savory Chinese meal. She had followed her appetite for Chinese food into every nook and cranny of San Francisco, and in a little dive near the edge of the Polk Gulch had hit the jackpot—fried shrimp patties served hot and crispy and lightly basted with a scrumptious blend of oyster sauce, sesame seed oil and minced fresh ginger root, all garnished with chopped green onion.

	But now, growls and whimpers emanating from a narrow roadway interrupted her contentment. Cedar Street, linking Polk and Larkin, reeked from rotting refuse and old cooking oil from two nearby greasy spoons. Broken glass mixed with gravel caused its uneven surface to sparkle. Always curious, Gloria squinted in as she passed. The stabbing headlights of passing cars filtered through the fog and produced dancing shadows on the colorful murals which covered the brick and wooden facades of the buildings. A man was clutching a young woman by the hair, arching her head back while forcing her to kneel. He was leaning over and snarling with a rough guttural voice, his spittle flying into her face. Her arms were flailing about and she was sobbing.

	The sidewalks on Polk were dark and empty except for a derelict junkie a block away. Gloria nodded and smiled. She crunched down Cedar and stopped ten feet from the struggling pair. She called out in a friendly manner, “How ya doin’, Bo?”

	The man looked up and frowned, unhappy with the interruption. Standing, he shoved the woman down and faced Gloria Morris. He was not tall―short and wide, a pit bull of a man dressed in a black double-breasted suit with narrow white vertical stripes, a black shirt, and white tie. A white handkerchief splayed from the breast pocket and a sweat stained ash-gray fedora covered his head down to ferocious black eyebrows. His burnished brogues were the color of beef gravy. He was swarthy and would always need a shave. A funk of hot fat and old sweat permeated the air around him.

	“How ya doin’, Bo?” Gloria repeated, then smiled. She looked good, calm and mellow and under control, standing lightly on the balls of her feet, arms relaxed, staring the man in the eye. Pit Bull glowered and took a threatening step forward. He was a bully but unsure how to play out this scene. Then Gloria cocked her head and said, “Wontcha go home now, Bo, and coax your cojones. I be takin’ this chick with me.”

	The man’s face became expressionless, his eyes unblinking. He did not like being challenged by a woman. He reached into his right jacket pocket and withdrew an object. A meaty thumb jerked. The six-inch blade flicked open.

	Gloria’s smile broadened, crinkling the corners of her eyes. Exhaling slowly, silently. Suddenly … a blur, a blaze of action. Slowed down, it went like this:

	Pit Bull glided forward to within cutting range, then lunged and stabbed straight at Gloria’s throat. It was a good attack, perfected by success. 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 like a dry turkey wishbone. The scream carried several blocks. 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. She struck with power and purpose, an oi tsuki strike with the first two knuckles twisting at the moment of impact, screwing their way into her attacker. She envisioned punching through Pit Bull’s chest. Her fist almost reached his spine.

	Pit Bull looked up at Gloria with wonder and amazement. He attempted to speak when his eyes rolled upwards, knees buckled, and he collapsed, clawing at his chest with desperate fingers. His mouth opened wide then 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 was on her feet and attempted to bolt, but Gloria grabbed her waist and spun her back. “How ya doing, honey?” She gently clasped the woman’s shoulders, needing to calm her. “He hurt ya?”

	“Not this time.” She glanced at the sprawled body and gagged. “Is he … dead?”

	“Yeah.” Gloria smiled. “Take it easy. What’s your name?”

	“Olivia.” She was steady on her feet now, looking at Gloria.

	“You’ll be fine, Olivia, just fine.” Gloria stroked the young woman’s arms.

	The snap of the breaking elbow and Pit Bull’s scream had attracted several people, including the junkie who turned out to be an undercover narc. Gloria and Olivia were taken into custody.

	Olivia Jenkins was the only witness to the fight. She was new to this neighborhood and working the streets. One of her regulars was an attorney named Sheridan Bannon. She made her call from the Hall of Justice and he arrived fifteen 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 coroner and Assistant DA were skeptical that such massive damage to Pit Bull’s chest as evidenced from his autopsy could result from only one strike and not repeated blows with a weapon. The only weapon found at the scene was the knife, covered in the decedent’s prints with traces of dried blood on the hinge. The blood was subsequently matched to a recently eviscerated Jane Doe, stumbled upon by two high school track athletes out for an early morning jog in the Panhandle. The police knew the man and were grateful at his passing, the world being better off with one less sadistic pimp. Olivia’s testimony at the preliminary hearing supported the ruling of self-defense. Gloria Morris walked.

	During that week, Bannon had lengthy discussions with Gloria, her intellect and sense of honor making indelible impressions on him. She 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 years later, “Gloria doesn’t care from legal.” Her thoughts were more bound by justice than Einstein’s by mathematics. Her fighting skills were apparent. Sheridan Bannon, one of the most influential and connected men in the San Francisco Bay Area, a player on the highest level, hired her on the spot.
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	Gloria always remembered that fight, the details sharpened with time. It had been perfect, a brazen display of speed and focus. She had killed before and consequently acquired a taste for blood. She needed the action, the movement and rhythm of the kill. But this fight had been different, it had not been for amusement or self-defense because the motive was honorable and the outcome had value—saving the young woman. The entire experience was exhilarating. These memories and thoughts intrigued her, and she often mused on the dynamics of life, how life evolves and accelerates, growing from strength to strength, and the changes in her life, surging from strength to power.

	 

	 


Chapter 1

	The girl rode her fear into the Willow Grove. She was dressed for speed in tight blue jeans with a multicolored Pendleton worn outside and pink high-topped athletic shoes. Long wavy brown hair and dangling silver earrings swung in cadence with her strides. The opal stud in her left ear glinted blue and fierce. A black leather purse hung from the left shoulder, clutched to her side by a pointy elbow. At Wednesday midafternoon, the restaurant was uncrowded so she easily reached the rear office via the dining room and kitchen, waltzing around waiters and weaving through the aromas of fresh baked bread and roasted garlic. The staff did not know her but moved aside just the same. A small oriental man dressed in white and wearing an enormous chef’s toque was leaving the office as she arrived, muttering to himself and shaking his head. She slipped by him and shut the door.

	Harry Nultry was alone, sitting at his desk and glowering at a mountain of papers, aware of her presence once he smelled her perfume before hearing the door close and the deadbolt shoved home. The pudgy mite of a man looked up and recognized the approaching girl, then eyeballed the locked door.

	“Hello, Harry. Remember me?” Gay and lighthearted, she offered her hand.

	“Sure. How are ya?” He frowned and automatically accepted her hand. They shook, she clutching his hand with both of hers. He gestured with his left. “What’s with the door?” he said in a monotone―the man was so humorless he took jokes by appointment only.

	Making no reply but grinning and gripping his hand, the girl walked around the desk to his side, sat on it, and pressed his hand to the desk top. She withdrew a wooden-handled ice pick from her purse and jabbed the desk several times, missing his hand by a whisker.

	Harry yelped and recoiled but could not free his arm as her weight was on his wrist. “What you doing? What’s with the ice pick!”

	“I read Chandler.”

	“Dorothy?”

	“Never mind.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Harry, do you remember Mae Delilah, another of your girls? You couldn’t forget her. Mae Delilah.” In sotto voce “Susie Mae, Susie Mae” she caressed the name, playing with it, tasting it. Teardrops rolled down her cheeks.

	“Sure, I remember. Who wouldn’t?” What’s with the crazy broad, whispering to herself and crying? he wondered.

	“I need you to tell me something.” She smiled and pressed the point of the ice pick against the back of his hand, drawing blood. “Where is she? Did you fix her up last Saturday night?”

	“What the hell’s goin’ on?” gasped the man, staring in disbelief at his bleeding hand.

	“What the hell’s goin’ on?” She mimicked, enjoying his discomfort. “This is ‘What’s goin’ on.’ Mae worked for you when I did. She went on a date Saturday night and hasn’t come home. Did you send her on that date?”

	“Why? What’s happening?”

	“She’s missing. Four days,” she snarled and bared small pointed teeth, white as ocean foam in the bright office light. “Did you fix her up?” She raised the weapon above his hand and held it there. The threat was obvious and he believed her.

	“No! No, no! Mae? … yesterday’s papers. I ain’t had no contact with her for six months. Don’t know what in hell she’s doin’ now. You gone crazy?” His face had waxed chalky-white and he strained to breathe.

	“No dates from you for six months? Where is she! Bitch, I’m gonna crucify your bloody ass to this desk!”

	“Hold it! Hold it! Yeah, right, around six months.” He was sweating profusely and the enclosed room reeked dank and musty. “What’s with this violence? Couldn’t ya just ask?”

	“All friendly, like you’re the biscuit and I’m the gravy? You fat little bone queen! Don’t be lyin’ when you oughta be truthin’.” She scrutinized his face and eyes. “Ya know, I think you’re on the level. Makes this yo’ lucky day.” She released his hand and rummaged around her purse, finding a pink lace handkerchief. She wiped the blood off the ice pick, tossed the bit of cloth to Harry, and returned the weapon to her purse. She smiled again, bright and gay as she stroked her forehead and hair with her left palm. “Ya know, I’ll still take a date from time to time, if the money’s right. But now, you stay glued t’ that chair and I’ll be on my way. If you hear anything about Mae, you’ll let me know, wontcha?”

	“Absolutely. Yeah, sure, you’ll be the first.” He held the handkerchief to his hand and looked mournfully at his scarred desk—a magnificent nineteenth-century mahogany Victorian pedestal desk—then squinted past her with frightened eyes. “You gone nuts!” He spit the words.

	“Harry, you remember that!” There was steel in her voice as she stabbed his arm with a stiletto finger. For some time she paced in front of the man, a menacing beautiful lovesick tigress. His eyes tracked her, trembling hands clutching the bit of pink lace. Then she blew him a kiss, unlocked the door, and skipped into the kitchen. The cooking aromas smelled wonderful but she didn’t notice. She dodged by the oriental cook and threaded her way through the commotion and out the rear exit. The little man, with his enormous chef’s toque now askew, was sweating before a huge gas range and cooking with wild hands, still muttering and shaking his head. Nobody noticed the occasional stream of tobacco juice he spat into the food.



Chapter 2

	On the Berkeley campus of the University of California a slight chill gripped the late morning air, in sharp contrast to the afternoon sunshine that was sweet and warm. From just the right locations on campus the Golden Gate and San Francisco Bay bridges were visible. Such weather guaranteed the panhandlers, hobos, street people, and street merchants would be there to liven up Telegraph Avenue. The Avenue was at once original and pathetic, funny and dangerous. Tourists and foreign students loved it.

	In a lecture hall only slightly smaller than the Oakland Arena, Sheridan Bannon was finishing a lecture. The theme was Partisan Activity in Eastern Europe During World War II. He was invited to be a guest lecturer so often he had a private office on campus. Students jam-packed the hall because the Bannon lectures were famous and not to be missed. He spoke with a lot of commas but nobody minded. He delivered his discourses as he did his courtroom summations, using his booming baritone to educate and persuade, converting the audience to his views. His confidence in his knowledge showed.

	Sheridan Bannon, Esq. was an authority on military history. Being very successful at the bar and real estate investing had given him the money and time to return to the university to earn his doctorate in history and to spend much time on his own studies and research. Yet he was a player. Through his legal work, newspaper contacts, and connections with the university and law enforcement communities, he had developed a legion of personal and professional relationships. Over the years he nurtured these relationships, and many people owed him many favors. He was tolerated at Bay Area city halls for his honesty and integrity, and kept his connections at the police departments current and well-greased. He disliked working with the excessively wealthy―people who know tennis pros and US senators by their first names and toilet habits―yet he retained such acquaintances and often they required his services. He charged accordingly and they paid gratefully. He rarely took a case pro bono unless he had strong feelings for the situation. He felt as comfortable on Nob Hill as on lower Market Street.

	A six-footer in his middle fifties and coming in at a solid two-hundred pounds, he was cavalier about a full head of short curly black hair which he attempted to brush back over his large round head. This could have been a full-time job if he cared. Heavy eyebrows met in the middle, dividing his head into two sections and nearly covering his active brown eyes. He was hardly good-looking but his smile was wonderful. He smiled often.

	Always the showman with excellent timing, he ended his lecture just as the bell rang. The audience reluctantly filed out of the lecture hall. Many coeds brushed against him as they walked by, invitations in the eyes. He never took advantage of these temptations, but was flattered by the possibilities. Several students remained, all but one asking questions, and for these he had the same reply, that they should come to his office now or during his posted hours so he could answer their inquiries in greater detail. The quiet student, a young woman, he addressed by name.

	“Yes, Clarissa, how are you?”

	“Professor Bannon, I need to see you.” She spoke hurriedly.

	“Come to my office in twenty minutes, after I have finished with the others.” He recognized her tension. “Anything the matter?”

	“Yes, there is. I’ll see you later. Thanks.”

	For a brief moment, he watched her stride down the hall, his face showing concern. Then he turned and ambled off to this office, followed by two coeds and three young men, all chattering and glowing in the presence of this very popular man.

	Bannon’s office was small and contained a simple oaken desk with matching padded chair, two filing cabinets, a large stuffed bookcase, and two murderous-looking oaken chairs facing the desk with their front legs one inch shorter than the rear legs. His philosophy was simple―make your visitors uncomfortable and their visit will be short. Four expensively framed pictures enhanced the tan walls, a painting of Pharaoh Tutankhamen, a painting of Napoleon, a photograph each of General U.S. Grant and Winston Churchill.

	 Jeremy Winfred was a tall muscular senior with a confident military bearing, proud to be enlisting in the Marines after graduation. He sat in one of the chairs and felt no pain. “Professor Bannon, I constantly hear this propaganda: ‘Never fight; the USA is always the bully; the USA should show compassion since we are rich and strong; give peace a chance; the West didn’t make it, they took it.’ I need a simple reason why the USA is justified in maintaining military strength and going to war when necessary.”

	Bannon respected the intelligence of the question and the courage of this boy for speaking such thoughts in Berkeley. His reply was important. “Take the Civil War. Most people today believe the North was justified in accepting war so the USA could survive and slavery should end. Yet Abraham Lincoln was constantly under pressure from Northern groups and newspaper editors and idiots called ‘copperheads’ to end the bloodshed and reach a compromise. Compromise! There still would be slavery in this country. He did not yield to such negativity, and in his Second Inaugural Address he justified his actions to pursue the War to victory: ‘. . . with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right …’ That brief phrase explains why we are correct maintaining our strength to defend ourselves. The USA and our Western civilization are successful and success breeds envy. We are right, our way of life is right for the world. Otherwise we are dead, progress is dead, and that is not acceptable. These words by Lincoln are unappreciated, and yet they explain why the USA goes to war to save Western Civilization, as we did in World War II. ‘. . . with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right …’ Good luck, Mr. Winfred. Kick ass and return safely. I envy you.” The boy’s tears revealed his understanding as they shook hands.

	Their questions answered one by one, the students split and he was alone. He sighed and massaged his ear lobes, weary and happy. He rummaged in the bottom desk drawer, dug out a bag lunch and thermos of hot black coffee, and waited for the girl.

	Clarissa Keller. He had known her for just over two years through his wife. Even though Olivia had left the life when they married, she had remained friends with some of the women in the profession. They had met Clarissa through the grapevine and the three of them became fast friends. Bannon used his influence to get her enrolled in the university and she was a sophomore, majoring in forensic astronomy on the path to law school. Her extended family lived in Los Angeles near Hollywood and when an auto accident claimed her parents, she inherited some money and was living on it while attending school. She was in the life only part-time and yet he still worried. He worried about all of Olivia’s friends and assisted them as best he could. People were his business, and he suspected that underneath her apparent vulnerability and obvious femininity Clarissa was fearless and independent, and on the edge.

	He was beginning Olivia’s roast beef sandwich when he heard a cautious knock on his office door. “Come in,” he boomed.

	Clarissa Keller entered, eased shut the door and sat on the edge of one of the impossible chairs. She looked sidewise at the man through half-lidded eyes and smiled. “Finished with your question and answer session, Professor Bannon? Any personal messages from coeds you were a naughty boy and failed to answer?” Her smile slowly grew broader, then dropped, and she became solemn and tense. Even so, looking at her was a pleasure. Pink lips were ripe and fleshy and usually in a slight smile, except for today. Her long wavy brown hair reflected red and blond streaks. Long dangling silver earrings framed a lovely heart-shaped face and a blue opal stud winked from her left ear. Bright gray-green eyes suggested a wildness unusual for a girl her age. She was dressed in pink high-topped athletic shoes, loose fitting jeans and blue sweatshirt. Most of the time she wanted to hide her fabulous figure.

	“You enjoy teasing me, yes, Clarissa?” Bannon beamed across his desk, then walked around it and parked in the other chair. “It’s okay, I always like to see you. Mind if I eat?”

	“Not at all. Please do.” She stroked her forehead and hair with her left palm, a grooming gesture he found very enchanting. “How’s your family?”

	“Fine. Just fine.” He leaned forward. “Now, Sweetie, you look worried and anxious. Talk to me. What is it?”

	“It’s my housemate. You met her. I haven’t seen her since last Saturday evening. If she goes out for a couple days or so, she lets me know beforehand, you know, so I won’t worry. She expected to be home early Sunday morning. Something’s wrong, Sherry. You’re my friend and I know you’re connected, so I came to you.”

	“And justly so. Ah, yes, Susie Mae Parsons. A beautiful young lady, quiet, intelligent. You are quite correct, she accompanied you when last you visited our house for dinner.” He paused and wolfed down a huge bite of sandwich. “Today is Thursday, only five days. What is the problem? Perhaps she went home to visit her family …” He waved a hand and let his voice trail off. Another hit off the sandwich followed by a slug of coffee.

	“She would have told me.” She looked him in the eye now. “You know she’s in the life. Big time, big money. She went on a date that night. If things were all right, she’d be home by now.”

	Bannon scrutinized the girl. She sat very still, right elbow on right knee, forehead resting in her hand, beautiful face tired and drawn. Then twisting in his chair, he contemplated Grant’s photo for a long moment, then nodded and murmured, “Yeah.” He turned back to the girl. “Tell you what, Sweetie, you owe us a visit. Come to the house about six for dinner. Do you have photos of Susie Mae? Good. Bring them.”

	“That sounds great.” The girl relaxed. “Thanks awfully. See you then.” Getting up, she flashed a quick smile and quietly left the office.

	Bannon rubbed the spot on the left side of his chin usually missed when shaving. Finishing his sandwich and coffee, he reached for the phone. Dialing, he scratched the back of his neck. The call was answered on the second ring. “Gloria, Sheridan here. Yes. Yes. Family’s fine also. Thanks. Look, come to my house for dinner tonight, half past six. Business. Bring your good manners. Yes. Sure. See you later.”

	 

	 






Chapter 3

	Clarissa and Susie Mae shared a wooden bungalow in Berkeley five blocks north of the university, one of many similar homes in a tranquil neighborhood with tree lined streets and pompous neighbors hero-worshipping their little dogs. It was a cozy shingled house in excellent condition, owned by Sheridan Brannon to whom Clarissa sent a small monthly payment. Comfortable and roomy, it had two large bedrooms with walk-in closets, one bath, a gay airy kitchen, and a spacious living room with a small adjacent cubicle Clarissa used as a study. Floral wallpaper in cheerful purples and greens and browns and reds covered the living room walls. Susie Mae had chosen the pattern, as well as the Persian carpets partially covering the polished oak floors. The living room bay window offered a view of a tidy front yard populated with trees and rose bushes, their buds bursting into a mosaic of red and yellow and white flowers during the warm summer months.

	Clarissa usually walked to class and home again, enjoyed the exercise, and found those few minutes relaxing and refreshing. Not today. Yesterday’s confrontation with Harry Nultry had left her excited and aroused. After this afternoon’s meeting with Bannon she felt optimistic but uneasy. Her emotions were dragging her in different directions and she didn’t like the consequence, the feeling of vulnerability, the lack of control.

	She hoped the evening at the Bannon’s would give her some peace of mind.

	The house was cool. Putting down her books and purse, she walked into the kitchen to whip up a snack. After a few minutes, munching her tuna sandwich and holding a mug of steaming back coffee, she drifted from room to room. The house felt desolate. Clarissa cherished the sounds and scents that announced the presence of Susie Mae. She delighted in the girl’s chatter and the bouquet of her perfume and shampoo, watching her exercise on the living room floor and inhaling the heated essence of her body. When she saw Susie Mae preparing for her dates, she saddened that the fancy clothes and jewelry and demeanor were not only for her.

	She wandered into other girl’s room, a clean tidy boudoir elegantly decorated and furnished, calm and comforting. She sat on the bed and hugged a pink silk pillow. The lingering scents were delicious and familiar and awakened memories of two astonishing evenings that had transformed her life. She smiled, remembering the grand fundraiser where a year ago she met Susie Mae. She shut her eyes and reminisced back three months to another miraculous evening, a night of firsts that ushered in her metamorphosis, an initiation that was unplanned but inevitable.

	 

	It is near midnight. The flaming fireplace illuminates the living room with flickering hues of yellow and red.

	We recline on the sofa, whispering and purring and giggling, and Susie Mae gathers me in her arms.

	 

	They kiss shyly, then deeply with affection and … Susie Mae, hungry with experience, salivates as she undresses Clarissa before kissing her ears and nibbling along her jaw … greedily sucking the girl’s erect pink nipples … licking her flat stomach … exploring her inner thighs and sugar basin, sweet as perfumed velvet, all the while tenderly kneading the girl’s swollen breasts. When Susie Mae strikes the girl’s fire, Clarissa climaxes in thundering waves. Afterward, Susie Mae sits up and gently clasps Clarissa’s head and sighs, “My Sweet, it’s okay, rubies and sugar and honey,” and she breathes endearments to Clarissa as she guides the girl around her own body. Now Clarissa is treasuring the delicious tastes and fragrances of Susie Mae’s dripping rubyfruit, delighted to discover the other girl is smooth and tight and full.

	 

	I am amazed at the pleasure I am giving. I’m exploring and worshiping her, and caressing and pampering her, and the lovemaking is thrilling and I feel Susie Mae relax and I’m immersed in a sea of warm champagne … and it is glorious.

	 

	And it was glorious.

	Clarissa grinned, then slowly ran her tongue along her lips and teeth. Susie Mae’s tongue and fingertips had taken her on a pleasure tour of emotion, the destination being the discovery that sex with a woman could feel so good, so gratifying. Their lovemaking had grown in fervor and emotion and now they were living their roles, she playing the butch and Susie Mae the femme. Alone in the quiet house and lonely room, the memories were overpowering. She hadn’t understood until this moment just how important a part of her life the missing girl had become, and she did not like the feelings of loneliness and panic that were budding inside her. She needed to experience life with Susie Mae, to discover and lay bare so much more of the girl’s sensuousness and mystery.

	 

	This change in me, these cravings for lust and affection, is it greed? Growth? LOVE?

	 

	Tears filled her eyes and streaked down her cheeks.

	 

	Oh God, it’s so simple: we make each other happy. Yes, I love my new life. Oh yes, I am in love with her!

	 

	She felt as if she were entering addiction.

	She returned the empty mug to the kitchen. She felt strong again, her emotions identified and under control. In the living room, she opened her purse and removed the ice pick, pricked her left thumb and watched a bead of fresh blood emerge, dark red and inviting. She returned the ice pick and licked the blood until the bleeding stopped.

	 

	 



Chapter 4

	“To improve the flavor and texture of Chinese sauces: replace rice vinegar with balsamic vinegar, and slightly thicken with rice flour.”

	―Gloria Morris
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	Gloria Morris was home when Bannon telephoned. She put down the cellular and chuckled. “Not bad,” she thought, “Olivia’s excellent cooking and the timing’s good.” It was early afternoon and she had just returned from a light lunch after working out at the studio. Plenty of time to clean up, do a little reading, and still arrive at the Bannon’s by six thirty.

	She had always considered San Francisco a goal, an objective, a destination. San Francisco The City, the Victorian crown of America, that loving thriving magnificent blend of art, parks, painted ladies and joy, ever with a hint of fog and kiss of sunshine. Her arrival in The City eight years ago had been uneventful. She’d rented a small apartment in the Polk Gulch north of the Tenderloin and lived quietly and inconspicuously.

	Gloria had moved to North Beach shortly after beginning her association with Bannon. She loved this section of San Francisco, where Columbus Avenue meets Broadway and Grant Avenue runs into Green, where the hustle and bustle of Chinatown mingles with the sultry mood of Italian North Beach. A paradise of Chinese and Italian restaurants, bistros, topless bars, and coffeehouses. Italian delis and Chinese markets make grocery shopping an epicurean adventure. A few Vietnamese cafes and a French restaurant complete the feast. Two bookstores shaking hands with the Chinatown
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