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Tales of the City





Dedication

For my mother and father 

and my family at The Duck House





Epigraph

It’s an odd thing, but anyone who disappears is said to be seen in San Francisco.

—OSCAR WILDE





Taking the Plunge

Mary Ann Singleton was twenty-five years old when she saw San Francisco for the first time.

She came to the city alone for an eight-day vacation. On the fifth night, she drank three Irish coffees at the Buena Vista, realized that her Mood Ring was blue, and decided to phone her mother in Cleveland.

“Hi, Mom. It’s me.”

“Oh, darling. Your daddy and I were just talking about you. There was this crazy man on McMillan and Wife who was strangling all these secretaries, and I just couldn’t help thinking . . .”

“Mom . . .”

“I know. Just crazy ol’ Mom, worrying herself sick over nothing. But you never can tell about those things. Look at that poor Patty Hearst, locked up in that closet with all those awful . . .”

“Mom . . . long distance.”

“Oh . . . yes. You must be having a grand time.”

“God . . . you wouldn’t believe it! The people here are so friendly I feel like I’ve . . .”

“Have you been to the Top of the Mark like I told you?”

“Not yet.”

“Well, don’t you dare miss that! You know, your daddy took me there when he got back from the South Pacific. I remember he slipped the bandleader five dollars, so we could dance to ‘Moonlight Serenade,’ and I spilled Tom Collins all over his beautiful white Navy . . .”

“Mom, I want you to do me a favor.”

“Of course, darling. Just listen to me. Oh . . . before I forget it, I ran into Mr. Lassiter yesterday at the Ridgemont Mall, and he said the office is just falling apart with you gone. They don’t get many good secretaries at Lassiter Fertilizers.”

“Mom, that’s sort of why I called.”

“Yes, darling?”

“I want you to call Mr. Lassiter and tell him I won’t be in on Monday morning.”

“Oh . . . Mary Ann, I’m not sure you should ask for an extension on your vacation.”

“It’s not an extension, Mom.”

“Well, then why . . .”

“I’m not coming home, Mom.”

Silence. Then, dimly in the distance, a television voice began to tell Mary Ann’s father about the temporary relief of hemorrhoids. Finally, her mother spoke: “Don’t be silly, darling.”

“Mom . . . I’m not being silly. I like it here. It feels like home already.”

“Mary Ann, if there’s a boy . . .”

“There’s no boy . . . I’ve thought about this for a long time.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You’ve been there five days!”

“Mom, I know how you feel, but . . . well, it’s got nothing to do with you and Daddy. I just want to start making my own life . . . have my own apartment and all.”

“Oh, that. Well, darling . . . of course you can. As a matter of fact, your daddy and I thought those new apartments out at Ridgemont might be just perfect for you. They take lots of young people, and they’ve got a swimming pool and a sauna, and I could make some of those darling curtains like I made for Sonny and Vicki when they got married. You could have all the privacy you . . .”

“You aren’t listening, Mom. I’m trying to tell you I’m a grown woman.”

“Well, act like it, then! You can’t just . . . run away from your family and friends to go live with a bunch of hippies and mass murderers!”

“You’ve been watching too much TV.”

“OK . . . then what about The Horoscope?”

“What?”

“The Horoscope. That crazy man. The killer.”

“Mom . . . The Zodiac.”

“Same difference. And what about . . . earthquakes? I saw that movie, Mary Ann, and I nearly died when Ava Gardner . . .”

“Will you just call Mr. Lassiter for me?”

Her mother began to cry. “You won’t come back. I just know it.”

“Mom . . . please . . . I will. I promise.”

“But you won’t be . . . the same!”

“No! I hope not.”

When it was over, Mary Ann left the bar and walked through Aquatic Park to the bay. She stood there for several minutes in a chill wind, staring at the beacon on Alcatraz. She made a vow not to think about her mother for a while.

Back at Fisherman’s Wharf Holiday Inn, she looked up Connie Bradshaw’s phone number.

Connie was a stewardess for United. Mary Ann hadn’t seen her since high school: 1968.

“Fantabulous!” squealed Connie. “How long you here for?”

“For good.”

“Super! Found an apartment yet?”

“No . . . I . . . well, I was wondering if I might be able to crash at your place, until I can . . .”

“Sure. No sweat.”

“Connie . . . you’re single?”

The stewardess laughed. “A bear shit in the woods?”

Connie’s Place

Mary Ann dragged her American Tourister into Connie’s apartment, groaned softly and sank into a mock zebra-skin captain’s chair.

“Well . . . hello, Sodom and Gomorrah.”

Connie laughed. “Your Mom freaked, huh?”

“God!”

“Poor baby! I know the feeling. When I told my mom I was moving to San Francisco, she had an absolute hissy-fit! It was a zillion times worse than the summer I tried to join Up With People!”

“God . . . I almost forgot.”

Connie’s eyes glazed nostalgically. “Yeah . . . Hey, you work up a thirst, hon?”

“Sure.”

“Sit tight. I’ll be right back.”

Thirty seconds later, Connie emerged from the kitchen with two airlines glasses and a bottle of Banana Cow. She poured a drink for Mary Ann.

Mary Ann sipped warily. “Well . . . look at all this. You’re practically a native, aren’t you? This is . . . quite something.”

“Quite something” was the best she could manage. Connie’s apartment was a potpourri of plastic Tiffany lamps and ankle-deep shag carpeting, needlepoint Snoopy pictures and “Hang in There, Baby” kitten posters, monkey pod salad sets and macramé plant hangers and—please, no, thought Mary Ann—a Pet Rock.

“I’ve been lucky,” Connie beamed. “Being a stew and all . . . well, you can pick up a lot of art objects in your travels.”

“Mmm.” Mary Ann wondered if Connie regarded her black velvet bullfighter painting as an art object.

The stewardess kept smiling. “Cow OK?”

“What? Oh . . . yes. Hits the spot.”

“I love the stuff.” She downed some more of it to demonstrate her point, then looked up as if she had just discovered Mary Ann’s presence in the room. “Hey, hon! Long time no see!”

“Yeah. Too long. Eight years.”

“Eight years . . . Eight years! You’re lookin’ good, though. You’re lookin’ real . . . Hey, you wanna see something absolutely yucky?”

Without waiting for an answer, she leaped to her feet and went to the bookshelf made of six orange plastic Foremost milk crates. Mary Ann could make out copies of Jonathan Livingston Seagull, How to Be Your Own Best Friend, The Sensuous Woman, More Joy of Sex and Listen to the Warm.

Connie reached for a large book bound in burgundy vinyl and held it up to Mary Ann.

“Ta-ta!”

“Oh, God! The Buccaneer?”

Connie nodded triumphantly and pulled up a chair. She opened the yearbook. “You’ll absolutely die over your hair!”

Mary Ann found her senior picture. Her hair was very blond and meticulously ironed. She was wearing the obligatory sweater and pearl necklace. Despite the camouflage of an airbrush, she could still remember the exact location of the zit she had sprouted on the day of the photograph.

The inscription read:

MARY ANN SINGLETON

“Still Waters Run Deep”

Pep Club 2,3,4; Future Homemakers of America 3,4;

National Forensic League 4;

Plume and Palette 3,4

Mary Ann shook her head. “Rest in peace,” she said and winced.

Connie, mercifully, didn’t offer her own biography for examination. Mary Ann remembered it all too well: head majorette, class treasurer for three years, president of the Y-Teens. Connie’s waters had run fast and shallow. She had been popular.

Mary Ann struggled back into the present. “So what do you do—like for fun?”

Connie rolled her eyes. “You name it.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Well . . . for instance.” Connie bent over her hatch-cover coffee table and dug out a copy of Oui magazine. “You read that?” asked Mary Ann.

“No. Some guy left it.”

“Oh.”

“Check out page seventy.”

Mary Ann turned to an article entitled “Coed Baths—Welcome to the World’s Cleanest Orgy.” It was illustrated by a photograph of intermingling legs, breasts and buttocks.

“Charming.”

“It’s down on Valencia Street. You pays your money and you takes your chances.”

“You’ve been there?”

“No. But I wouldn’t rule it out.”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to count me out, if you’re planning on . . .”

Connie laughed throatily. “Relax, hon. I wasn’t suggesting we . . . You’re a new girl. Give it time. This city loosens people up.”

“I’ll never be that loose . . . or desperate.”

Connie shrugged, looking vaguely hurt. She took another sip of her Banana Cow.

“Connie, I didn’t . . .”

“It’s OK, hon. I knew what you meant. Hey, I’m hungry as hell. How ’bout a little Hamburger Helper?”

After dinner, Mary Ann napped for an hour.

She dreamed she was in a huge tile room full of steam. She was naked. Her mother and father were there, watching Let’s Make a Deal through the steam. Connie walked in with Mr. Lassiter, who was furious at Mary Ann and began to shout at her. Mary Ann’s mother and father were shouting at Monty Hall’s first contestant.

“Take the box,” they screamed. “Take the box . . .”

Mary Ann woke up. She stumbled into the bathroom and splashed water on her face.

When she opened the cabinet over the sink, she discovered an assortment of after-shave lotions: Brut, Old Spice, Jade East.

Connie, apparently, was still popular.

A Frisco Disco

The discotheque was called Dance Your Ass Off. Mary Ann thought that was gross, but didn’t tell Connie so. Connie was too busy getting off on being Marisa Berenson.

“The trick is to look bored with it all.”

“That shouldn’t be hard.”

“If you wanna get laid, Mary Ann, you’d better . . .”

“I never said that.”

“Nobody ever says it, for Christ’s sake! Look, if you can’t deal with your own sexuality, hon, you’re gonna get screwed but good in this town.”

“I like that. You should make it into a country-western song.”

Connie sighed in exasperation. “C’mon. And try not to look like Tricia Nixon reviewing the troops.” She led the way into the building and staked out a battered sofa against the wall.

The room was supposed to look funky: brick-red walls, revolving beer signs, kitschy memorabilia. Henna-rinsed women and rugby-shirted men clustered decoratively along the bar, as if posing for a Seagram’s ad.

While Connie was buying their drinks, Mary Ann settled uncomfortably on the sofa and commanded herself to stop comparing things with Cleveland.

Several yards away, a girl in cowboy boots, sweat pants and a red squirrel Eisenhower jacket stared haughtily at Mary Ann’s polyester pantsuit. Mary Ann turned away from her, only to confront another woman, looking blasé in a macramé halter, black finger-nails and a crew cut.

“There’s a dude at the bar who looks exactly like Robert Redford.” Connie was back with the drinks. A tequila sunrise for herself, a white wine for Mary Ann.

“Warts?” asked Mary Ann, taking the wine.

“What?”

“That guy. Does he have warts. Robert Redford has warts.”

“That’s sick. Look . . . I feel like a little heavy bumping. Wanna hit the disco?”

“I think I’ll just . . . soak it in for a while. You go ahead.”

“You sure now?”

“Yeah. Thanks. I’ll be OK.”

“Suit yourself, hon.”

Seconds after Connie had disappeared into the disco, a long-haired man in a Greek peasant shirt sat down next to Mary Ann on the sofa. “Mind if I join you?”

“Sure . . . I mean no.”

“You’re not into boogying, huh?”

“Well, not right now.”

“You’re into head trips, then?”

“I don’t know exactly what . . .”

“What sign are you?”

She wanted to say, “Do Not Disturb.” She said, “What sign do you think I am?”

“Ah . . . you’re into games. OK . . . I’d say you’re a Taurus.”

He rattled her. “All right . . . How did you do it?”

“Easy. Taureans are stubborn as hell. They never want to tell you what sign they are.” He leaned over close enough for Mary Ann to smell his musk oil, and looked directly into her eyes. “But underneath that tough Taurus hide beats the heart of a hopeless romantic.”

Mary Ann moved away slightly.

“Well?” said the man.

“Well, what?”

“You’re a romantic, right? You like earth colors and foggy nights and Lina Wertmuller movies and lemon candles burning when you make love.” He reached for her hand. She flinched. “It’s all right,” he said calmly. “I’m not making a pass yet. I just wanna look at your heart line.”

He ran his forefinger gently across Mary Ann’s palm. “Look at your point of insertion,” he said. “Right there between Jupiter and Saturn.”

“What does that mean?” Mary Ann looked down at his finger. It was resting between her middle finger and forefinger. “It means that you’re a very sensual person,” said the man. He began to slide the finger in and out. “That’s true, isn’t it? You’re a very sensual person?”

“Well, I . . .”

“Do you know you look exactly like Jennifer O’Neill?”

Mary Ann stood up suddenly. “No, but if you hum a few bars . . .”

“Hey, hey, lady. It’s cool, it’s cool. I’ll give you space . . .”

“Good. I’ll take the other room. Happy hunting.” She headed for the disco in search of Connie. She found her in the eye of the storm, bumping with a black man in Lurex knickers and glitter wedgies.

“What’s up?” asked the stewardess, boogying to the sidelines.

“I’m beat. Could I have the keys to the apartment?”

“You OK, hon?”

“Fine. I’m just tired.”

“Hot date?”

“No, just . . . could I have the keys, Connie?”

“Here’s an extra set. Sweet dreams.”

Boarding the 41 Union bus, Mary Ann realized suddenly why Connie kept an extra set of keys in her purse.

Mary Ann watched Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman, then turned off the television and fell asleep.

It was after 2 A.M. when Connie got home.

She wasn’t alone.

Mary Ann rolled over on the sofa and buried her head under the covers, pretending to be asleep. Connie and her guest tiptoed noisily into the bedroom.

The man’s voice was fuzzy with whiskey, but Mary Ann knew immediately who he was.

He was asking for lemon candles.

Her New Home

Mary Ann crept out of the apartment just before dawn. The prospect of sharing Trix for three at breakfast was more than she could take.

She wandered the streets of the Marina in search of For Rent signs, then ate a mammoth breakfast at the International House of Pancakes.

At nine o’clock she was the first customer of the day at a rental agency on Lombard Street.

She wanted a View, a Deck and a Fireplace for under $175.

“Jees,” said the rental lady. “Awful picky for a girl without a job.” She offered Mary Ann “a nice Lower Pacific Heights studio with AEK, wall to wall carpeting and a partial view of Fillmore Auditorium.” Mary Ann said no.

She ended up with three possibles.

The first one had an uptight landlady who asked if Mary Ann “took marijuana.”

The second was a pink stucco fortress on Upper Market with gold glitter in the ceiling plaster.

The last was on Russian Hill. Mary Ann arrived there at four-thirty.

The house was on Barbary Lane, a narrow, wooded walkway off Leavenworth between Union and Filbert. It was a well-weathered, three-story structure made of brown shingles. It made Mary Ann think of an old bear with bits of foliage caught in its fur. She liked it instantly.

The landlady was a fiftyish woman in a plum-colored kimono.

“I’m Mrs. Madrigal,” she said cheerfully. “As in medieval.”

Mary Ann smiled. “You can’t feel as ancient as I do. I’ve been apartment-hunting all day.”

“Well, take your time. There’s a partial view, if you count that little patch of bay peeping through the trees. Utilities included, of course. Small house. Nice people. You get here this week?”

“That obvious, huh?”

The landlady nodded. “The look’s a dead giveaway. You just can’t wait to bite into that lotus.”

“What? I’m sorry . . .”

“Tennyson. You know: ‘Eating the lotus day by day, To watch the crisping ripples on the beach, And tender curving lines of creamy spray; To lend our hearts and spirits wholly to the influence of’ . . . something, something . . . You get the point.”

“Does the . . . furniture go with it?”

“Don’t change the subject while I’m quoting Tennyson.”

Mary Ann was shaken until she noticed that the landlady was smiling. “You’ll get used to my babbling,” said Mrs. Madrigal. “All the others have.” She walked to the window, where the wind made her kimono flutter like brilliant plumage. “The furniture is included. What do you say, dear?”

Mary Ann said yes.

“Good. You’re one of us, then. Welcome to 28 Barbary Lane.”

“Thank you.”

“Yes, you should.” Mrs. Madrigal smiled. There was something a little careworn about her face, but she was really quite lovely, Mary Ann decided. “Do you have any objection to pets?” asked the new tenant.

“Dear . . . I have no objection to anything.”

Elated, Mary Ann walked to the corner of Hyde and Unicorn and phoned Connie from the Searchlight Market. “Hi. Guess what?”

“You got kidnapped?”

“Oh . . . Connie, I’m sorry. I’ve been looking for a place . . .”

“I was freaked.”

“I’m really sorry. I . . . Connie, I’ve found this darling place on Russian Hill on the third floor of the funkiest old building . . . and I can move in tomorrow.”

“Oh . . . that was quick.”

“It’s so neat! I can’t wait for you to see it.”

“Sounds nice. Look, Mary Ann—like, if there’s any problem with money or anything, you can stay with me until . . .”

“I’ve got some saved. Thanks, though. You’ve been wonderful.”

“No sweat. Hey . . . what’s on for tonight, hon?”

“Let’s see. Oh, yeah. Robert Redford is picking me up at seven, and we’re going to Ernie’s for dinner.”

“Ditch him. He’s got warts.”

“For what?”

“The hottest spot in town. Social Safeway.”

“Social what?”

“Safeway, dink. As in supermarket.”

“That’s what I thought you said. You sure know how to show a girl a good time.”

“For your information, dink, Social Safeway just happens to be . . . well, it’s just the . . . big thing, that’s all.”

“For those who get off on groceries.”

“For those who get off on men, hon. It’s a local tradition. Every Wednesday night. And you don’t even have to look like you’re on the make.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“There’s only one way to prove it to you.”

Mary Ann giggled. “What am I supposed to do? Lurk behind the artichokes until some unsuspecting stockbroker comes along?”

“Meet me here at eight, dink. You’ll see.”

Love with the Proper Shopper

A dozen cardboard disks dangled from the ceiling of the Marina Safeway, coaxing the customers with a double-edged message: “Since we’re neighbors, let’s be friends.”

And friends were being made.

As Mary Ann watched, a blond man in a Stanford sweatshirt sauntered up to a brunette in a denim halter. “Uh . . . excuse me, but could you tell me whether it’s better to use Saffola oil or Wesson oil?”

The girl giggled. “For what?”

“I don’t believe this,” said Mary Ann, taking a shopping cart. “Every Wednesday night?”

Connie nodded. “It ain’t half bad on weekends, either.” She grabbed a cart and charged off down a busy aisle. “See ya. It works better if you’re alone.”

Mary Ann strode to the produce counter. She intended to shop, Connie’s pagan mating ritual notwithstanding.

Then someone tugged on her arm.

He was a puffy-faced man of about thirty-five. He was wearing a leisure suit with a white vinyl belt and matching shoes. “Are those the things you use in Chinese cooking?” he asked, pointing to the snow peas.

“Yes,” she said, as uninvitingly as possible.

“Far out. I’ve been looking for some all week. I’ve really been getting into Chinese cooking lately. Bought a wok and everything.”

“Yeah. Well, those are the ones. Good luck.” She wheeled sharply and headed for the check-out counter. Her assailant followed.

“Hey . . . like, maybe you could tell me a little about Chinese cooking?”

“I doubt it very seriously.”

“C’mon. Most chicks in this town are really into Chinese cooking.”

“I’m not most chicks.”

“OK. I can dig it. Different strokes for different folks, right? What are you into, anyway?”

“Solitude.”

“OK. Skip it, just skip it.” He hesitated a moment, then delivered his exit line. “Get off the rag, bitch!”

He left her standing in the frozen food department, white knuckles clamped around the rim of the freezer, her breath rising like a tiny distress signal. “Jesus,” she said in a frosty whisper, as a single tear plopped onto a box of Sara Lee brownies.

“Charming,” said a man standing next to her.

Mary Ann stiffened. “What?”

“Your friend there . . . with the sparkling repartee. He’s a real prince.”

“You heard all that?”

“Only the parting endearment. Was the rest any better?”

“Nope. Unless you get off on discussing snow peas with Charlie Manson.”

The man laughed, showing beautiful white teeth. He was about thirty, Mary Ann guessed, with curly brown hair, blue eyes and a soft flannel shirt. “Sometimes I don’t believe this place,” he said.

“Really.” Had he seen her crying?

“The hell of it is that the whole goddamn town talks about relating and communicating and all that Age of Aquarius shit, and most of us are still trying to look like something we aren’t . . . Sorry. I sound like Dear Abby, don’t I?”

“No. Not at all. I . . . agree with you.”

He extended his hand. “My name is Robert.” Not Bob or Robbie, but Robert. Strong and direct. She gripped his hand. “I’m Mary Ann Singleton.” She wanted him to remember it.

“Well . . . at the risk of sounding like Charlie Manson . . . how about a little culinary advice for a hapless male?”

“Sure. No snow peas?”

He laughed. “Not snow peas. Asparagus.”

Mary Ann had never found the subject so exciting. She was watching Robert’s eyes respond to her hollandaise recipe when a young man with a mustache approached with his cart.

“Can’t leave you alone for a minute.” He was talking to Robert.

Robert chuckled. “Michael . . . this is Mary Ann . . .”

“Singleton,” said Mary Ann.

“This is my roommate, Michael. She’s been helping me with hollandaise, Michael.”

“Good,” said Michael, smiling at Mary Ann. “He’s awful at hollandaise.”

Robert shrugged. “Michael’s the master chef in the house. That entitles him to make life miserable for me.” He grinned at his roommate.

Mary Ann’s palms were sweating.

“I’m not much of a cook, either,” she said. Why in the world was she siding with Robert? Robert didn’t need her help. Robert didn’t know she was there.

“She’s been a lot of help,” said Robert. “That’s more than I can say for some people.”

“Temper,” Michael grinned.

“Well,” said Mary Ann feebly. “I guess I’d better . . . finish up.”

“Thanks for your help,” said Robert. “Really.”

“Nice to meet you,” said Michael.

“Same here,” said Mary Ann, pushing her cart in the direction of the paper-supplies aisle. When Connie rounded the corner several seconds later, she found her friend standing glumly by herself, squeezing a roll of Charmin.

“Hot damn!” said the stewardess. “This place is Pickup City tonight!”

Mary Ann threw the toilet paper into her cart. “I’ve got a headache, Connie. I think I’ll walk home. OK?”

“Well . . . hang on a sec. I’ll come with you.”

“Connie, I . . . I’d like to be alone, OK?”

“Sure. OK.”

As usual, she looked hurt.

Connie’s Bummer Night

Connie came home from the Marina Safeway an hour after Mary Ann did.

Noisily, she dropped her groceries on the kitchen counter. “Well,” she said, walking into the living room, “I’m ready for Union Street. I suppose you’re ready for bed?”

Mary Ann nodded. “Job-hunting and moving tomorrow. I need my strength.”

“Abstinence causes pimples.”

“I’ll remember that,” said Mary Ann, as Connie stalked out the door.

Mary Ann ate dinner in front of the television. She had steak, salad and Tater Tots, the fare that Connie swore by for keeping men happy. She checked out Connie’s record collection (The Carpenters, Percy Faith, 101 Strings), then looked at the pictures in More Joy of Sex. She fell asleep on the sofa shortly before midnight.

When she awoke, the room was filled with light. A garbage truck rumbled along Greenwich Street. A key chain was clinking against the front door.

Connie lumbered in. “I cannot believe the assholes in this town!”

Mary Ann sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Bad night, huh?”

“Bad night, bad morning, bad week, bad year. Weirdos! Goddammit, I can pick ’em. If there’s a weirdo around for a hundred goddamn miles, good ol’ Connie Bradshaw will be there to make a date with him. Fuck!”

“How ’bout some coffee?”

“What’s the matter with me, Mary Ann? Will you tell me that? I have two tits, a nice ass. I wash. I’m a good listener . . .”

“C’mon. We both need coffee.”

The kitchen was too perversely cheerful for an early-morning soul-baring. Mary Ann winced at the Doris Day yellow walls and the little windowed boxes full of dried beans.

Connie devoured a bowl of Trix. “I think I’ll become a nun,” she said.

“They’ll love your outfit at Dance Your Ass Off.”

“Not funny.”

“OK. What happened?”

“You don’t wanna know.”

“Yes I do. You went to Union Street, right?”

“Perry’s. Then Slater Hawkins. But the real bummer was at Thomas Lord’s.”

Mary Ann poured her a cup of coffee. “What happened?”

“Fuck if I know. I was having a perfectly innocent drink at the bar when I noticed this guy sitting over by the fire. I recognized him right away, because him and me did a little number last month on his houseboat in Sausalito.”

“A little number?”

“Fucked.”

“Thank you.”

“So . . . I walked over to where this guy was sitting. Jerry something. A German name. Buckskin pants and a turquoise squash blossom necklace and a pair of those John Denver–type glasses. Gorgeous, in a . . . you know . . . Marin kind of way. And I said, ‘Hi, Jerry, who’s keeping the houseboat warm?’ and the asshole just stared at me like I was some whore on Market Street or something. I mean, like he didn’t even recognize me. I was mortified.”

“I guess so.”

“So, finally, I said, ‘Connie Bradshaw from the Friendly Skies of United.’ Only, I said it in . . . like a really bitchy tone of voice so he’d get the point.”

“But he didn’t?”

“Fuck, no! He just sat there looking stuck-up and spaced out. He finally asked me to sit down, and he introduced me to this friend of his named Danny. Then the asshole just got up and walked out, leaving me with this Danny person, who had just finished his goddamn est training and was spouting all this shit about making a space, et cetera.”

“What on earth did you do?”

“What could I do? I went home with Danny. I sure as hell wasn’t gonna let him get up and leave me there munching pretzels all by myself. There’s such a thing as pride!”

“Of course.”

“Anyway, Danny had this really neat redwood apartment in Mill Valley, with lots of stained glass and all, but he was an absolute nut about ecology. As soon as we smoked a joint, he started babbling about saving whales in Mendocino and screwing up the ozone layer with feminine hygiene spray.”

“What?”

“You know. Aerosol can. The fucking ozone layer. Anyway, I was really bent out of shape at that point, and I said I thought it was a woman’s unalienable . . . inalienable . . . which is it?”

“Inalienable.”

“Inalienable right to use a feminine hygiene spray if she wanted to, ozone layer or no ozone layer!”

“And . . .”

“And he said that just because I have some bizarre notion that my . . . you know . . . smells bad is no reason for me to expose the rest of the world to ultraviolet rays and skin cancer. Or something like that.”

“Well . . . delightful evening.”

“I mean, get him. Not only does he subject me to all this ecology crap, but . . . nothing happened.”

“Nothing happened?”

“Nada. Zilch. He drives me all the way across the bridge just to talk. He says he wants to relate to me as a person. Ha!”

“So . . . what did you say?”

“I told him to drive me home. And you know what he said?”

Mary Ann shook her head.

“He said, ‘I’m sorry you sprayed for nothing.’ ”

Later that day, Mary Ann moved out of Connie’s apartment into 28 Barbary Lane. The move involved only a suitcase. Connie was visibly depressed.

“You’ll still come see me, won’t you?”

“Sure. And you’ll have to come visit me.”

“Cross your heart?”

“Hope to die.”

Neither one of them believed it.

The Employment Line

On her first morning at Barbary Lane, Mary Ann scanned the Yellow Pages for the key to her future.

According to a large, daisy-bedecked ad, the Metropolitan Employment Agency was “an individualized job placement service that really cares about your future.”

She liked the sound of it. Solid yet compassionate.

Gulping an Instant Breakfast, she put on her low-key navy-blue suit and caught the 41 Union to Montgomery Street. Her horoscope today promised “matchless opportunities for a Taurus who takes the bull by the horns.”

The agency was on the fifth floor of a yellow-brick building that smelled of cigars and industrial ammonia. Someone with an eye for contemporary Californiana had decorated the walls of the waiting room with Art Nouveau posters and a driftwood-and-copper sculpture of a seagull in flight.

Mary Ann sat down. There was no one in sight, so she picked up a copy of Office Management magazine. She was reading an article about desktop avocado gardening when a woman appeared from a cubicle in the back.

“Have you filled out a form yet?”

“No. I didn’t know . . .”

“On the desk. I can’t talk to you until you’ve filled out a form.”

Mary Ann filled out a form. She agonized over the questions. Do you own a car? Will you accept employment outside San Francisco? Do you speak any foreign languages?

She took the form to the woman’s cubicle. “All done,” she said, as cheerfully and efficiently as possible.

The woman grunted. She took the form from Mary Ann and readjusted her chain-guarded glasses on a small, piglike nose. Her hair was done in a salt-and-pepper DA.

As she examined the form, her fingers manipulated an executive desk toy. Four steel balls suspended on strings from a walnut scaffolding.

“No degree,” said the woman at last.

“Like . . . college?”

The woman snapped. “Yes. Like college.”

“I had two years at a junior college in Ohio, if that . . .”

“Major?”

“Yes.”

“Well?”

“What?”

“What did you major in?”

“Oh. Art history.”

The woman smirked. “We’ve certainly got enough of those for a while.”

“Does a degree really matter that much? I mean . . . for secretarial work?”

“Are you kidding? I’ve got PhD candidates doing clerical work.” She used the first person as if these struggling scholars were her personal serfs. She wrote something on an index card and handed it to Mary Ann. “This is a small office-supply company on Market Street. The sales manager needs a Girl Friday. Ask for Mr. Creech.”

He turned out to be a red-faced man of about fifty. He was wearing a burgundy polyester jacket with an over-sized hound’s-tooth pattern. His trousers and tie were the same color.

“You ever done sales work before?” He smiled and leaned back in a squeaky swivel chair.

“Not . . . well, not exactly. For the past four years I’ve worked as a secretary for Lassiter Fertilizers in Cleveland. I wasn’t exactly in sales, but I had a lot of . . . you know . . . contacts and all.”

“Sounds good. Steady work. Always a good sign.”

“I was also an admin assistant for the past year and a half, and I was attached to several of . . .”

“Fine, fine . . . Now, I suppose you know what a Girl Friday is?”

“Sort of a gofer . . . right?” She laughed nervously.

“Pay’s good. Six fifty a month. And we’re pretty relaxed around here . . . this being San Francisco.” His eyes were fixed on Mary Ann’s face. He began to chew the knuckle of his forefinger.

“I like . . . an informal office,” said Mary Ann.

“You like Vegas?”

“Sir?”

“Earl.”

“What?”

“Name’s Earl. Informal, remember?” He smiled and wiped his forehead. He was sweating profusely. “I asked if you like Vegas. We go to Vegas a lot. Vegas, Sacramento, LA, Hawaii. Lotsa fringe benefits.”

“Sounds . . . really nice.”

He winked at her. “If you’re not . . . you know . . . uptight.”

“Oh.”

“Oh, what?”

“I’m uptight, Mr. Creech.”

He plucked a paper clip off the desk and tore it apart slowly without looking up. “Next,” he said quietly.

“Sir?”

“Get out.”

She went home to her new apartment and cried, falling asleep as the afternoon sun spilled in the window. She woke up at five and scoured the kitchen sink for therapy. She ate some blueberry yogurt and made a list of things she would need for her apartment.

She wrote a letter to her parents. Optimistic, but vague.

There was a noise outside her door. She listened for a moment, then opened it. Plum-colored silk fluttered at the tip of the stairway and descended out of sight.

There was a note on Mary Ann’s door:

Something from my garden to welcome you to your new home.

Anna Madrigal

P.S. I’ll shoot you if you write your mother about this.

Taped to the note was a neatly rolled joint.

Enter Mona

The woman down by the garbage cans had frizzy red hair and was wearing a country-chic cotton sharecropper’s dress.

She dropped her Hefty bag with a disdainful wrinkle of her nose and smiled at Mary Ann. “Garbage, you know, is very revealing. It beats the shit out of tarot cards!”

“What would you say about . . . let’s see—four yogurt cartons, a Cost Plus bag, some avocado peels and assorted cellophane wrappings?”

The woman pressed her fingers to her forehead like a psychic. “Ah, yes . . . the subject takes care of herself . . . nutritionally, that is. She is probably on a diet and is . . . furnishing a new apartment?”

“Uncanny!” Mary Ann smiled. “She also . . . likes growing things. She didn’t throw out the avocado pit, so she’s probably rooting it in her kitchen.”

“Bravo!” Mary Ann extended her hand. “I’m Mary Ann Singleton.”

“I know.”

“From my garbage?”

“From our landlady. The Mother of Us All.” She shook Mary Ann’s hand firmly. “I’m Mona Ramsey . . . right below you.”

“Hi. You should have seen what Mother taped on my door last night.”

“A joint?”

“She told you?”

“Nope. It’s standard procedure. We all get one.”

“She grows it in the garden?”

“Right over there behind the azaleas. She’s even got names for the plants . . . like Dante and Beatrice and . . . Hey, want some ginseng?”

“What?”

“Ginseng. I’m brewing some upstairs. C’mon.”

Mona’s second-floor apartment was adorned with Indian wall hangings, assorted street signs, and Art Deco light globes. Her dining table was an industrial cable spool. Her armchair, a converted Victorian toilet.

“I used to have curtains,” she smiled, handing Mary Ann a mug of tea, “but after a while paisley bedspreads seemed so . . . Sixties Vassar.” She shrugged. “Besides . . . like . . . who am I hiding my body from?”

Mary Ann peeped out of the window. “What about that building over . . .”

“No . . . I mean . . . you know . . . nobody’s really hiding anything from the Cosmos. Beneath the rays of the White Healing Light, we are all . . . like . . . capital N Naked. Who gives a shit about the little n?”

“This tea is really . . .”

“Why do you want to be a secretary?”

“How did you know?”

“Big Mother. Mrs. Madrigal.”

Mary Ann couldn’t hide her irritation. “She gets the news out quick enough, doesn’t she?”

“She likes you.”

“She told you that?”

Mona nodded. “Don’t you like her?”

“Well . . . yes . . . I mean, I haven’t really known her long enough to . . .”

“She thinks you think she’s weird.”

“Oh, great. Instant rapport.”

“Do you think she’s weird?”

“Mona, I . . . yeah, I guess I do,” she smiled. “Maybe it’s my fault. We don’t have people like that in Cleveland.”

“Maybe so.”

“She wants you in the family, Mary Ann. Give it a chance, OK?”

Mona’s condescension irked Mary Ann. “There’s no problem here.”

“No. Not now.”

Mary Ann sipped the weird-tasting tea in silence.

The best news of the day came minutes later. Mona was a copywriter for Halcyon Communications, a well-respected Jackson Square ad agency.

Edgar Halcyon, chairman of the board, needed a woman to replace the personal secretary who had “gotten pregnant on him.”

Mona arranged an interview for Mary Ann.

“You’re not planning to run back to Cleveland, are you?”

“Sir?”

“You’re staying put?”

“Yes, sir. I love San Francisco.”

“They all say that.”

“In my case, it happens to be the truth.”

Halcyon’s huge white eyebrows leaped. “Are you that sassy with your parents, young lady?”

Mary Ann deadpanned. “Why do you think I can’t go back to Cleveland?”

It was risky, but it worked. Halcyon threw back his head and roared. “OK,” he said, regaining his composure. “That was it.”

“Sir?”

“That’s the last time you’ll see me laugh like that. Go get some rest. Tomorrow you’ll be working for the biggest son-of-a-bitch in town.”

Mrs. Madrigal was weeding the garden when Mary Ann returned to Barbary Lane.

“You got it, didn’t you?”

Mary Ann nodded. “Mona call you?”

“Nope. I just knew you would. You always get what you want.”

Mary Ann smiled and shrugged. “Thanks, I think.”

“You’re a lot like me, dear . . . whether you know it or not.”

Mary Ann headed for the front door, then stopped and turned around. “Mrs. Madrigal?”

“Yes?”

“I . . . Thank you for the joint.”

“You’re welcome, dear. I think you’ll like Beatrice.”

“It was nice of you to . . .”

The landlady dismissed her with a wave of her hand. “Go say your prayers or something. You’re a working girl now.”

The Ad Game

Halcyon Communications had been a food-processing warehouse in an earlier incarnation. Now its mellow brick walls blazed with supergraphics and rental art. Matrons shopping for Louis Quinze bargains in Jackson Square often mistook its secretaries for top fashion models.

Mary Ann liked that.

What she didn’t particularly like was her job.

“Is the flag out, Mary Ann?”

That was Halcyon’s first question of the morning. Every morning.

“Yes, sir.” She felt less like Lauren Hutton every second. Who would make Lauren Hutton raise the American flag before nine o’clock in the morning?

“Are we out of coffee?”

“I set it up for you in the conference room.”

“Why in God’s name would . . . Oh, Christ . . . Adorable’s here?”

Mary Ann nodded. “Nine o’clock conference.”

“Goddammit. Tell Beauchamp to hustle his butt up here on the double.”

“I’ve already checked, sir. He’s not in yet.”

“Christ!”

“I could check with Mildred, if you want. Sometimes he has coffee down in Production.”

“Do it.”

Mary Ann did it, feeling vaguely like a fifth-grader who had snitched on a classmate. She liked Beauchamp Day, actually, despite his irresponsibility. She may have even liked him for his irresponsibility.

Beauchamp was Edgar Halcyon’s son-in-law, the husband of post-post-debutante DeDe Halcyon. A graduate of Groton and Stanford, the handsome young Bostonian had been a natural for the Bachelors when he moved to San Francisco as a Bank of America trainee in 1971.

According to the social columns, he had met his wife-to-be at the 1973 Spinsters Ball. Within months, he was savoring the delights of pool parties in Atherton, brunch on Belvedere and ski treks in Tahoe.

The Halcyon-Day courtship had been whirlwind. DeDe and Beauchamp were married in June 1973 on the sunlit slopes of Halcyon Hill, the bride’s family estate in Hillsborough. At her own insistence, the bride was barefoot. She wore a peasant dress by Adolfo of Saks Fifth Avenue. Her maid of honor and Bennington roommate, Muffy Van Wyck, recited selections from Kahlil Gibran, while a string quartet played the theme from Elvira Madigan.

After the wedding, the bride’s mother, Frannie Halcyon, told reporters: “We’re so proud of our DeDe. She’s always been such an individualist.”

Beauchamp and DeDe moved into a fashionable Art Deco penthouse on Telegraph Hill. They entertained lavishly and were frequently seen at philanthropic extravaganzas . . . by almost everyone, it seemed, but Mary Ann Singleton.

Mary Ann had chatted with DeDe once at an inter-agency softball game (Halcyon vs. Hoefer Dieterich & Brown). Mrs. Day didn’t strike the secretary as snobby, but Mary Ann concluded that a Dina Merrill hairdo looks ridiculous on a twenty-six-year-old.

Beauchamp, on the other hand, had looked magnificent that afternoon, transforming the pitcher’s mound into a mini-Olympus.

Blue eyes, black hair, brown arms glistening under a faded green Lacoste . . .

She was right. He was drinking coffee in Production.

“His Majesty requests your presence in the royal chambers.” She didn’t hesitate to use that kind of irreverence with Beauchamp. She was sure he was a kindred spirit.

“Tell him the Bastard Prince is on his way.”

Within seconds, Beauchamp was standing next to her desk, flashing his self-assured post-preppie grin. “Don’t tell me. I screwed up the Adorable account, right?”

“Not yet. There’s a conference at nine. He was nervous, that’s all.”

“He’s always nervous. I didn’t forget.”

“I know you didn’t.”

“You think I’m OK, don’t you?”

“As an account executive?”

“As anything?”

“Not fair. Want a Dynamint?”

Beauchamp shook his head and slumped into a Barcelona chair. “He’s a real fart, isn’t he?”

“Beauchamp . . .”

“How about lunch tomorrow?”

“I think he’s booked.”

“Not him. You. Will he let you out of your cage for an hour?”

“Oh . . . sure. Dutch?”

“Italian.”

Mary Ann giggled, then jumped as Halcyon buzzed her. “I’m ready for him,” said her boss.

Beauchamp rose, winking at Mary Ann. “Well, it ain’t bloody mutual.”

Edgar Blows Up

Edgar glared at his son-in-law, wondering how anyone so well-groomed, articulate and generally presentable could be such a royal pain in the ass.

“I think you know what this is about.”

Beauchamp leaned forward and brushed a speck of dust off his Guccis. “Yeah, the pantyhose bitch. I think we might as well forget about the Bicentennial angle.”

“I’m talking about DeDe and you know it!”

“I do, huh?”

Edgar’s eyes narrowed. His fist tightened around the neck of a mahogany decoy Frannie had bought him at Abercrombie’s. “Where were you last night, Beauchamp?”

Silence.

“I don’t get a big bang out of this you know. It doesn’t thrill me to remember that my own daughter called me up last night, crying her eyes out . . .”

“Frankly, I don’t see what business this . . .”

“Goddammit! Frannie spent two hours on the phone with DeDe, trying to calm her down. What the hell time did you get in last night, anyway?”

“Why don’t you ask DeDe? I’m sure she wrote it in the log!”

Edgar spun his chair around and faced the wall. He studied a hunt print and tried to calm himself. He spoke quietly, deliberately, knowing that tone implied the greatest menace.

“One more time, Beauchamp. Where were you?”

The answer was addressed to the back of his head. “I had a committee meeting at the club.”

“Which club?”

“University. Not quite as grand as PU, but Nob Hill nonethe . . .”

“You were there till midnight?”

“We had a few drinks afterwards.”

“We? You and some chippie from Ruffles?”

“That’s Ripples. And I didn’t pick up any . . . what’s that quaint word? I was at the club. Ask Peter Cipriani. He was there.”

“I’m not running a detective agency.”

“You could have fooled me. Is that all?”

Edgar massaged his forehead with his fingertips. He didn’t turn around. “We have a conference.”

“Right,” said Beauchamp, leaving.

Promptly at noon, Mary Ann headed for the Royal Exchange with Mona.

“Shit,” groaned the copywriter over a Pimm’s Cup. “I am so spaced today.”

Not surprising, thought Mary Ann. Mona was paid to be spaced. She was the resident freak at Halcyon Communications. Clients who weren’t immediately impressed with her creativity changed their minds when they saw her office: an assortment of hookah pipes, an oak icebox which served as a bar, an antique wheelchair, a collage of Playgirl beefcake photos, and a neon martini glass from a Tenderloin bar.

“What’s the matter?” asked Mary Ann.

“I did mescaline last night.”

“Oh?”

“We went to Mission Street and tripped through all those godawful tacky furniture stores with the tasseled lampshades and round beds and . . . you know . . . those phony waterfall things in the glass tubes. It was so plastic, but . . . you know . . . like cosmic plasticity . . . and in a weird way it was sort of, like, spiritual, you know.”

Mary Ann did not know. She avoided the issue by ordering a turkey sandwich and a bean salad. Mona ordered another Pimm’s cup.

“Guess what?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m going to dinner at Mrs. Madrigal’s tonight.”

“Congratulations. She likes you.”

“You already told me that.”

“Well . . . then she trusts you.”

“Why do I have to be trusted?”

“Nothing . . . I just meant . . .”

“How should I handle it, Mona?”

“Handle what?”

“Her. I don’t know . . . I feel like she expects something of me.”

“Bourgeois paranoia.”

“I know . . . but you’re really close to her, and I thought you might be able to tell me . . . you know . . . her quirks.”

“She’s decent. That’s her quirk. She also makes a fabulous rack of lamb.”

Mona left work at four o’clock, deliberately skirting Mary Ann’s alcove near the elevator. When she got home, she found Mrs. Madrigal in the garden.

The landlady was wearing plaid slacks, a paint-smeared smock and a straw hat. Her face was ruddy from exertion. “Well . . . home so early from the fields, dear?”

“Yeah.”

“Just so many things you can say about pantyhose, eh?”

Mona smiled. “I wanted to tell you something. It’s no big deal, really.”

“Fine.”

“Mary Ann’s been asking about you.”

“Have you told her anything?”

“I figure that’s your business.”

“You think she’s too green, don’t you?”

Mona nodded. “Right now, yeah.”

“We’re having dinner tonight.”

“She told me. That’s why . . . well, I didn’t want you to be embarrassed, that’s all.”

“Thank you, dear.”

“I should mind my own business, shouldn’t I?”

“No. I appreciate your concern. Would you like to come tonight?”

“No, I . . . no, thank you.”

“You’re very special to me, dear.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Madrigal.”

Anguish in Bohemia

After work, Edgar swilled a double scotch at the Bohemia Club.

The rules of a well-ordered life were never enough when other people refused to obey them. Beauchamp was only one of many.

The Cartoon Room was crowded. Edgar sat alone in the Domino Room, preferring silence. The dread had begun to grow again.

He rose and went to the telephone. His hands grew slippery around the receiver.

The maid answered.

“Halcyon Hill.”

“Emma . . . is Mrs. Halcyon available?”

“Just a moment, Mr. Halcyon.”

Frannie’s mouth was full. “Uhhmm . . . darling . . . marvelous cheese puffs I doggy-bagged from Cyril’s party! And Emma’s whipped up a divine blanquette de veau! When are you coming home?”

“I have to pass tonight, Frannie.”

“Edgar! Not those damn pantyhose again?”

“No. I’m at the club. There’s a . . . committee meeting.”

Silence.

“Frannie?”

“What?” She was icy.

“I have to do these things. You know that.”

“We do what we want, Edgar.”

Blood rushed to his face. “All right, then, goddammit! I want to go to this meeting! That make you happy?”

Frannie hung up.

He stood there, holding the phone, then put it down and mopped his face with a handkerchief. He took several deep breaths. He reached for the directory and looked up Ruby Miller’s phone number.

He dialed.

“Evening. Ruby here.” She sounded more grandmotherly than ever.

“Edgar Halcyon, Mrs. Miller.”

“Oh . . . how nice to hear your voice. Gracious, it’s been a long time.”

“Yes . . . you know . . . business.”

“Yes! Busy, busy.”

His brow was drenched again. “Can I see you tonight, Mrs. Miller? I know it isn’t much notice.”

“Oh . . . well, just a minute, Mr. Halcyon. Let me check my book.” She left the phone. Edgar could hear her rummaging around. “All right,” she said at last. “Eight o’clock, OK?”

“Thank you so much.”

“Not at all, Mr. Halcyon.”

He felt much better now. Ruby Miller meant hope to him, however vague. He decided to have a drink at the bar in the Cartoon Room.

“Edgar, you old bastard, why aren’t you home pruning the rosebuds?”

It was Roger Manigault, senior vice president of Pacific Excelsior. The Manigault tennis courts bordered on the Halcyon apple orchard in Hillsborough.

Edgar smiled. “Past your bedtime, too, Booter.” The nickname was a hangover from Stanford days, when Manigault had been beatified on the gridiron. Nothing since then had pleased him.

He was currently angered by the demise of the Stanford Indian.

“Everybody’s so goddamn sensitive nowadays! Indians aren’t Indians anymore . . . oh, no! They’re Native Americans. I spent ten years learning to say ‘Negroes’ right, and now they’ve turned into Blacks. Goddammit, I don’t know what to call the maid anymore!”

Edgar took a slug of drink and nodded. He had heard it all before.

“Now, you take the word ‘gay’, Edgar. That used to be a perfectly normal word that meant something wholesome and fun, goddammit! Jesus God! Look at it now!” He polished off his scotch and slammed the glass down. “A decent young couple is almost embarrassed to mention they’ve been to the Gaieties!”

“Good point,” said Edgar.

“Damn right! Say . . . speaking of that, Roger and Suzie say they bumped into Beauchamp and DeDe at the Gaieties. Beauchamp’s a damn good dancer, Suzie says . . . hustling or whatever they call it.”

Hustling is probably the word, Edgar thought. He had wondered about Beauchamp and Suzie on several occasions. “Excuse me, Booter. I promised Frannie I’d be home early tonight.”

For the lies she required, Ruby Miller might as well have been Edgar’s mistress.

Up the hill at the University Club, Beauchamp sought solace from Peter Cipriani, heir to a fabled San Mateo flower fortune.

“I’m getting paranoid, I guess.”

“The Old Man again?”

“Yeah. He put the screws to me about DeDe.”

“He’s suspicious?”

“Always.”

“What does DeDe think?”

“You’re assuming she knows how to.”

“She’s a tad thick, but she does pay for your Wilkes Bashford addiction . . . and she’s got a nice box.”

Beauchamp frowned.

“At the opera, Beauchamp.”

“Very funny.”

“I thought so.”

“I didn’t come here to talk about my wife, Peter.”

“Hmm . . . that’s funny. Everybody else did.”

Silence.

“Sorry. Cheap shot. Wanna hear about the Bachelors Ball?”

“Do I look like I do?”

“Well, we missed you, anyway. Actually, we missed your Navy dress whites. They were always just the right touch. Very Gilbert and Sullivan.”

“Thank you.”

“The Prune Prince wore his great-uncle’s opera tails this year.”

“John Stonecypher?”

“The one. Are you ready for this? He spilled a bottle of amyl in the breast pocket.”

“C’mon!”

“While he was dancing with Madge!”

“What did she do?”

“Oh . . . she just kept waltzing around like a Cotillion deb, presumably pretending that all her dance partners smell like dirty sweat socks . . . You’re going to her do tonight, aren’t you?”

“Shit!”

“Forgot, huh?”

“DeDe will shit a brick!” He downed his drink. “I’m off.”

“More than likely,” said Peter.

The Wrath of DeDe

DeDe was sitting at her Louis Quinze escritoire making notations in her Louis Vuitton checkbook.

“You forgot about Marge’s party, didn’t you?”

“I hauled ass to get here.”

“It starts in half an hour.”

“Then we’ll be late. Pull in your claws. Your old man’s been bitching at me all day.”

“Did you make the Adorable presentation?”

“No. He did.”

“Why?”

“Why don’t you tell me?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“He was pissed, DeDe. Royally.”

Silence.

“You know why, of course.”

DeDe looked down at her checkbook.

Beauchamp persisted. “He was pissed because his darling daughter called him up last night and told him I was a son-of-a-bitch.”

“I didn’t do anything of . . .”

“Bullshit!”

“I was worried, Beauchamp. It was after midnight. I tried the club and Sam’s and Jack’s. I . . . panicked. I thought Daddy might know where you were.”

“Of course. Little Beauchamp doesn’t make a fucking move without checking with the Great White Father!”

“Don’t talk about Daddy like that.”

“Oh . . . fuck him! I don’t need his permission to breathe. I don’t need him for a goddamn thing!”

“Oh? Daddy would be interested to hear that.”

Silence.

“Why don’t we call him up and tell him?”

“DeDe . . .”

“Me or you?”

“DeDe . . . I’m sorry. I’m tired. It’s been a bitch of a day.”

“I’ll bet.” She moved to the hall mirror and made last minute adjustments to her makeup. “How’s Little Miss Whatshername?”

“Who?”

“Daddy’s secretary. Your little . . . afterwork amusement?”

“You’ve gotta be kidding?”

“No. I don’t think so.”

“Mary Ann Singleton.”

“Is that her name? How quaint.”

“Christ! I hardly know her.”

“Apparently that hasn’t stopped you before.”

“She’s your father’s secretary!”

“And she’s not exactly an eyesore.”

“I can’t help that, can I?”

DeDe pursed her lips to blot her lipstick. She looked at her husband. “Look . . . I’ve had it with this. You dropped off the face of the earth last night.”

“I told you. I was at the club.”

“Well, quelle coincidence! You were at the club when you stood me up for the reception at the de Young last Wednesday and last Friday when we missed the Telfairs’ party at Beach Blanket Babylon.”

“We’ve seen it five times.”

“That isn’t the point.”

Beauchamp laughed bitterly. “You are too much. You really are . . . Where in God’s name did you dig this one up?”

“I’ve got eyes, Beauchamp.”

“Where? When?”

“Last week. I was shopping with Binky at La Remise de Soleil.”

“How very chic of you.”

“You were crossing the street with her.”

“Mary Ann.”

“Yes.”

“That is incriminating.”

“It was lunchtime, and you were looking very chummy.”

“You missed the good part. You should have been there earlier when I ravaged her in the redwood grove behind the Transamerica Pyramid.”

“You’re not gonna smartass your way out of this one, Beauchamp.”

“I’m not even trying.” He snatched the keys to the Porsche from the hall table. “I stopped with you a long time ago.”

“Tell me,” said DeDe, following him out the door.

The Landlady’s Dinner

Mary Ann stopped by Mona’s on her way to Mrs. Madrigal’s for dinner.

“Wanna mellow out?” asked Mona.

“It depends.”

“Coke.”

“I’m on a diet. Have you got a Tab or Fresca?”

“I don’t believe you.” Mona placed a hand mirror on her cable spool table. “Even you must have seen Porgy and Bess?”

“So?” Mary Ann’s voice cracked. Mona was spading white powder from a vial with a tiny silver spoon. The handle of the spoon was engraved with an ecology emblem.

“Sportin’ Life,” said Mona. “Happy Dust. This stuff is an American institution.” She made a line of powder across the surface of the mirror. “All the silent film stars snorted. Why do you think they looked like this?” She moved her head and arms spastically, like Charlie Chaplin.

“And now,” she continued, “all we need is a common, ordinary, all-purpose food stamp.” She flourished a ten-dollar food stamp like a magician, presenting both sides for Mary Ann’s examination.

“Do you get food stamps?” asked Mary Ann. She makes four times what I do, thought the secretary.

Mona didn’t answer, absorbed in the operation. She rolled the food stamp into a little tube and stuck it in her left nostril. “Stunning, eh? Very sexy!”

She went after the powder, like an anteater on the rampage. Mary Ann was horrified. “Mona, is that . . .”

“It’s your turn.”

“No, thank you.”

“Aw . . . go ahead. It’s good for social occasions.”

“I’m nervous enough as it is.”

“It doesn’t make you nervous, dearheart. It . . .”

Mary Ann stood up. “I have to go, Mona. I’m late.”

“God!”

“What?”

“You make me feel like such . . . an addict.”

Mrs. Madrigal looked almost elegant in black satin pajamas and a matching cloche.

“Ah, Mary Ann. I’m grinding the gazpacho. Help yourself to the hors d’oeuvres. I’ll be right back in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

The “hors d’oeuvres” were arranged symmetrically on two plates. One held several stuffed mushrooms. The other, half a dozen joints.

Mary Ann chose a mushroom and gave the apartment a once-over.

Two rather gross marble statues flanked the fireplace: a boy with a thorn in his foot and a woman holding a jug. Silk fringes dangled everywhere, from lampshades, coverlets, curtains and valances, even from the archway that led to the hall. The only photograph was a picture of the 1915 Panama-Pacific Exposition.

“Well, what do you think of my little bordello?” Mrs. Madrigal was posing dramatically under the archway.

“It’s . . . very nice.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s depraved!”

Mary Ann laughed. “You planned it that way?”

“Of course. Help yourself to a joint, dear, and don’t bother to pass it around. I loathe that soggy communal business! I mean . . . if you’re going to be degenerate, you might as well be a lady about it, don’t you think?”

There were two other guests. One was a fiftyish, red-bearded North Beach poet named Joaquin Schwartz. (“A dear man,” Mrs. Madrigal confided to Mary Ann, “but I wish he’d learn to use capital letters.”) The other was a woman named Laurel who worked at the Haight-Ashbury Free Clinic. She didn’t shave under her arms.

Joaquin and Laurel spent dinner discussing their favorite years. Joaquin believed in 1957. Laurel felt 1967 was where it was at . . . or where it had been at.

“We could have kept it going,” she said. “I mean, it had a life of its own, didn’t it? We shared everything . . . the acid, the music, the sex, the Avalon, the Family Dog, the Human Be-In. There were fourteen freaks in that flat on Oak Street, fourteen freaks and six sleeping bags. It was fucking beautiful, because it was . . . was, like, history. We were history. We were the fucking cover of Time magazine, man!”

Mrs. Madrigal was polite. “What do you think happened, dear?”

“They killed it. Not the Pigs. The Media.”

“Killed what?”

“Nineteen sixty-seven.”

“I see.”

“Nixon, Watergate, Patty Fucking Hearst, the Bicentennial. The Media got bored with 1967, so they zapped it. It could have survived for a while. Some of it escaped to Mendocino . . . but the Media found out about it and killed it all over again. Jesus . . . I mean, what’s left? There’s not a single fucking place where it’s still 1967!”

Mrs. Madrigal winked at Mary Ann. “You’re being awfully quiet.”

“I’m not sure I . . .”

“What’s your favorite year?”

“I don’t think I have one.”

“Mine’s 1987,” said Mrs. Madrigal. “I’ll be sixty-five or so . . . I can collect social security and stash away enough to buy a small Greek island.” She twirled a lock of hair around her forefinger and smiled faintly. “Actually, I’d settle for a small Greek.”

After dinner, on the way to the bathroom, Mary Ann lingered in the landlady’s bedroom. There was a photograph on the dresser in a silver frame.

A young man, a soldier, standing beside a 1940s car. He was quite handsome, if a little awkward in his uniform.

“So you see, the old dame does have a past.”

Mrs. Madrigal was standing in the doorway.

“Oh . . . I’m prying, aren’t I?”

Mrs. Madrigal smiled. “I hope it means we’re friends.”

“I . . .” Mary Ann turned back to the photograph, embarrassed. “He’s very good-looking. Is that Mr. Madrigal?”

The landlady shook her head. “There’s never been a Mr. Madrigal.”

“I see.”

“No you don’t. How could you? Madrigal is . . . an assumed name, as they say in the gangster movies. I cleaned up my act about a dozen years back, and the old name was the first to go.”

“What was it?”

“Don’t be naughty. If I’d wanted you to know it, I wouldn’t have changed it.”

“But . . .”

“Why the Mrs?”

“Yes.”

“Widows and divorcees don’t get . . . what’s Mona’s word? . . . hassled. We don’t get hassled as much as single girls. You must have figured that out by now.”

“Who’s hassled? I haven’t had so much as an obscene phone call since I moved to San Francisco. I could use a little hassling, frankly.”

“The town is full of charming young men.”

“To each other.”

Mrs. Madrigal chuckled. “There’s a lot of that going around.”

“You make it sound like the flu. I think it’s terribly depressing.”

“Nonsense. Take it as a challenge. When a woman triumphs in this town, she really triumphs. You’ll do all right, dear. Give it time.”

“You think?”

“I know.” The landlady winked and put her arm across Mary Ann’s shoulder. “C’mon, let’s go join those tedious people.”

Rendezvous with Ruby

Ruby Miller’s house was on Ortega Street in the Sunset district, a green stucco bungalow with a manicured lawn and a bowl of plastic roses in the picture window. A Rambler parked in the driveway bore a bumper sticker that said: HONK IF YOU LOVE JESUS.

Edgar parked the Mercedes across the street. He was locking the doors when he saw Mrs. Miller waving from the window.

He returned the wave. Christ! He felt like a shoe salesman coming home to the wife.

Mrs. Miller turned on the porch light, took off her apron and fussed with a strand of gray hair. “You’re a sight for sore eyes, you are! I’m a mess . . . I didn’t plan . . .”

“I’m sorry. I hope it’s not too much trouble.”

“Don’t be silly. I’m tickled to death.” She gave his hand a pat and led him into the house. “Ernie . . . look who’s here!”

Her husband was seated in front of the television set in a Danish Modern chair. His arms were the shape and color of provolone cheese.

“Hiya, Mr. Halcyon.” He didn’t get up. He was engrossed in the box before him.

“How’s everything, Ernie?”

“Bob Barker just reunited a Marine with his loved one.”

“I’m sorry . . .”

“Truth or Consequences. They brought this Marine back from Okinawa and reunited him with his fiancée. She was dressed up like a frog. They made him kiss her . . . blindfolded.”

Mrs. Miller took Edgar’s arm. “Isn’t that sweet? You don’t watch much TV, I guess.”

“No. I’m afraid not.”

“Well, enough chitchat. Let’s get to work. Something to eat first. Hi-C, maybe? Fritos?”

“I’m fine, thank you.” At the last minute, out of nervousness, he had gorged himself on chicken livers at the club. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

“Then let’s you and me go out to the garage. Ernie, don’t you play the TV too loud, hear?” Her husband grunted his reply.

Mrs. Miller led Edgar through the kitchen. “That Ernie and his TV! I guess it relaxes him . . . and it’s much more Christian than the movies these days, what with . . . you know . . . all that nasty stuff . . .”

“Mmm,” he said vaguely, trying to sound polite but disinterested. Mrs. Miller could slip into a monologue with all the precision of a New York cabby or an Italian barber. Edgar didn’t want to spend this session hearing about Smut in the Cinema.

In the semidarkness of the garage, she went about her business. She cleared muddy garden tools off the pingpong table and removed a couple of candle stubs from an old MJB can. Humming softly to herself, she donned the familiar purple velveteen robe.

“Have you noticed any changes?”

“In the garage?”

Mrs. Miller chuckled. “In you. This is your fifth visit. You should be feeling . . . changes.”

“I’m not sure. I may . . .”

“Don’t force it. It will come.”

“I wish I shared your confidence.”

“Faith, Mr. Halcyon.”

“Yes.”

“Faith is different than confidence.”

She was beginning to irritate him. “Mrs. Miller . . . my wife is expecting me home shortly. Could we . . .”

“Of course.” She was all business now. She brushed some imaginary lint off the front of her robe and kneaded her fingers for a moment. “Assume the posture, please.”

Edgar loosened his tie and climbed on to the pingpong table. He lay down on his back. Mrs. Miller lit a candle and placed it on the table near Edgar’s head.

“Mr. Halcyon?”

“Yes?”

“Forgive me, but . . . well, I was wondering if . . . You mentioned Mrs. Halcyon. I was wondering if you told her.”

“No.”

“I know you don’t like to talk about it . . . but sometimes it helps if a loved one joins in and . . .”

“My family is Catholic, Mrs. Miller.”

She was visibly jarred. “Oh . . . I’m sorry.”

“That’s all right.” He waved it away.

“I didn’t mean I was sorry you’re Catholic. I mean . . .”

“I know, Mrs. Miller.”

“Jesus loves Catholics too.”

“Yes.”

She pressed her fingertips against Edgar’s temples and made small circular strokes. “Jesus will help heal you, Mr. Halcyon, but you must believe in Him. You must become a little child again and seek refuge in His bosom.”

A motorcycle roared down Ortega Street, spluttering blasphemously, as Ruby Miller began the incantation that Edgar Halcyon now knew by heart.

“Heal him, Jesus! Heal thy servant Edgar. Heal his failing kidneys and make him whole again. Heal him, Jesus! Heal thy servant . . .”

The Boy Next Door

Mary Ann left Mrs. Madrigal’s just after ten o’clock. Back at her own apartment, she put her feet up, sipped a Tab and checked her mail.

There was a short gloomy note from her mother, a Contemporary Card from Connie implying desertion, and a box containing her Scenic San Francisco checks from Hibernia Bank.

The personalized message on her checks was “Have a Nice Day.”

Despite her pathetic income, the choice of a bank had somehow seemed crucial to the establishment of her identity in the city.

In the beginning, she had wavered between the Chartered Bank of London and Wells Fargo. The former had a wonderfully classy name and a fireplace in the lobby, but only one branch in the entire city. The latter had a nice Western ring to it and lots of branches.

But she had never considered Dale Robertson all that cute.

In the end, she had gone with Hibernia.

Their jingle promised they would remember your name.

Someone rapped on her door.

It was Brian Hawkins, who lived across the hall. He was a waiter at Perry’s and they had chatted briefly only once or twice before. His hours were extremely irregular.

“Hi,” he said. “Mrs. Madrigal just called.”

“Yeah?”

“What is it? Furniture?”

“I’m sorry, Brian. I don’t . . .”

“She said you needed help with something.”

“I can’t imagine what . . .” The light dawned. Mary Ann laughed, shaking her head, taking stock once more of Brian’s chestnut curls and green eyes. Mrs. Madrigal was pushy, but her taste wasn’t bad.

Brian looked vaguely irked. “You wanna let me in on it.”

“I think Mrs. Madrigal is matchmaking.”

“You don’t need furniture moved?”

“It’s kind of embarrassing. I . . . well, I just finished telling her there weren’t enough straight men in San Francisco.”

He brightened. “Yeah. Ain’t it great?”

“Oh, Brian . . . I’m sorry. I thought you . . .”

“Relax, will ya? I’m straight as they come. I just don’t like competition.”

He invited her over for a nightcap. His tiny kitchen was decorated with empty Chianti bottles and Sierra Club posters. The carcass of a neglected piggybank plant hung grimly from a pot on the window sill.

“I love your stove,” said Mary Ann.

“Funky, huh? Anywhere else it’s called squalor. Here we pass it off as Old World charm.”

“Did it come with the apartment?”

“Are you kidding? The stereo and the incline board are mine. The rest belongs to Dragon Lady.”

“Mrs. Madrigal?”

He nodded, looking her over. “She’s trying to fix us up, huh?” His smile was approaching a leer.

Mary Ann chose not to deal with it. “She’s a little strange, but I think she means well.”

“Sure.”

“Has she always had this place?”

He shook his head. “I think she used to run a bookstore in North Beach.”

“Is she from here?”

“Nobody’s from here.” He refilled her glass with Almadén Pinot Noir. “You’re from Cleveland, aren’t you?”

“Yeah. How did you know.”

“Mona told me.” The green eyes were burning into her.

She looked down at her glass. “Well, no secrets at all.”

“Don’t count on it.”

“What?”

“We’ve all got secrets in this town. You just have to dig a little deeper for them.”

He’s being mysterious, she thought, because he thinks it’s sexy. She decided it was time to leave.

“Well,” she said, rising. “Work tomorrow. Thanks for the wine . . . and the tour.”

“Anytime.”

She was sure he meant exactly that.

The Matriarch

When Edgar got home at eleven-fifteen, it was clear that Frannie had been drinking.

“Well, how was the club, darling? You make like a little hooty owl?”

She was perched on the sofa on the sun porch. Her legs were curled up under her Thai silk muumuu. Her wig was askew. She smelled of rum and Trader Vic’s Mai Tai Mix.

“Hello, Frannie.”

“Awful long committee meeting.”

“We were planning for the Grove Play.” He tried to sound nonchalant about it, though Frannie was too far gone to appreciate the effort.

“Lotta work, huh?”

“We had a few drinks afterward. You know how those things go.”

Frannie nodded, stifling a hiccup. She certainly knew how those things went.

He changed the subject. “How about you? You have a fun day?” His tone was that of a kindly father to a small child. What had happened to the debutante who once looked like Veronica Lake?

“I had lunch with Helen and Gladys at that darling place on Polk Street . . . The Pavilion. Then I bought a ceramic duck. Precious. Maybe



































Stranger in the Park



















































Relating at Lunch






































































A Piece of Anna’s Past























































Mona’s New Roomie
































































Their First Date






















































Off to Mendocino

























































Brian Climbs the Walls









































Post-mortem






























































Coming Clean in the Marina



















































. . . and Many Happy Returns



















































Mrs. Day at Home


































The Chinese Connection



























































Confession in the Nude

















































































Miss Singleton Dines Alone





















































Mona vs. The Pig
















































Where Is Love?


















































If the Shoe Fits


























































Sherry and Sympathy
























































The Rap About Rape



































































Romance in the Rink




























































Coed Steam
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